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Gettysburg tells the story of more than a battle

The military park shows what national ‘reconciliation’ looked like for decades after the
Civil War.
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By Katrina Stack and Rebecca Sheehan

On Nov. 19, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln traveled to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to
dedicate a cemetery at the site of the bloodiest battle of the Civil War. Four months
before, about 50,000 soldiers had been killed, wounded or captured at the Battle of
Gettysburg, later seen as a turning point in the war.

In his now-famous address, Lincoln described the site as “a final resting place for those

who here gave their lives that (their) nation might live,” and called on “us the living” to
finish their work. In the 160 years since, 1,328 monuments and memorials have been

erected at Gettysburg National Military Park — including one for each of the 11
Confederate states.

Confederate memorials in the American South have attracted scrutiny for years. In
October 2023, a statue of Gen. Robert E. Lee was melted down in Charlottesville,
Virginia, six years after plans to remove it spurred the violent “Unite the Right” rally.

Gettysburg has received relatively little attention, yet it occupies a unique space in these
debates. The battlefield is one of the most hallowed historic sites in the country, and,
unlike other areas with memorials to Confederate soldiers, is located in the North. The
military park’s history offers a window into the United States’ attitude toward postwar
reconciliation — one often willing to overlook racial equality in the name of national and

political unity.

The ‘Mecca of Reconciliation’


https://www.penncapital-star.com/pa-history-legacy/gettysburg-tells-the-story-of-more-than-a-battle/
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/civil-war/battles/gettysburg
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/civil-war/battles/gettysburg
https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.24404500/?st=text
https://www.nps.gov/gett/learn/historyculture/confederate-monuments.htm#:%7E:text=There%20are%201%2C328%20monuments%2C%20memorials,by%20different%20generations%20of%20Americans.
https://apnews.com/article/lee-statue-charlottesville-melt-aac4792236a680465776c0f2788343cd
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/12/1116942725/the-charlottesville-rally-5-years-later-its-what-youre-still-trying-to-forget
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674008199&content=reviews

Today, Gettysburg draws nearly a million visitors each year. In addition to visiting the

museum, visitors can drive or walk among the monuments and plaques that cover the
landscape, dedicated to both Union and Confederate troops. There are markers that
explain the events of the battle, as well as monuments dedicated to individual people,
military units and states.

As with any war memorial, particularly for a civil war, Gettysburg commemorates an
event whose survivors held dramatically different views of its meaning. In his book
“Race and Reunion,” historian David Blight identifies three main narratives of the Civil

War. One emphasizes the “nobility of the Confederate soldier” and cause, while another
focuses on the emancipation of slaves. The third is the “reconciliationist” view, with the
notion that “all in the war were brave and true,” regardless of which side they fought for.

We are cultural geographers who study commemorative landscapes, with a focus on

issues of race and memory. In our view, Gettysburg is a prime example of that
reconciliation narrative: a site that aims to reconcile the North and the South more than it
addresses the racial motivations of the conflict. The park’s own administrative

history refers to Gettysburg as an “American Mecca of Reconciliation.”

No praise, no blame

From 1864 until 1895, the battlefield was under the administration of the Gettysburg
Battlefield Memorial Association, which placed markers along military units’ battle lines.

Starting in 1890, the U.S. War Department began actively preserving Civil War
battlefields. Congress approved the creation of a commission of Union and Confederate
veterans to mark the armies’ positions at Gettysburg with tablets that each bore “a brief
historical legend, compiled without praise and without censure.” These policies were also
included in the Regulations for the National Military Parks, published in 1915.

This guiding idea — “without praise and without censure” — was also evident at
ceremonies for the battle’s 50th anniversary in 1913. Reconciliation was central in

speeches and formal photographs, many featuring elderly veterans from both sides
shaking hands.

State memorials


https://www.nps.gov/gett/learn/news/presskit.htm
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvjk2tsw
https://history.yale.edu/people/david-blight
https://utpress.org/title/on-a-great-battlefield-3/
https://experts.okstate.edu/rebecca.sheehan
https://geography.utk.edu/people/instructional-faculty/stack-katrina/
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/gett/adhi.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/gett/adhi.pdf
https://digital.libraries.psu.edu/digital/collection/digitalbks1/id/26360
https://digital.libraries.psu.edu/digital/collection/digitalbks1/id/26360
http://npshistory.com/publications/gett/mon-locations-1932.pdf
https://www.loc.gov/item/46029361/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2018652225/

In 1912, the Virginia Gettysburg Commission had submitted plans for an equestrian
statue of General Lee and other figures, with an inscription saying the state’s sons
“fought for the faith of their fathers.” The chairman of the Gettysburg National Park
Commission, however, had warned that such a statue would likely not be approved by the

War Department because “inscriptions should be without ‘censure, praise or blame.*”
The chairman said that while “they fought for the faith of their fathers” might be true for
Virginians, “it certainly opens the inscription to not a little adverse criticism.”

Eventually, the state commission agreed to inscribe simply, “Virginia to her sons at
Gettysburg” — creating the first Confederate state monument.

But enforcement of the no praise, no blame policy was uneven.

Efforts to erect a monument for Mississippi, for example, began in the early 1960s. The
state commission’s intended inscription read:

On this ground our brave sires fought for their righteous cause
Here, in glory, sleep those who gave to it their lives

To valor they gave new dimensions of courage

To duty, its noblest fulfillment

To posterity, the sacred heritage of honor.

The park superintendent pointed to two objections, however: first to the use of

“righteous” and second to ‘“here,” since Southern soldiers’ bodies were mostly
relocated after the battle.

Mississippi Supreme Court Judge Thomas Brady, who collaborated on the
inscription, wrote to the monument commission expressing his frustration over the

objection to the “righteous cause” language. Even the “South’s most bitter critics ...
never questioned that the South felt that its cause was righteous,” he noted.

“The South has had the most to forgive in this matter and the South has forgiven,” Brady
wrote. “Let us hope that the North has done likewise.”


https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery-item.htm?pg=6912750&id=7f5b0055-39e0-4037-8fa3-b5a94b63947c&gid=37C201BC-2908-42D8-B394-5A5A9B32F667
https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery-item.htm?pg=7187877&id=674910dc-88c9-47e0-83d6-57e1c9008875&gid=C7C5DDAF-803B-444F-9968-681A0AE04756
https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery-item.htm?pg=7187877&id=c4caf4eb-8832-4fa8-b1b6-ff49ef690bff&gid=C7C5DDAF-803B-444F-9968-681A0AE04756
https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/national_cemeteries/pennsylvania/gettysburg_national_cemetery.html
https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/national_cemeteries/pennsylvania/gettysburg_national_cemetery.html
https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery-item.htm?pg=7187877&id=f54f4132-8e05-401d-88d6-7c9f06f21f1f&gid=C7C5DDAF-803B-444F-9968-681A0AE04756

In late 1970, a new superintendent was put in place at Gettysburg. Mississippi’s
commission asked him to revisit the “righteous cause” wording — and expressed “genuine

pleasure” that the new superintendent was a fellow Mississippian.

The monument was dedicated in 1973, with the “righteous cause” language included in
its inscription.

From the start, the policies for monuments at Gettysburg called for a commemorative
landscape that would recall the actions of those who fought and died on the battlefield. In
reality, several monuments scattered over the landscape perpetuate the Lost Cause myth,

which argues that the Confederate states’ chief goal was simply to protect the sanctity of
state rights — whitewashing the atrocities of slavery and romanticizing the antebellum
South.

In recent decades, however, the park has begun to do more to emphasize slavery in its
historical exhibits and descriptions.

National Park management policy treats commemorative works as historic features

reflecting “the knowledge, attitudes, and tastes of the persons who designed and placed
them.” As a result, the monuments cannot be “altered, relocated, obscured, or removed,
even when they are deemed inaccurate or incompatible with prevailing present-day
values.”

The Gettysburg website notes that legislation and compliance with federal laws would be

required to move many monuments.

When Lincoln traveled to Gettysburg, he called for Americans to dedicate themselves “to
the unfinished work™ of the Union dead, and to dedicate a portion of the battlefield to
their memory. A century and a half later, however, the site also illustrates a messy

postwar debate: the U.S.’s struggle to reconcile sharply opposed understandings of the
Civil War.
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https://www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery-item.htm?pg=7187877&id=6a1949e0-0dff-4aab-9143-0f01fc9c65b2&gid=C7C5DDAF-803B-444F-9968-681A0AE04756
https://gettysburg.stonesentinels.com/confederate-monuments/confederate-state-monuments/south-carolina/
https://gettysburg.stonesentinels.com/confederate-monuments/confederate-state-monuments/louisiana/
https://kevinmlevin.substack.com/p/interpreting-confederate-slaves-on
https://www.npca.org/articles/3557-a-more-complete-story-at-gettysburg
https://www.npca.org/articles/3557-a-more-complete-story-at-gettysburg
https://www.nps.gov/gett/learn/historyculture/commemorative-works.htm
https://www.nps.gov/gett/learn/historyculture/confederate-monuments.htm
https://www.gsa.gov/real-estate/historic-preservation/historic-preservation-policy-tools/legislation-policy-and-reports/section-106-of-the-national-historic-preservation-act#:%7E:text=Section%20106%20of%20the%20NHPA,when%20making%20final%20project%20decisions.
https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.24404500/?st=text
https://www.fox29.com/news/william-penn-statue-will-not-be-removed-after-park-withdraws-draft-proposal

William Penn statue will not be removed from Welcome Park

Following a controversial debate, the William Penn statue will not be removed from the Welcome Park in Philadelphia after the park
says a draft proposal was released early.

PHILADELPHIA - After a controversial debate, the William Penn statue will not be removed from the
Welcome Park in Philadelphia.
A draft proposal aiming to rehabilitate and re-imagine Welcome Park in Philadelphia by permanently

removing the William Penn statue the park says was released

The Park announced it has withdrawn the review of the drafted proposal and closed the public comment

period.

The Park says the prematurely-released draft had not been subject to a complete internal agency review and

is being retracted.

William Penn statue could be removed from Philadelphia park commemeorating his home

The National Parks Service wants to rehabilitate a park in Philadelphia, and its proposed plans include permanently removing a William Penn statue.

There will be no changes to the William Penn statue at this time.

In the release, the National Park Service said it remains '"committed to rehabilitating Welcome Park as the
nation prepares to commemorate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence in 2026. Upon
completion of all the necessary internal reviews, the park looks forward to engaging in a robust public process

to consider options for refurbishing the park in the coming years."

Governor Josh Shapiro tweeted the following statement in regard to the Biden administration's involvement

with the drafted proposal:

Welcome Park is located on the site of William Penn's home, the Slate Roof House, in Old City.

The park was named "Welcome" after the ship that transported Penn to Philadelphia, and was completed in

1982.

Last week, the National Parks Service announced plans to rehabilitate and re-imagine the park "to provide a

more welcoming, accurate, and inclusive experience for visitors."


https://www.fox29.com/news/william-penn-statue-could-be-removed-from-philadelphia-park-commemorating-his-home
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‘important part of the cultural landscape,' will not be removed
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By Nolan Simmons | nsimmons@pennlive.com

The National Park Service released a statement Friday saying the agency will not alter,
relocate, obscure or remove any monuments at Gettysburg National Military Park, even
“when they are deemed inaccurate or incompatible with prevailing present-day values.”

The statement, released onto the park’s website, describes the Confederate monuments at
Gettysburg as representing an “important, if controversial, chapter in our nation’s history.”

It also explains that some monuments within the park cannot be removed because they were
specifically authorized by Congress or might predate the park itself, making them a protected
park resource. In either situation, legislation could be necessary for the NPS to remove a
monument, as the agency must comply with laws such as the National Historic Preservation
Act and the National Environmental Policy Act, the statement said.

Additionally, some monuments have existed in the park long enough to be considered
historic features.

“A key aspect of their historical interest is that they reflect the knowledge, attitudes, and
tastes of the people who designed and placed them,” the statement said.

The NPS maintains and interprets monuments, markers, and plaques that commemorate and
memorialize those who fought during the Civil War. It is committed to preserving these
memorials while simultaneously educating visitors holistically about the actions, motivations,
and causes of the soldiers and states they commemorate, the statement said.

The Director of the NPS may make an exception to the NPS policy of non-removal.

READ MORE: As monuments are toppled nationwide, what should Gettysburg do with its
40 Confederate statues?



https://www.pennlive.com/news/2020/06/national-park-service-confederate-monuments-at-gettysburg-an-important-part-of-the-cultural-landscape-will-not-be-removed.html
https://www.pennlive.com/news/2020/06/national-park-service-confederate-monuments-at-gettysburg-an-important-part-of-the-cultural-landscape-will-not-be-removed.html
https://www.pennlive.com/staff/nsimmons/posts.html
https://www.nps.gov/gett/learn/historyculture/confederate-monuments.htm
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