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The Battle of Gettysburg was a decisive battle between the Union and Confederate 
armies that took place in 1863, in the middle of the American Civil War (1861-1865). 

As you read, identify what effect the Battle of Gettysburg had on both the 
Union and the Confederacy. 

In June of 1863, Confederate Army 
Commander of the Army of Northern 
Virginia Robert E. Lee had a vision to 
bring the Civil War out of the South and 
West and into the North. His troops had 
yet to successfully do so, though they 
had tried once before. He hoped that a 
major shift in the fighting locations 
would help the South win the war. 

The previous September, Lee had 
attempted to invade Union territory in 
Maryland, resulting in a heavy blow to the Confederacy at the Battle of Antietam, 
the bloodiest day of the war yet. Just after Antietam, feeling victorious despite 
heavy Union losses, President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation, which would abolish slavery in the South and free all African-
Americans from bondage1 should the North regain control of the southern states. 
And after the Union’s success at Antietam, rumors ceased2 that France and England 
were thinking of recognizing the Confederacy.3 

[1] 

1.  slavery or servitude 
2.  Cease (verb) to end or stop 
3.  If France or England recognized the Confederate States of America as a 

legitimate country, it would greatly increase their claim to independence. 
Ironically, when the war broke out, the French people strongly supported the 
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Now however, Lee proposed to take the offensive once again, this time invading 
Pennsylvania and defeating the Union Army in its own territory. This second 
invasion of the North in the summer of 1863 would come to be known as the 
Gettysburg Campaign. 

Such a victory in Pennsylvania would relieve Virginia of the burden of war, 
strengthen the hand of “Peace Democrats” in the North who wanted an immediate 
end to the war, and undermine President Abraham Lincoln's chances for reelection. 
It would reopen the possibility for European support that was closed at Antietam. 
And perhaps, it would even lead to peace. 

The result of Lee’s vision was the largest battle ever fought on the North American 
continent. This was the Battle of Gettysburg, where more than 170,000 troops 
fought and over 40,000 were killed or injured. 

Lee began his quest in mid-June, leading 75,000 soldiers out of Virginia into south-
central Pennsylvania. Forty miles to the south of Lee, the new commander of the 
Union Army of the Potomac, General George Meade, headed north with his 95,000 
soldiers. When Lee learned of the approach of this concentrated4 force, he sent 
messengers to his generals with orders to reunite just west of Gettysburg, a town 
not far from the Virginia-Pennsylvania border, to do battle. 

As sections of the Confederate Army moved to join together, Confederate States 
Army General A.P. Hill heard a rumor that that there was a large supply of shoes in 
the town of Gettysburg. Eager for extra supplies, on July 1, 1863, he sent one of his 
divisions5 to get them. While there, Hill’s division was surprised to see Union troops 
under the command of Brigadier General John Buford arriving south of town. When 
Hill received word, he went against Lee’s directions — to avoid any engagement 
with the enemy until the entire Confederate force was concentrated — and set off 
for Gettysburg. 

As Hill approached Gettysburg from the west, he met with Buford’s troops. 

[5] 

Confederates at the beginning of the war despite the fact that the French had 
already abolished slavery in 1794. The French and British governments never 
officially recognized the Confederacy though. 

4.  tightly packed 
5.  A division is a large military unit of 10,000 to 20,000 soldiers. 
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Messengers from both sides were sent out for reinforcements. By early afternoon, 
40,000 troops were on the battlefield, aligned in a semicircle north and west of the 
town. The Confederates drove the outnumbered Union troops towards Cemetery 
Hill, just south of town, where Union artillery6 located on the hill halted the retreat. 

At noon on July 2, the second day of the battle, reinforcements continued to arrive 
on both sides. The Union stationed a large number of troops in the center of its 
fishhook shaped formation, so that they could reinforce any of the front lines.7 Lee 
ordered his divisions to attack, hoping to crumble both sides of the Union line and 
win the battle. The Big Round Top and Little Round Top were two nearby hills that 
had been left unprotected. If the Confederates could take positions on top of these 
hills, they could surround the Union forces. 

Union troops under Colonel Joshua Chamberlain arrived just in time to meet 
Confederate troops charging up the hill to Little Round Top.8 In some of the most 
ferocious9 fighting of the battle, Chamberlain's soldiers held on to Little Round Top 
and perhaps saved the Union from defeat. 

Lee was determined to leave Pennsylvania with a victory. On the third day of battle, 
he ordered a major assault against the center of the Union line on Cemetery Ridge. 
Confederate batteries10 started to fire into the center of the Union forces. The firing 
continued for two hours. At 3 p.m. under the command of General George Pickett, 
14,000 Confederate soldiers began their famous charge across three-quarters of a 
mile of open field to the Union line. 

Few Confederates made it. Lee's attempt for a decisive victory in Pennsylvania had 
failed. He had lost 28,000 troops — one-third of his army. A month later, he offered 
his resignation to Confederate President Jefferson Davis, which was refused. 
Meade, in comparison, had lost 23,000 Union soldiers. Even so, the Union had 
halted the invasion of the North and come out as the victors of the battle. 

[10] 

6.  Artillery consists of shooting weapons such as guns and cannon. In this instance, 
there was a large supply of cannons at Cemetery Hill. 

7.  A front line is a place where direct battle takes place. 
8.  These troops came from the reinforcement troops stationed in the center of the 

Union formation. 
9.  Ferocious (adjective) savagely fierce, violent, or cruel 

10.  A battery is a large group of guns. 
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The hope for Southern recognition by any foreign government was dashed. The war 
continued for two more years, but Gettysburg marked the end of Lee's major 
offensives. The Confederacy would stumble from there on out towards its defeat. 

Lincoln recognized the Battle of Gettysburg as the turning point that it was. 
However, he felt the need to raise the Unions’ spirits considering how bloody and 
hard-fought the victory at Gettysburg had been. Four months after the battle, 
Lincoln spoke at the dedication of the new Soldier’s National Cemetery in 
Gettysburg. There, he encouraged the Union to honor its tens of thousands of 
fallen soldiers by winning the war in a speech famously known as the Gettysburg 
Address. 
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Text-Dependent Questions 

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in 
complete sentences. 

1. PART A: Which of the following best describes a central idea of the text? 

A. If the Battle of Gettysburg had not occurred by accident, the 
Confederate Army would have successfully invaded the North. 

B. The Battle of Gettysburg was a pivotal battle lost by the 
Confederacy that discouraged any other attempt to invade the 
North. 

C. The Battle of Gettysburg did not benefit either the Union or the 
Confederacy, because of the high number of lives lost. 

D. It was not possible to invade the North because the Union had 
the superior number of troops. 

2. PART B: Which phrase from the text best supports the answer to Part A? 

A. "This was the Battle of Gettysburg, where more than 170,000 
troops fought and over 40,000 were killed or injured." (Paragraph 
5) 

B. "While there, Hill's division was surprised to see Union troops 
under the command of Brigadier General John Buford arriving 
south of town." (Paragraph 7) 

C. "The Confederates drove the outnumbered Union troops 
towards Cemetery Hill, just south of town, where Union artillery 
located on the hill halted the retreat." (Paragraph 8) 

D. "the Union had halted the invasion of the North and come out as 
the victors of the battle." (Paragraph 12) 
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3. Which statement best describes the connection between the Battle of 
Gettysburg and the governments of France and England? 

A. The Battle of Gettysburg convinced France and England to send 
soldiers to support the Union. 

B. Both France and England decided not to recognize the Union 
after its loss during the battle. 

C. After the battle, there was no more talk about how the foreign 
governments of France and England might officially acknowledge 
the Confederacy. 

D. The Battle of Gettysburg revealed that French and English 
support would be necessary for the Confederacy to defeat the 
Union. 

4. How do paragraphs 11-12 contribute to the development of ideas in the 
article? 

A. They describe the motivation behind a key mistake that made 
the battle such a decisive loss for the Confederacy. 

B. They demonstrate the reasons why the Confederacy had no 
chance to defeat the Union. 

C. They reveal why Jefferson Davis refused to replace General Lee 
with someone else. 

D. They discuss why the strategies used by the Confederacy were 
not as effective as those used by the Union. 

5. How does the author develop the central idea over the course of the 
article? 
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Discussion Questions 

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space 
provided. Be prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion. 

1. Why was it important for General Lee to regain support of foreign powers 
such as France and England? 

2. The Battle of Gettysburg is the bloodiest battle ever held on American soil. 
When considering the outcome of the battle on the war, and the war on 
America, you believe that the casualties were worth it? 

3. The Battle of Gettysburg is one of the best-known battles in American 
history. Why do you believe this is? What does it imply about America's 
identity as a country? 
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