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Document 9.4 Henry Ward Beecher, “Oration at the Raising of ‘The Old Flag’ at Sumter” (1865) 
 
When Fort Sumter was returned to the Union and the flag was restored there in a ceremony on April 14, the 
famous Presbyterian preacher Henry Ward Beecher gave this speech below, which thanks God for the seed of 
liberty and peace that has come from the harvest of war. The rest of the ceremony to restore the flag at Fort 
Sumter included a passage of scripture read by a chaplain, prayers and a benediction. This sanctification of the flag 
at the ceremony, and in Beecher’s oration, revealed an unprecedented association of cross and flag: the Civil War 
had harnessed the energy and resources of countless northern Christians and channeled it into the cause of the 
Union. 
 
On this solemn and joyful day, we again lift to the breeze our fathers’ flag, now, again, the banner of the United 
States, with the fervent prayer that God would crown it with honor, protect it from treason, and send it down to our 
children, with all the blessings of civilization, liberty and religion. Terrible in battle, may it be beneficent in peace. 
Happily, no bird or beast of prey has been inscribed upon it. The stars that redeem the night from darkness, and the 
beams of red light that beautify the morning, have been united upon its folds. As long as the sun endures, or the 
stars, may it wave over a nation neither enslaved nor enslaving. [Great applause.] 
 
Once, and but once, has treason dishonored it. In that insane hour, when the guiltiest and bloodiest rebellion of 
time hurled their fires upon this fort, you, sir, [turning to General Anderson,] and a small, heroic band, stood within 
these now crumbled walls, and did gallant and just battle for the honor and defense of the nation’s banner. 
[Applause.]... 
 
To-day you are returned again. We devoutly join with you in thanksgiving to Almighty God, that he has spared your 
honored life, and vouchsafed you the honors of this day. The heavens over you are the same; the same shores; 
morning comes, and evening, as they did. All else, how changed! What grim batteries crowd the burdened shores! 
What scenes have filled this air, and disturbed these waters! These shattered heaps of shapeless stone are all that 
is left of Fort Sumter. Desolation broods in yonder sad city—solemn retribution hath avenged our dishonored 
banner! You have come back with honor, who departed hence, four years ago, leaving the air sultry with 
fanaticism. The surging crowds that rolled up their frenzied shouts, as the flag came down, are dead, or scattered, 
or silent; and their habitations are desolate. Ruin sits in the cradle of treason. Rebellion has perished. But there flies 
the same flag that was insulted. [Great and prolonged applause.] With starry eyes it looks all over this bay for that 
banner that supplanted it, and sees it not. [Applause.] You that then, for the day, were humbled, are here again, to 
triumph once and forever. [Applause.] In the storm of that assault this glorious ensign was often struck; but, 
memorable fact, not one of its stars was torn out by shot or shell. [Applause.] It was a prophecy. It said, ‘Not one 
State shall be struck from this nation by treason!’ The fulfillment is at hand. Lifted to the air, to-day, it proclaims, 
after four years of war, ‘Not a State is blotted out!’ [Applause.] Hail to the flag of our fathers, and our flag! Glory to 
the banner that has gone through four years black with tempests of war, to pilot the nation back to peace without 
dismemberment! And glory be to God, who, above all hosts and banners, hath ordained victory, and shall ordain 
peace! [Applause.]…. 
 
One nation, under one government, without slavery, has been ordained, and shall stand. There can be peace on no 
other basis…. Reverently, piously, in hopeful patriotism, we spread this banner on the sky, as of old the bow was 
planted on the cloud; and, with solemn fervor, beseech God to look upon it, and make it the memorial of an 
everlasting covenant and decree, that never again on this fair land shall a deluge of blood prevail. [Applause.]... 
 
From this pulpit of broken stone we speak forth our earnest greeting to all our land. 
 
We offer to the President of these United States our solemn congratulations that God has sustained his life and 
health under the unparalleled burdens and sufferings of four bloody years, and permitted him to behold this 
auspicious consummation of that national unity for which he has waited with so much patience and fortitude, and 
for which he has labored with such disinterested wisdom. [Applause.] 
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To the members of the government associated with him in the administration of perilous affairs in critical times; to 
the Senators and Representatives of the United States, who have eagerly fashioned the instruments by which the 
popular will might express and enforce itself, we tender our grateful thanks. [Applause.] 
 
To the officers and men of the Army and Navy, who have so faithfully, skillfully, and gloriously upheld their 
country’s authority, by suffering, labor, and sublime courage, we offer here a tribute beyond the compass of words. 
[Great applause.] 
 
Upon these true and faithful citizens, men and women, who have borne up with unflinching hope in the darkest 
hour, and covered the land with the labors of love and charity, we invoke the divinest blessing of Him whom they 
have so truly imitated. [Applause.] 
 
But, chiefly, to Thee, God of our fathers, we render thanksgiving and praise for that wondrous Providence that has 
brought forth from such a harvest of war, the seed of so much liberty and peace. We invoke peace upon the North. 
Peace be to the West. Peace be upon the South. 
 
In the name of God we lift up our banner, and dedicate it to Peace, Union and Liberty, now and forever. [Great 
applause.] 
 
Source: The Living Age, May 6, 1865: 193–195, 202. 
 


