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JUST A DECORATION
By

Melvin Scott III
As the last can fell over I thought, at least I am getting better. I gave a small satisfactory smile at the holes punched in the soda-cans by the air rifle I had received yesterday for my fourteenth birthday. Lining the cans back up on the old headstone, and retreating about twenty-feet, I took aim, pulled the trigger, and fired. A small puff of powdered limestone answered my shot. Well, okay. I wasn’t hitting the cans every time, but I was still getting better.
As I was lining up my second shot, I heard a strong, hard voice call out from behind me. “Jonathon Matthew Gray! What do you think you’re doin’, boy?”

Spinning around I spotted the image of my grandpa a few rows back. “Just practicing with the air rifle you got me for my birthday, Pappy.”

“Gimme that,” he said taking the rifle from me. “Johnny, don’t you know who that is?”


Looking back over at the stone that held my targets up, I read the name. PVT. NEWMAN, MARCELLUS J. I rode my bike past this cemetery daily on my way to school, but never really paid any attention to its inhabitants.


“No, Pappy, I don’t know.”


“See that star at the top? You know what that is?”

“I thought it was just a decoration.”


“Just a decoration.” Pappy shook his head. “That decoration means that Pvt. Newman there won the Congressional Medal of Honor. That’s the highest award the gov’ment hands out, boy.

“Go get them pop cans, and let’s head home. I’ll fill ya’ in on why that man should be important to ya’.”


With my hands full of shot-up cans, and Pappy still carrying the air rifle, we started the half-mile walk back to our house.


Pappy began his story by starting it with a question. “You know who General Sherman is?”


“Yeah, he was a Union General back in the Civil War.”


“Correct. Well, ya’ see, when Sherman was making his march to the sea, General Johnson started retreatin’. He was a Rebel general, ya’ know. 
Ole Johnson managed to rally his boys back up, and on May 14, 1864 they made a stand against Sherman’s army at Resaca, GA. Part of Sherman’s army was the 111th Illinois Infantry. 


“Johnson’s boys started whoopin’ up on the 111th pretty bad and they had to pull back. Pvt. Newman back there was assigned to B. Company in the 111th. He noticed another man in his company was not in the retreat, so Newman ran back out to the battlefield to find ‘em. The Rebs were pouring fire all around and advancin’ up on him, but he kept lookin’ til he found his friend.

“There was a good size chunk of his friend’s leg missin’ where a rebel shot had hit it. Still getting’ shot at, Newman put on a tourniquet and carried his friend back out of fire and off the battlefield.


“Both of them boys lived a good long time after the war ended back in 1865.”


We were standing at the driveway that headed up to our old farmhouse. “That’s a good story, Pappy. I really am sorry about shootin’ cans off PVT. Newman’s stone, and I’ll help fix up the marks where I missed. One thing though. Why should he be important to me?”

Pappy handed me back my birthday present and placed his gnarled hand on my shoulder. “Glad ya’ feel that way Johnny. We’ll head back down there tomorrow, and I’ll show ya’ how to fix it back up.
  ”As to why Pvt. Newman should be important to ya, well, the boy that he carried off the field that was my grandpa.”
1. Illinois Civil War Medal of Honor Recipients http://www.illinoiscivilwar.org/cwmoh.html
2. Civil War Medal of Honor Recipients (M-Z) http://www.army.mil/cmh-pg/mohciv2.htm
3. Photo of Pvt. Newman’s gravestone http://www.homeofheroes.com/gravesites/states/pages_go/newman_marcellus_ok.html
NEWMAN, MARCELLUS J.  (CMH Recipient)
Birth: 6 December 1835 at Richview, Washington County, Ill. 
Died: 15 November 1905

Gravesite: Meeker, OK (photo of gravestone: http://www.homeofheroes.com/gravesites/states/pages_go/newman_marcellus_ok.html)
Rank and organization: Private, Company B, 111th Illinois Infantry. 

Place and date: At Resaca, Ga., 14 May 1864. 

Entered service at: Richview, Washington County, Ill. 

Date of issue: 13 May 1899. 

Citation: Voluntarily returned, in the face of a severe fire from the enemy, and rescued a wounded comrade who had been left behind as the regiment fell back.
