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I Survived The Battle Of
Gettysburg

The Echoes of Greatness: Understanding
What It Meant When Soldiers and Civilians
Said "I Survived The Battle of Gettysburg"

To utter the phrase "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" is to claim a place in one of
the most pivotal and harrowing moments in American history. It is not merely a
statement of physical endurance; it is a testament to having witnessed the very
fabric of a nation being torn apart and, against all odds, woven back together. The
three days of July 1, 2, and 3, 1863, transformed a quiet Pennsylvania crossroads
into a crucible of fire, lead, and iron. For the roughly 160,000 men who converged on
that small town, survival was never guaranteed. The battle produced over 51,000
casualties,  a  staggering number  that  still  echoes through the manicured fields  and
solemn monuments of the modern battlefield. To understand what it meant to say "I
survived the Battle of Gettysburg," we must strip away the bronze statues and park
ranger  tours  and  step  into  the  mud,  the  smoke,  and  the  sheer  terror  that  defined
those seventy-two hours.

This article serves as a deep exploration of that singular experience. We will walk
through the perspectives of the soldiers who fought, the civilians who hid, and the
medical  staff  who  raced  against  time.  We  will  examine  the  moments  of  luck,
strategy, and sheer horror that separated survival from sacrifice. By the end, you will
have a profound appreciation for the weight carried by every man, woman, and child
who could honestly look back and declare, "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg."

The Gathering Storm: A Town Circumstances into History

The road to Gettysburg was paved with the dust of marching boots. By the summer
of 1863, General Robert E. Lee's Army of Northern Virginia was riding a wave of
confidence,  having  bested  Union  forces  at  Chancellorsville.  Lee  sought  to  take  the
war north, hoping to relieve pressure on Virginia's farmland, threaten Northern cities
like Harrisburg and Philadelphia, and potentially sway European powers to recognize
the Confederacy. On the other side, the Union Army of the Potomac, now under the
newly appointed General George Meade, was in hot pursuit. Neither commander
planned  to  fight  at  Gettysburg.  It  was  a  meeting  engagement—a  collision  of
reconnaissance  forces  that  escalated  into  a  general  action.

For the residents of Gettysburg, a town of roughly 2,400 souls, the approach of these
great armies was a terrifying prelude. They had heard the stories from Virginia, of
barns  burned,  crops  confiscated,  and  homes  used  as  hospitals.  On  the  morning  of



July  1,  the  first  shots  rang out  northwest  of  town on Knoxlyn Road.  "I  survived the
Battle of Gettysburg" would soon become a phrase that held the weight of watching
your town become a graveyard. The initial clash was a desperate Union delaying
action. Outnumbered, General John Buford's cavalry dismounted and fought with
repeating carbines, holding the high ground long enough for infantry to arrive. This
tactical decision—holding the line—became the first domino in a chain of events that
saved the high ground for the Union and, ultimately, changed the course of the war.

The First Day: A Fight for the Streets and High Ground

For a soldier to say "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" after July 1, they had to
endure a chaotic, back-and-forth struggle that surged through the streets of the
town itself. The Union I Corps under General John Reynolds—who was killed early in
the fighting—marched onto the field and stabilized the line west of town. For a few
hours, the Union held their own against the advancing Confederate divisions of Heth
and Ponder. The fighting was brutal and intimate, taking place in fields, farmyards,
and the Lutheran Seminary's cupola.

But the tide turned. Confederate reinforcements arrived from the north, smashing
into the Union XI Corps. The Federal line crumbled. For the men in blue, survival
meant  a  frantic  retreat  through  the  streets  of  Gettysburg.  They  ran  down
Chambersburg  Street,  dodging  bullets  that  ricocheted  off  brick  walls.  Civilians
watched  from basements  as  soldiers,  some wounded,  some merely  exhausted,
poured through their backyards. Thousands of Union soldiers were captured on this
day, herded into brick yards and held as prisoners. To have escaped that net, to
have found a friendly line on Cemetery Hill, was a stroke of luck. That night, as the
remaining Union forces dug in on the high ground—Cemetery Hill, Culp's Hill, and
Little Round Top—they knew the real  fight was yet to come. The Confederates had
won the day, but they had failed to take the hills. The men who looked up from their
campfires that night and saw the Union flags still flying knew they had survived the
first act of a tragedy.

The Second Day: Hell on Little Round Top and in the Wheatfield

If the first day was about arrival and retreat, the second day was about holding on by
the barest of margins. To claim "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" for July 2, 1863,
one must have faced the fury of Lee's most aggressive assaults. The Confederate
plan was to  strike  the Union left  flank,  anchored by a  rocky,  wooded hill  known as
Little Round Top.

The fight for Little Round Top is one of the most famous actions in American military
history. Colonel Joshua Chamberlain and the 20th Maine were given the extreme left
of the Union line. They were instructed to hold that ground at all costs. For hours,
they repelled wave after wave of Alabama troops. Low on ammunition, exhausted,
and  facing  a  final  Confederate  charge,  Chamberlain  made  a  decision  that  defied
convention. He ordered a bayonet charge. With a yell, the Maine men swept down
the slope, their bayonets gleaming in the fading light. The Confederate line broke. It
was  a  moment  of  pure,  visceral  desperation.  The  men  who  survived  that
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charge—who ran downhill into the teeth of the enemy—could say they survived the
atomic center of the battle.

Simultaneously,  a  separate  hell  was  taking  place  in  the  Wheatfield  and  the  Peach
Orchard. These areas changed hands multiple times. The ground was churned into a
bloody paste by artillery and the trampling of thousands of feet. The 1st Minnesota
Volunteer Infantry made a suicidal charge here, suffering 82% casualties in a matter
of minutes to buy time for reinforcements. For the men in the ranks, survival was a
numbers  game.  One  soldier  from the  5th  New Hampshire  later  wrote  that  he
survived simply because he was "too scared to stand up and too proud to lie down."
He crawled through the wheat, using the bodies of the dead as shields. The carnage
was so intense that, after the battle, it was said you could walk from one end of the
Wheatfield to the other without touching the ground, stepping only on the fallen.

For  the civilians of  Gettysburg,  the second day was a nightmare of  noise.  The
artillery bombardment was a continuous roll of thunder that shook the foundations of
their homes. Families like the Weikerts and the Blochers hid in their cellars, listening
to the screams of the wounded from the streets above. For a civilian to say "I
survived the  Battle  of  Gettysburg"  often  meant  surviving  not  a  bullet,  but  the
psychological  trauma of  seeing their  peaceful  home transformed into a surgical
theater  or  a  morgue.  The  smells—black  powder,  blood,  and  sweat—became
permanent memories.

The Third Day: Pickett's Charge and the High Water Mark

July 3, 1863, is the day that defines the battle. It is the day of "Pickett's Charge," a
massive frontal assault against the center of the Union line on Cemetery Ridge. For a
Confederate soldier to say "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" after this day was to
have walked into the jaws of death and somehow slipped out.

The day began with a massive artillery duel. For two hours, over 150 Confederate
guns pounded the Union line. The ground shook. The air was thick with smoke. Then,
silence. Out of the woods on the Confederate side stepped the divisions of Pickett,
Pettigrew, and Trimble.  Nearly 12,500 men marched shoulder-to-shoulder across
three-quarters of a mile of open fields. They were a brilliant, terrifying spectacle. "It
was the most beautiful thing I ever saw," one Union officer later said, "and the most
terrible."

The  Union  artillery,  which  had  been  largely  silent  during  the  bombardment  to
preserve  ammunition,  opened  up.  Cannons  fired  canister  shot—tin  cans  filled  with
iron balls that turned the guns into giant shotguns. The Confederate lines were torn
to pieces. Men fell by the hundreds. Yet they kept marching. They crossed a stone
wall at the Emmitsburg Road and approached the Union line at a copse of trees,
known today as the "High Water Mark of the Confederacy."

For a brief moment, a few hundred Virginians under General Lewis Armistead broke
through the wall, their hats on their swords to signal their identity. Armistead placed
his hand on a Union cannon and cried, "Give them the cold steel, boys!" It was the
deepest penetration of the Union line. And then it ended. In a furious counterattack,



the breakthrough was sealed. Armistead fell mortally wounded. The survivors who
had made it to the wall were killed or captured.

For the Confederate soldier who limped back to his own lines, "I survived the Battle
of Gettysburg" meant enduring the long, exposed walk back across that field under
fire. It meant watching friends die. It meant a profound defeat. Lee met his men that
night, riding among them and taking personal responsibility: "It is all my fault." For
the Union soldier, survival meant witnessing the most dramatic victory of the war,
watching  the  enemy break  and  run.  But  there  was  no  celebration.  The  field  was  a
carpet of death. As one soldier wrote home, "We are too exhausted to cheer. We can
only weep."

The Aftermath: A Field of Wounds and the Price of Survival

To say "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" after the fighting stopped was to enter a
world of horror that rivaled the battle itself. Over 27,000 wounded men were left on
the  field.  The  town  of  Gettysburg  became  one  giant  hospital.  Every  church,  every
barn, every private home was filled with the maimed and dying. Surgeons operated
for  days on end,  without  rest,  sawing off limbs in  a  desperate attempt to  stave off
gangrene. Piles of amputated arms and legs grew high outside operating tents.

The stench of death was overwhelming. Over 7,000 dead soldiers and 3,000 dead
horses lay in the July heat. The living had to bury the dead, often in shallow, mass
graves. For the families of Gettysburg, survival meant dealing with the aftermath for
months and years to come. They had to clean their homes of bloodstains, burn their
furniture, and learn to live with the ghosts. Elizabeth Thorn, the pregnant wife of the
town's  caretaker,  single-handedly  buried  over  100  soldiers  in  the  Evergreen
Cemetery. Her story is a testament to the resilience of the civilian spirit. For her, and
thousands like her, "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" was a badge of grim duty.

The  psychological  damage  was  immense.  Soldiers  who  had  been  hardened  by
previous  battles  were  broken  by  Gettysburg.  They  suffered  from what  we  now call
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). They had nightmares. They jumped at loud
noises.  They withdrew from their  families.  The phrase "I  survived the Battle  of
Gettysburg" often came with a heavy silence, a look in the eyes that spoke of things
too terrible to recount. Many veterans never spoke of their experiences until they
were  old  men,  visiting  the  battlefield  decades  later,  finally  able  to  whisper  their
stories  to  their  grandchildren.

The Legacy of Survival: From Tragedy to Transformation

The survival of those who fought at Gettysburg had a direct impact on the survival of
the United States of America. The Union victory ended Lee's invasion of the North
and  shattered  the  myth  of  Confederate  invincibility.  Combined  with  the  fall  of
Vicksburg on July 4, 1863, the tide of the war turned irrevocably. The men who
survived  took  that  experience  with  them  to  future  battles—the  Wilderness,
Spotsylvania, Petersburg. They carried the knowledge that they had seen the worst
and lived.
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In the years that followed, the survivors of Gettysburg became the keepers of the
flame.  They  formed  veterans'  organizations  and  returned  to  the  battlefield  for
reunions. The most famous of these was the 1913 Great Reunion, where old men in
blue  and  grey  shook  hands  across  the  stone  wall  they  had  fought  over  fifty  years
earlier. The act of saying "I survived the Battle of Gettysburg" transformed from a
statement of


