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‘We are met on a great battlefield...We cannot dedicate, we cannot 

consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground...’  President Abraham Lincoln 

from his 272-word address dedicating the Soldiers’ National Cemetery on 
November 19, 1863 

 

 

In the introduction to her book cited above, Murray writes, ”This book seeks 
to provide a critical perspective to Gettysburg historiography by examining 

not the battle, but the national military park, and specifically how the 

Gettysburg battlefield has evolved since the National Park Service acquired 

the site in August 1933. 

 
“This eight-decade period highlights the complicated nexus between 

preservation, tourism, popular culture, interpretation, and memory.”  

 

In the 156 years since Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia limped out 
of Gettysburg in the rain on July 4, 1863, the battlefield has had three 

landlords:  Gettysburg Battlefield Memorial Association 1864-95; the U.S. 

War Department 1895-1933; and, the National Park Service 1933-present. 

 
In the 69 years that the Association and the War Department administered 

the battlefield, its primary guiding principles were largely, but not entirely, 

memorializing the men and women, and their units, who served there and 

promoting the myth of sectional reconciliation (“landscapes of 

reconciliation”) while the Old South was burnishing its Lost Cause narrative 
under a veil of sentimentality and engaging in wholesale peonage, 

repression, discrimination and disenfranchisement of blacks. 

 

Emblematic of this Confederate bias was Paul Philppoteaux’s iconic 
cycloramic depiction of Pickett’s Charge wrapped in courage and valor, 

rather than the foolhardiness of Robert E. Lee’s surge at the center of 

George Meade’s stout defenses.  The park service acquired the 360-degree 

painting in 1942. 
 

Missing from most of the battlefield’s history and interpretation was any 

examination or treatment of the Civil War’s causes, namely slavery. 

 



 

 

When the park service acquired the battlefield from the War Department, 

which had used the land as a training ground (Camp Colt, for example, was 
a tank training ground), during the Depression in 1933, it undertook 

construction through the Civilian Conservation Corps to make the park more 

accessible and accommodating through roads and restrooms. 

 
After World War II, in response to far greater public mobility, 

commercialization overtook the park.  The list includes Stuckey’s Pecan Shop 

on Emmitsburg Road, Home Sweet Home motel on Steinwehr Avenue, the 

Lee-Meade Inn, Fantasyland amusement park, a trolley line and the 
Gettysburg National Tower, erected in the 1974. The 307-foot observation 

tower was demolished in 2000. 

 

Murray emphasized the inconsistent management of the park service during 
its 86 years of management, under 11 superintendents.  But the park’s 

appearance, historical accuracy and deeper, broader treatment of the Civil 

War’s sectional disputes and bitterness started to change under John 

Latschar, who took the reins in March 1995. 

 
Under Latschar, 600 acres of trees were cleared to make the battlefield look 

like it did in 1863.  The Cyclorama building was razed.  A new Museum and 

Visitors Center was dedicated in 2008, with a far more comprehensive 

message and exhibits, but not without controversy. 
 

Gettysburg National Military Park is currently without a permanent 

superintendent, but its emphasis on historical accuracy is well established. 

 
Murray is working on her next history, to be titled “Meade at War.” 

 

 

 

  
 
 


