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Document 26.3 “Washington’s Birthday in Saint Louis” (1862) 
 
George Washington’s birthday was a major holiday prior to the Civil War and during the war’s early years. It was 
celebrated each year following the American Revolution and that practice continued during the Civil War. In 1862 
the United States Senate began a tradition of celebrating Washington’s birthday with a reading of his famous 
“Farewell Address.” Though this did not become an annual event in the Senate until 1893, it was a popular 
decision. Individual cities celebrated the day as well. St. Louis, Missouri, even created an 11-mile long procession to 
celebrate Washington’s birthday in 1862, as reported by this newspaper article. The procession started just after 
noon and included military regiments and military bands, for a total of 5000 participants with 3000 horses. The 
civilian portion of the parade also had bands, as well as 127 carriages of ladies, additional mercantile wagons, 
politicians in various conveyances, and regular citizens. Gunboats, howitzers, and cannons featured in the parade 
as well. Though other Civil War celebrations of Washington’s birthday might not have matched the drama of St. 
Louis, they were widespread. 
  
WASHINGTON’S BIRTHDAY IN SAINT LOUIS 
THE GRANDEST CELEBRATION EVER KNOWN IN THE CITY 
A PROCESSION ELEVEN MILES LONG 
THE MOUND CITY COVERED WITH FLAGS 
All Professions, Trades, and Avocations Represented 
 
The American celebration of 22 February, 1862, will be chronicled as a National demonstration of its kind 
unparalleled in history. The love of country and the pride of nationality that lie deep in the American heart, have on 
that day found an expression whose sublimity will challenge the admission of the world. 
 
If we judge of the expression in other Union cities by its warmth, here, we are warranted in declaring that the 
immortality of our nation is guarantied by the deathless patriotism and love of freedom and free government which 
must ever, at last, triumph over all illusions, sophistries and conspiracies, however formidable that seek the 
destruction of our country. 
 
One thought, one sentiment, a single impulse, appeared to move our population on Saturday. It was to render 
heartwarm homage to the Father of his Country. The consciousness of the greatness of the peril to which our land 
has been exposed, and from which it is at last surely emerging, rendered us all more mindful of the teachings, 
examples and memory of our nation’s Pater Patriæ, the “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his 
countrymen.” 
 
The dawn of his birthday found our city draped and festooned in the glorious emblem of the Union to which he has 
so anxiously assisted to form, the dangers which he so prophetically foresaw, and the preservation of which, “in any 
event,” he so solemnly and repeatedly enjoined upon his fellow citizens. 
 
Above, around, everywhere, we saw the red, white, and blue displayed from housetop, spire, dome, window, 
awning, lining each of the streets, and making our city literally a city of flags. Banners of other styles, but still 
indicating a love of country and liberty, and of hatred to oligarchs and traitors were numberless everywhere. Who 
wore not the Union rosette? It was adopted universally, and by scores who not long since avowed their sympathy 
and intent to cooperate with its armed foes. 
 
They who, some months ago, were almost ready to shoot down in our streets the man who dared to call secession 
and treason infamous, suddenly became adulators of the Union once more! The sickly cavil—the remark of the 
imbecile or poisoned mind—that the celebration was in honor of Washington, not of the Union, was rarely ventured 
upon, so deep and thorough has become the general conviction that he who reveres the principles of Washington 
must love the Union which he revered as the very palladium of liberty itself. 
 
At an early hour St. Louis was everywhere astir with preparation to join in the grand procession. The arrangements 
had already been made by each association and interest in all the wards, and by hundreds of business 



© Routledge 

establishments, to participate in the grand parade. The published program was nearly followed out by the able 
Grand Marshal of the day and his efficient aids, in forming the different divisions on the streets assigned them. 
 
To General William K. Strong, the community is largely indebted for the skill and thoroughness with which the 
extensive and complicated parts of the program were managed so as most admirably to contribute to the grand 
result. By 10½ A.M. multitudes, apparently countless, had flocked to the junction of Washington avenue and Fourth 
street, and that vicinity, and the dense crowds steadily and largely augmented as the minutes moved on. 
 
By eleven it seemed as if all the population of this region had gathered in that portion of our city, crowding street, 
house tops, windows, and every acceptable place where a view of the forming procession could be gained. Punctual 
to the appointed hour, the military began its prescribed march, and counter-march on Washington avenue in front 
of General Halleck’s headquarters. He appeared at a window, and was enthusiastically clapped, while a band struck 
up the air of “Hail Columbia,” and the cannon of the Wilkes Club boat roared a welcome to the General. 
 
The procession started a few minutes before twelve o’clock, but several hours elapsed before the last of the entire 
body was in motion—owing to the extreme length of the line. 
 
Source: The Missouri Democrat, February 23, 1862.  
 


