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REFLECTIONS OF THE PAST...

Gettysburg

THE HISTORY OF GETTYSBURG HAS FEW PARALLELS IN THE 

AMERICAN DRAMA. It is more than one event, one date, or one 

individual. It is multi-layered – involving a diverse number of people 

and events that influenced the course of our nation’s history.



Gettysburg

COVER: 70th., 71st., 72nd., 73rd. and 
74th. New York Infantry (Excelsio).

THIS PAGE: New York Auxillary State 
Monument.

September 2009    65



The Battle of Gettysburg with an 
was fought July 1–3, 1863, in and 
around the town of Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania. The battle with the 
largest number of casualties in the 
American Civil War,[7] it is often 
described as the war’s turning point.
[8] Union Maj. Gen. George Gordon 
Meade’s Army of the Potomac de-

feated attacks by Confederate Gen. 
Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern 
Virginia, ending Lee’s invasion of 
the North.
After his success at Chancellors-
ville in Virginia in May 1863, Lee 
led his army through the Shenando-
ah Valley to begin his second inva-
sion of the North—the Gettysburg 

Campaign. With his army in high 
spirits, Lee intended to shift the fo-
cus of the summer campaign from 
war-ravaged northern Virginia and 
hoped to influence Northern politi-
cians to give up their prosecution 
of the war by penetrating as far as 
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, or even 
Philadelphia. Prodded by Presi-
dent Abraham Lincoln, Maj. Gen. 
Joseph Hooker moved his army in 
pursuit, but was relieved just three 
days before the battle and replaced 
by Meade.
Elements of the two armies initially 
collided at Gettysburg on July 1, 
1863, as Lee urgently concentrated 
his forces there, his objective being 
to engage the Union army and de-
stroy it. Low ridges to the northwest 
of town were defended initially by a 
Union cavalry division under Brig. 
Gen. John Buford, and soon rein-
forced with two corps of Union in-
fantry. However, two large Confed-
erate corps assaulted them from the 
northwest and north, collapsing the 
hastily developed Union lines, send-
ing the defenders retreating through 
the streets of town to the hills just to 
the south.
On the second day of battle, most 
of both armies had assembled. The 
Union line was laid out in a defen-
sive formation resembling a fish-
hook. In the late afternoon of July 
2, Lee launched a heavy assault 
on the Union left flank, and fierce 
fighting raged at Little Round Top, 
the Wheatfield, Devil’s Den, and the 
Peach Orchard. On the Union right, 
demonstrations escalated into full-
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scale assaults on Culp’s Hill and 
Cemetery Hill. All across the battle-
field, despite significant losses, the 
Union defenders held their lines.
On the third day of battle, July 3, 
fighting resumed on Culp’s Hill, 
and cavalry battles raged to the east 
and south, but the main event was a 
dramatic infantry assault by 12,500 
Confederates against the center of 
the Union line on Cemetery Ridge, 
known as Pickett’s Charge. The 
charge was repulsed by Union rifle 
and artillery fire, at great losses to 
the Confederate army. Lee led his 
army on a torturous retreat back 
to Virginia. Between 46,000 and 
51,000 soldiers from both armies 
were casualties in the three-day 
battle. That November, President 
Lincoln used the dedication cer-
emony for the Gettysburg National 
Cemetery to honor the fallen Union 
soldiers and redefine the purpose of 
the war in his historic Gettysburg 
Address.
 Shortly after the Army of North-
ern Virginia won a major victory 
over the Army of the Potomac at the 
Battle of Chancellorsville (April 30 
– May 6, 1863), Robert E. Lee de-
cided upon a second invasion of the 
North (the first was the unsuccessful 
Maryland Campaign of September 
1862, which ended in the bloody 
Battle of Antietam). Such a move 
would upset Federal plans for the 
summer campaigning season and 
possibly reduce the pressure on the 
besieged Confederate garrison at 
Vicksburg. The invasion would al-
low the Confederates to live off the 
bounty of the rich Northern farms 
while giving war-ravaged Virginia a 
much-needed rest. In addition, Lee’s 
72,000-man army[3] could threaten 
Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Wash-
ington, and possibly strengthen the 
growing peace movement in the 
North.[9]

Thus, on June 3, Lee’s army began 
to shift northward from Fredericks-
burg, Virginia. To attain more ef-
ficiency in his command, Lee had 
reorganized his two large corps into 
three new corps. Lt. Gen. James 
Longstreet retained command of 

his First Corps. The old corps of 
deceased Thomas J. “Stonewall” 
Jackson was divided in two, with 
the Second Corps going to Lt. Gen. 
Richard S. Ewell and the new Third 
Corps to Lt. Gen. A.P. Hill. The 
Cavalry Division was commanded 
by Maj. Gen. J.E.B. Stuart.[10]
The Union Army of the Potomac, 
under Maj. Gen. Joseph Hooker, 
consisted of seven infantry corps, 
a cavalry corps, and an Artillery 
Reserve, for a combined strength 
of about 94,000 men.[2] However, 

President Lincoln replaced Hooker 
with Maj. Gen. George Gordon 
Meade, a Pennsylvanian, because of 
Hooker’s defeat at Chancellorsville 
and his timid response to Lee’s sec-
ond invasion north of the Potomac 
River.
The first major action of the cam-
paign took place on June 9 between 
opposing cavalry forces at Brandy 
Station, near Culpeper, Virginia. 
The 9,500 Confederate cavalrymen 
under Stuart were surprised by Maj. 
Gen. Alfred Pleasonton’s combined 
arms force of two cavalry divisions 
(8,000 troopers) and 3,000 infan-
try, but Stuart eventually repulsed 
the Union attack. The inconclusive 
battle, the largest predominantly 
cavalry engagement of the war, 
proved for the first time that the 
Union horse soldier was equal to his 
Southern counterpart.[11]
By mid-June, the Army of North-
ern Virginia was poised to cross the 
Potomac River and enter Maryland. 
After defeating the Federal gar-
risons at Winchester and Martins-
burg, Ewell’s Second Corps began 
crossing the river on June 15. Hill’s 
and Longstreet’s corps followed on 
June 24 and June 25. Hooker’s army 
pursued, keeping between the U.S. 
capital and Lee’s army. The Feder-
als crossed the Potomac from June 
25 to June 27.[12]
Lee gave strict orders for his army 
to minimize any negative impacts 
on the civilian population.[13] 
Food, horses, and other supplies 
were generally not seized outright, 
although quartermasters reimburs-
ing Northern farmers and merchants 
with Confederate money were not 
well received. Various towns, most 
notably York, Pennsylvania, were 
required to pay indemnities in lieu 
of supplies, under threat of destruc-
tion. During the invasion, the Con-
federates seized some 40 northern 
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ABOVE: The bullet monument dedicated to 
the 7th. New Jersey Infantry.

OPPOSITE TOP: Cannons face the empty 
battlefields.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: A group of men read 
the names on the New York Auxiliary State 
Monument.


