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Gettysburg, PA – Recently I drove up U.S. 15 to spend a day touring the Civil War battlefields surrounding this small town in Pennsylvania located not far north from the Maryland border.  Along the way I saw several road signs proclaiming, “Hallowed Ground.”  I assumed that the signs were referring to the region surrounding the battle at Gettysburg which served as a turning point in the war.  I learned, however, that it is a much larger entity designated by Congress in 2008 and called “The Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area.”  This curiously long name (only Congress could come up with this) refers to the 180-mile long, 75-mile wide region from Thomas Jefferson’s home, Monticello, in Charlottesville, Virginia through Maryland, West Virginia to southern Pennsylvania.  
I had been to Gettysburg previously, but several decades earlier.  There is now a large, relatively new, Visitors Center surrounded by several spacious parking lots.  Most of the lots were empty during this COVID pandemic, and staff inside the center were eager to talk to the sparse number of tourists.  I opted not to attend the 45-minute film and associated cyclorama (a sound and light show built around the 377-foot 1884 painting of Pickett’s Charge by Paul Philippoteaux) because I preferred to get out onto the actual battlefields to gather a sense of the topography facing both Union and Confederate forces.  

A park ranger recommended that I drive the 24-mile self-guided tour which takes you through 16 stops chronologically outlining the 3 days of battle.  I stopped frequently to view the numerous monuments honoring soldiers of both sides and to walk about the grassy fields where fighting took place.
The markers and signage along the tour route are detailed and impressive. My first revelation was that the Confederate forces had been as far north as Harrisburg, PA prior to the main battle which took place by chance south at Gettysburg.  The initial skirmishes began on July 1, 1863 and became progressively bloodier over the following days.  Much of the battle which followed took place with the Union forces on the east being attacked by the Confederates from the north and west.  By the end of day on July 3, the total casualties (killed, wounded, captured, or missing) totaled over 50,000, roughly split between the two sides – far more than any other battles on American soil before or since.
The bulk of the two armies were concentrated on opposing ridges separated by gently rolling terrain.  Lee’s forces were to the west on Seminary Ridge, facing the Union commander, Meade, who was dug in on Cemetery Ridge.  This is, of course, an oversimplification, because various units of both sides were moving to gain advantage during fighting over the next days.  What I found remarkable was the number of artillery units which were bombarding the opposing sides, so much so that it was apparently extremely difficult to see what was happening due to heavy smoke.  To stand where General Lee, sitting atop his horse, Traveler, watched in sadness and horror as his 12,000 man charge under Pickett was decimated by General Meade’s Union forces was sobering.  Looking across the field where over 5000 Confederate soldiers were lost was close to a religious experience.  

Later in the tour I reached the hill known as Little Round Top.  One of my wife’s favorite songs from Maine recounts the heroic action here of the “20th of Maine,” a regiment commanded by Colonel Joshua Chamberlain.  His orders were to protect the left flank of the Union forces embedded on the top of this hill “at all cost.”  Fortunately, the hill was littered with large boulders which provided protection as the numerically superior forces from Alabama attempted to reach the top.  When his men ran out of ammunition, instead of ordering a retreat, Chamberlain yelled, “Fix bayonets!” and he and his men charged down the hill.  Amazingly the men of the 20th not only repulsed the attack but ended up capturing far more soldiers than they had left themselves.  Chamberlain was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor and later returned to Maine to become governor.  

As I walked this hill from top to bottom, I tried to imagine the chaos, the deafening sounds, the smell of blood and horses, the bodies of the dead, the screams of the wounded and dying, the horror of war up close and personal.  I found myself gagging.  War is indeed hell.
Later, on top of Little Round Top, I looked below to where Confederate forces had successfully captured a rock outcropping called Devil’s Den in a particularly brutal encounter.  But nothing prepared me as I gazed a few minutes later at “The Wheatfield,” an open field just to the north which changed hands six times on July 2 as the armies battled furiously hand-to-hand.  Over 4000 men lie dead and wounded in this field.  Try to imagine walking over dead friend and foe as you fight for your life in this environment.  Again, I had lumps in my throat and felt tears forming.

The visit was an emotional day.  Every public official who must decide to send Americans into war should be mandated to walk this battlefield to understand exactly what she or he is sending young lives to experience.  Whether it be the World Wars which followed the Civil War, or Korea, or Vietnam, or Kuwait, or Iraq, or Afghanistan, or other hell-holes around the world, war should be reserved strictly for preserving our nation. 
All those bodies…..

I thought you might like to know.
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