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Author’s Note

	
This book began as a script for a documentary, something I started during the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown to keep myself from going stir-crazy. My grand plan was to write a script and produce a full-length documentary once the world reopened. However, there was one small problem: Making documentaries is expensive, and I don’t have access to a Hollywood-sized budget. A friend suggested turning the script into a book to build interest for a future documentary. So here we are. Let’s see what happens next . . .

I wrote both the script and this book with a specific audience in mind: people who hate history.

Let’s be honest. High school history class ruined history for many people. Too many teachers focus on dry facts, forcing students to memorize dates, locations, and treaties that feel completely irrelevant to real life. I remember learning about the Louisiana Purchase in middle school. We spent forever studying the trade agreements with the French—or at least it felt that way. In reality, it was probably just a few days, but as a kid, it was pure torture. I memorized enough facts to pass the test and then immediately forgot everything. The only lasting impression? How much time we wasted on it.

The problem isn’t history itself—it’s how it’s taught. Too many facts, not enough fun. I learned more about the French and Indian War from watching The Last of the Mohicans (1992) than I ever did in school. And I bet I’m not the only one.

After being taught history the wrong way for twelve years, it’s no surprise that so many people hate it.

However, people love stories. We can’t get enough of them. Who doesn’t like a good ghost story while sitting around the campfire? Do you know what people don’t like hearing around the campfire? Mind-numbing statistics.

But everyone loves a good story.

Here’s an example: A few years ago, my wife and I adopted a little, red-haired dachshund named Scooter. While researching the breed, I stumbled across a fantastic story online.

A man living in the Florida Everglades had a beloved dachshund. One day, the dog went missing. The man searched everywhere but found no trace of it. Fearing the worst, he headed to the swamp at the back of his property, where the alligators lived. Sure enough, he spotted one lounging nearby, looking suspiciously satisfied. Heartbroken, he assumed the worst but kept searching.

Days passed with no sign of his pup. Then, on the third morning, he opened his door and there was his dachshund, sitting on the step, looking perfectly fine, except for being covered in a foul-smelling slime. Suspicious, the man went back to the swamp. There, he found that same alligator, dead, with a dachshund-sized hole chewed through its belly—from the inside out.

Dachshunds are small, but they are mighty.

I love that story. Now, here’s the thing. You don’t need to know the man’s name, address, or profession to enjoy that story. You don’t even need to know the dog’s name, either. The only relevant detail is that a man owned a dachshund and lived near a swamp. The details might add some authenticity, but they’re not needed to enjoy the story.

And that’s the approach I’m taking with this book.

Everyone loves a good story.

Some people can’t get enough of their midday soap operas, while others are hooked on epic adventures like Star Wars or Star Trek. Superheroes dominate movies, comics, and TV—some even live up to the hype. And remember when Lost took over the world? People dropped everything to watch and then spent the next week dissecting every plot twist with their coworkers. More recently, Game of Thrones had the same effect—love or hate the ending, you can’t deny the story kept people on the edges of their seats.

So why not bring that same storytelling magic to history?

That’s exactly what I hope to achieve with The Old Soldiers Show. Instead of getting lost in dates and statistics, I want to highlight the human side, the moments that made it an event like no other. I’m a filmmaker, not a historian, so my aim is to tell a compelling story rather than nitpick every historical nuance. I’ve spent years researching to get the details right, and if you spot a mistake, know it’s purely mine. Any simplifications are meant to keep the story moving and not bog it down.

The Gettysburg Reunion was a massive event, and this isn’t an exhaustive, in-depth examination of every speech, meeting, and detail. Otherwise, this book would be four times longer and half as interesting. Instead, I’ll focus on what happened when the former enemies met each other again on the battlefield.

When you finish this book, I don’t expect you to remember every name, regiment, or historical detail, though you may remember that crazy bastard, Dan Sickles. But I do hope some of the stories from the Gettysburg Reunion resonate with you.

So let’s get started.


Introduction


July 3, 1913. The sun hung heavy in the sky that day, a cruel, blistering orb pouring its relentless heat over the fields of Gettysburg. The air was thick, like a wet woolen shroud, wrapping around every living thing and choking the breath from their lungs.

They stood along the weathered fence on the Emmitsburg Road—150 men, old warriors draped in the tattered remnants of a lost cause. Some stood tall, backs straight with stubborn pride, but they were the few. The rest bore the weight of time, with sunken faces, hollow eyes, and bodies broken long ago by war. Sleeves hung empty where arms had once been, and wooden crutches groaned under the weight of those who had left pieces of themselves on these fields half a century before. They wore their Confederate gray like a second skin, faded and threadbare, yet clinging to them like memories that refused to die.

Across the field, beyond the stone wall, another army waited—an equal number of Union veterans, watching in silence. Some wore civilian clothes; a few leaned on canes, while others shaded themselves under umbrellas. They had no reason to march, no ghosts to pursue. All they needed to do was wait.

Then, at precisely 3:00 p.m., the signal was given.

The old Confederates moved. Slowly at first, like specters rising from the past, their feet dragged through the tall grass. The younger, stronger among them bore the weight of their frailer comrades, half-carrying, half-marching toward the low stone wall that had once been their undoing. A murmur passed through the crowd of onlookers. Some shook their heads at the pitiful sight. There was certainly nothing to fear from these old men.

But then a sound cut through the thick air.

At first, just one voice, raw and cracked with age. Then another. And another.

A cry, high and wild. The Rebel Yell.

It swept through their ranks like fire in dry grass, rising in a crescendo that sent shivers racing up spines. Time unraveled. The shuffle of feeble feet became a determined march. Bent backs straightened. Trembling hands curled into fists. Something fierce and untamed flickered to life in their eyes.

Across the field, the Union men stiffened. The sound—dear God, the sound—it was the same. The same chilling cry that haunted their nightmares. The weight of fifty years evaporated, and suddenly they were young men again, standing shoulder to shoulder in the chaos of battle.

As the Confederates surged forward, the Union men found their voices. “Vicksburg!” one shouted. It was a challenge hurled into the storm.

A Confederate shot back, breathless but defiant: “Chancellorsville!”

“Gettysburg!”

And then they collided.

Canes, meant for support, became clubs. Crutches were thrust like bayonets. Hands grasped, shoved, and fought for purchase. Punches were thrown. Entwined, the old men fell to the ground, smothering each other’s faces into the dirt. The low stone wall, that cursed boundary, became a battleground once more.

“You didn’t cross this wall fifty years ago, you son of a bitch,” a Union man declared as he fought against the tide, “and you’re not crossing it today!”

Old hatreds flared. Ancient wounds, long scarred over, split open anew. The war—their war—was not over. Not yet.

The peace of the Grand Reunion was shattered. The past refused to stay buried.

Except . . .

That’s not how it happened.

Not even close.




1
The Civil War


All right, settle in close and listen well. This is not just history; it’s a story of men who bled, fought, and fell beneath the weight of something far greater than themselves. A tale of tides that rose and receded, of a war that swallowed a nation whole . . . and spat out something unrecognizable on the other side.

It began in April 1861.

A shot. A single, defiant shot was fired into the dawn over Fort Sumter, just off the coast of South Carolina. A shot that cracked through the stillness and split a nation in two.

Initially, they believed it would be over in a matter of weeks. They said one big fight, and the Rebels will scatter like leaves in the wind.

But war doesn’t listen to idle speculation. War has a hunger of its own.

When the first battle happened, not far from Washington, DC, it wasn’t the ragtag Confederate army that broke and ran. Instead, the proud and confident men of the North turned and fled, their banners trampled in the dust, their rifles abandoned along the road. And in that moment, both sides knew—this would not be a war of weeks or months.

This war would drag on for years.

Two years passed. Two years of blood and thunder, of men thrown against each other in the fields, forests, and mountains. Two years of gunsmoke and shattered bodies.

And then, in the summer of 1863, the storm swept northward to a quiet town in Pennsylvania. A place that had never wanted war but, on July 1, found itself drowning in it.

Gettysburg.

The numbers were staggering—ninety-four thousand men from the North, seventy-two thousand from the South. They came like thunderclouds rolling over the hills, drawn into battle by fate.

For three days, the earth trembled beneath them. Muskets roared. Cannons split the sky. Bayonets turned the wheatfields red. And when the smoke cleared, when the cries of the dying had faded into silence, fifty-one thousand men were gone—dead, wounded, or missing.

It was the bloodiest battle of the war. And it was the high-water mark of the Confederacy.

Think of the tide at the beach. It rushes forward, surging over the sand, hungry to claim new ground. That was the Southern army at Gettysburg—crashing like a wave, flooding into Northern territory.

But some tides never reach the shore.

Because at Gettysburg, they met something they could not break. Something they could not push aside. The Union army under the command of General George Meade stood like a wall of iron, and when the Confederates crashed against it, it did not move.

After three bloody days, the tide turned.

The Southern army receded, dragged back into the depths from which it came. Never again would it rise so high. Never again would it come so far north.

But the war was far from over. It raged on for another two years. Two more years of fire and ruin, of men dying in the mud. But the Confederate army never truly recovered from the Battle of Gettysburg. The Confederates under the command of Robert E. Lee were forced onto their collective back foot, retreating into their own territory, fighting not to win but to survive.

And in the end, survival was not enough.

The tide had turned and slithered into the sea.

General Ulysses S. Grant took command of the Union army, and together they crashed into the South like an unstoppable wave, washing away the Confederacy piece by piece, until at last, on an April morning in 1865, in a quiet courthouse in Appomattox, Virginia, Robert E. Lee laid down his sword.

The war was over.

And yet, what did that truly mean?

The numbers tell their own story: 620,000 men—dead. Enough to fill entire cities, wiped from the earth.

And those who lived? They went home, if they had a home to go to.

But tell me—How does a man return from war? How does he walk back into his old life, knowing what he has done and what he has seen?

The truth is some never do.

Because war does not end on a battlefield; it lingers. In the land. In the blood. In the bones of those who fought it.

And if you listen, on certain nights—when the wind is just right, when the air is heavy, when the fire burns low—you might still hear it. The echo of marching feet. The thunder of distant guns. And the whisper of a tide that never rose again.

But time moved on, as it always does. The war faded into memory, the battlefields grew quiet, and the soldiers who once tore into each other went home—or at least what was left of them, anyway.

And then, fifty years later, something strange happened.

They came back.

Not as young men with rifles in hand, not as warriors eager for glory, but as old men—very old men. Men in their seventies, their eighties, even their nineties. Time had ground them down, but it had not erased them. And so, from all corners of the country, they returned to Gettysburg to the fields where they had fought and bled so long ago.

The plan was to host forty thousand veterans. But war doesn’t follow plans, and neither did these men.

Fifty-five thousand of them showed up.

And suddenly there weren’t enough tents. There wasn’t enough food. There wasn’t enough room. Veterans were turned away, some forced to wander back home, and their reunion was stolen from them before it could even begin.

The organizers had picked the first week of July for this gathering—the exact dates of the battle and the hottest week of the year. The sun beat down without mercy. The temperatures soared into the nineties every day, and the air was thick enough to choke on. Men who had once braved bullets and bayonets now collapsed beneath the weight of heat and age. Hundreds ended up in the hospital.

But the organizers had planned for this situation.

Doctors and nurses from the Red Cross stood ready, sweat dripping from their brows as they tended to the fallen. And in the shadows of the tents, lined up in grim silence, were five hundred empty coffins. A temporary morgue had been set up, waiting—just in case.

And then, on July 3, under that blazing, unrelenting sun, the impossible happened.

They reenacted Pickett’s Charge.

But this was no staged performance. Nor were these young actors in crisp blue and gray uniforms choreographed for an audience. No, this was a real-life battleground, and these were the men who had been there—the same souls who had once charged across that killing field for real.

And there they went, stepping forward one last time—hobbling, shuffling, leaning on canes, held up by the hands of their comrades. Across the field they marched, not as soldiers or enemies but as something else entirely. The sight of it—hundreds of old warriors, moving through the heat and the haze, retracing the footsteps of their youth—must have been something to behold.

There is nothing else like it in the annals of history. No other event at which two armies—once bitter enemies—returned to the battlefield, not to fight but to make peace.

It was an American thing, through and through.

But close your eyes for a moment and picture it.

Fifty-five thousand old men, who had once sworn to kill each other, wandering the same blood-soaked ground under the July sun.

What could go wrong?

Hundreds, if not thousands, of books have been written about the Civil War by those much smarter than I am. I’m not a historian or a college professor. So, what can I add to the equation? Almost nothing. But let me present my drop-dead simple understanding of the Civil War. I hope this will provide some insight into our upcoming cast of characters, especially those from the South.

Let me start by saying that I grew up in New Jersey, and the only thing I was taught in school about the Civil War was that it was fought over slavery.

Done.

End of story.

In my mind, it played out like this: The noble, righteous people of the North (especially those from New Jersey, naturally) saw the great injustice of slavery and decided enough was enough. The South, by contrast, was ruled by a wicked empire, an iron-fisted regime of plantation overlords who kept millions in chains. The stakes? Nothing less than the soul of a nation.

And so, the two sides clashed in battle after battle, an epic struggle of good versus evil. If the North won, freedom would reign, the slaves would be liberated, and justice would triumph. Cue the soaring orchestral music—YAY! But if the South won? Oh, then the world would plunge into darkness, the cries of the oppressed would go unanswered, and slavery would still exist to this very day. Cue the ominous villain theme—BOO!

It was practically Star Wars before Star Wars was a thing.

Jefferson Davis? The brooding, manipulative Emperor Palpatine. Robert E. Lee? The noble and yet tragically misguided Darth Vader. Abraham Lincoln? The steadfast, destiny-bound Luke Skywalker. Ulysses S. Grant? The rough-and-tumble Han Solo, whiskey bottle in one hand, battle plans in the other.

I mean, doesn’t that sound like a marvelous story?

When framed in such simple, black-and-white terms, it’s easy to vilify the South, to see them as the mustache-twirling villains of the grand American saga. And as a kid from New Jersey—firmly on the “good guy” side—I basked in that moral superiority. After all, my state fought to free the slaves. That made me, by default, one of the heroes.

It wasn’t until I was in my late twenties that I heard anything different, and it was my future father-in-law, Mike Bell, who challenged me on it. He asked a simple question: “If the Civil War started in 1861, but the Emancipation Act, which freed the slaves, wasn’t signed until 1863, then what were the first two years of the war about?”

I had no idea. My high school history class had not prepared me with an answer.

I wanted an easy answer, but Mike didn’t give me one. Instead, he encouraged me to think for myself and seek out my own answers. To actually pick up a book and form my own opinions. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I did it anyway.

I read about the Dred Scott case, which stated that slaves were not US citizens and therefore not eligible for government protection. I also learned about the Three-Fifths Compromise, which specified that for taxation and representation purposes, slaves were only counted as three-fifths of a person. Then there was the question of the expansion of slavery into the western territories and how it would affect the economics of Manifest Destiny.

These things all backed up my original premise: The war was about slavery. Plain and simple.

I was disappointed. Was Mike sending me on a wild-goose chase? Was this his punishment for keeping his daughter out too late that one night?

I didn’t think he was that malicious.

I read some articles by more Southern-leaning folk, who proposed that the war was about states’ rights and their ability to self-rule. My off-the-cuff rebuttal to such statements was “Yeah, the states’ right to own slaves.” This was not a satisfactory answer, so I continued my research.

Then I discovered that it wasn’t always referred to as the American Civil War. Some called it “The War Between the States,” which I thought was a pretty balanced perspective. Other names reflected their inherent bias, such as “The War of Southern Independence” or “The War for the Union.” The name varied depending on your location. If you lived in the North, you might have referred to it as “The War of the Rebellion,” while if you lived in the South, you might have called it “The War of Northern Aggression.”

That name resonated with me.

Many other names are associated with the Civil War, but, interestingly enough, no contemporary ever referred to it as “The War to Free the Slaves.” (Although this term was used after the war.)

Pair that with what Abraham Lincoln said on March 4, 1861, in his First Inaugural Address: “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.”

Congress passed the Corwin Amendment, the originally proposed Thirteenth Amendment, to reinforce this idea. This was a last-ditch effort to allow the Southern states to keep their slaves if they remained in the Union. The Corwin Amendment never became law, but it does illustrate the extent to which the federal government was willing to go to maintain control over the South.

So, if the Civil War wasn’t about slavery, what was it about?

In a letter dated August 22, 1862, Lincoln spelled it out: “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.”

According to Lincoln, the primary cause of the Civil War was to save the Union. He believed it was unconstitutional for a state to secede from the Union and was willing to do whatever it took to keep them together.

Ending slavery became an important issue for the North during the war, but it wasn’t the reason why the North went to war. A reporter for the Boston Evening Transcript summed it up like this in 1913: “The abolition of slavery was not the object of the war, but it was, of course, its only logical conclusion.”1

The freeing of the slaves was, in many ways, a powerful byproduct of the Civil War—an outcome that reshaped the nation but wasn’t exactly the war’s opening act. Ever the strategist, Lincoln kept emancipation tucked in his back pocket, waiting for a crucial Northern victory before unveiling it. And when he finally signed the Emancipation Proclamation, it sent shockwaves throughout the world.

But here’s the catch—it was largely symbolic. The proclamation applied only to the rebellious Southern states—places that, inconveniently for Lincoln, were no longer under his control. Meanwhile, the slaves in the North? They had to wait.

The war officially ended in April 1865, but freedom didn’t come overnight. It wasn’t until June 19 that federal troops rolled into Galveston, Texas, with orders to enforce emancipation, bringing freedom to those still in bondage. Today, we celebrate this moment as Juneteenth, and it’s now a federal holiday.

But even then, the chains hadn’t been broken everywhere.

The Thirteenth Amendment—the real legal hammer that abolished slavery across the entire United States—wasn’t ratified until December 1865, a full nine months after the Civil War ended.

And just when I thought I could take comfort in my home state’s moral high ground, history had one last sucker punch waiting for me. Turns out, New Jersey—yes, the same New Jersey that taught me we were champions of freedom—held onto its final slaves until January 1866—the last state in the Union to do so.

Oof. So much for that moral superiority I grew up believing in.

As I continued my research, one thing that surprised me was how people in the nineteenth century viewed the government. They saw themselves as a loose collection of states mildly supervised by the federal government. In other words, the states came first, and the federal government came second. This all changed after the Civil War, when a strong central government emerged, diminishing the power of the individual states. This might be a complex concept for twenty-first-century Americans to imagine, but, fortunately, we have a modern-day example to help us better understand it.

In 1993, the nations of Europe came together and formed the European Union (EU)—a sort of economic club where everyone pooled their resources, made trade easier, and (in theory) prospered together. And for nearly three decades, it seemed to work well enough.

But then, in 2016, Great Britain decided it had had enough. The very reason it had joined—the promise of economic benefits—was now the reason it wanted out. “Brexit” was born, a messy, controversial breakup that left many of its European neighbors fuming. But no matter how bitter they were, no armies marched, and no battles were fought. Britain simply packed its bags and walked away.

Now, imagine for a moment that it hadn’t been so simple. Imagine the rest of Europe wasn’t willing to let Britain go so easily. Imagine the EU responded with force, sending troops across the English Channel, demanding Britain stay put.

In that scenario, who would the British people have fought for? Spain? France? Or would they have defended their homeland?

And if they did fight for Great Britain, would that make them traitors to the EU? Or, if they fought for Spain or France, would that make them traitors to Britain?

Now, take that thought and rewind the clock to early America.

In the eighteenth century, a group of autonomous states came together primarily for economic and strategic reasons. The idea was simple: United, they were stronger. But by the mid-nineteenth century, that bond began to crack. Some states wanted out, primarily over economic concerns—yes, including slavery.

And here’s where history takes a hard turn. Unlike Brexit, when the Southern states tried to leave, the federal government didn’t let them walk away. Abraham Lincoln could have allowed them to secede peacefully, much like the EU allowed Britain to secede. Instead, he chose a different route—one paved with gunpowder and blood.

And so the Civil War began.

The issues of slavery affected each state differently. In the declarations of secession written by South Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas, there can be no doubt that the issue of slavery was the primary reason they withdrew. Meanwhile, Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, Delaware, and my home state of New Jersey stayed in the Union but kept their slaves! North Carolina and Virginia were both pro-Union states that ended up leaving the Union, not because of slavery but because of Lincoln’s aggressive nature in suppressing the rebellion with military force. The term “The War of Northern Aggression” came from this viewpoint.

Virginia put the issue to a vote, and the state convention overwhelmingly decided to remain with the Union. This decision satisfied Lincoln, but he took a step too far and ordered the Virginia militia to help take back the Southern states by force. This aggressive nature shocked the Virginia delegates, who took a second vote two weeks after the first one. This time, they voted for secession.

After the Battle of Gettysburg, the Southern states that suffered the highest casualties were North Carolina with 6,160; Virginia with 4,470; and Georgia a distant third with 2,700.2 What I find interesting is that the two states with the heaviest losses left the Union for reasons other than slavery.

Meanwhile, Robert E. Lee was offered the command of the entire Union army by none other than Abraham Lincoln. Lee was one of the finest officers in the army and the apparent choice for the role. He was born and raised in Virginia, and for him that was home. Lee said he would accept the command only if Virginia stayed in the Union. Now, imagine if Lincoln had played his cards differently; Virginia would have remained in the Union with Robert E. Lee at the head of the Union army! The Civil War would have played out very differently. However, Lincoln rattled his saber too loudly, losing Virginia and Lee to the South.

Many people have accused the Confederates of being traitors to their country, but in their minds, at that time, they were fighting for their country. Virginia was their country. Remember, this was an era when most people lived and died within twenty miles of where they were born. In a fictional war between the EU and Great Britain, most Britons would fight for Britain. So it was in America, where the Virginians fought for Virginia.

Let’s make this real.

Imagine this: One day, a foreign army marches into your neighborhood. They’re not just passing through; they’re there to take control. Houses are set ablaze, crops torched, families left with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Now ask yourself—Who would you fight for? Would you stand alongside the invaders as they burn everything you love to the ground? Or would you fight with your family, friends, and neighbors, doing everything you can to keep them out?

This wasn’t just a hypothetical question for thousands of Southerners during the Civil War. It was reality.

Things got uglier as the war dragged on, especially when General William Tecumseh Sherman unleashed his infamous March to the Sea. He didn’t just battle enemy soldiers—he made war against everything in his path. Towns were burned, fields reduced to ash, homes stripped bare. He wasn’t marching against an army that could fight back. He was tearing through civilian life, leaving men, women, and children with nothing.

For those caught in the path of destruction, it didn’t matter what side they’d started on. Survival became the only cause worth fighting for.

In the Ken Burns documentary on the Civil War, historian Shelby Foote sums it up nicely. He relates a story in which a federal soldier is talking to a Confederate and asks, “Why are you fighting us?” and the Confederate replies, “Because you’re down here!”

Regardless of the issues of slavery and policies in Washington and Richmond, the average Southern soldier was fighting for his home.

With this in mind, does that make a Confederate soldier a traitor?

At the end of the Civil War, when General Ulysses S. Grant was in hot pursuit of Lee’s army, Lincoln advised Grant to “let them surrender and go home.” When Lee and his army finally yielded at the Appomattox Courthouse, they were not tried as traitors, put in chains, and hauled off to prison but instead paroled, given food, and sent home.

Lincoln knew the best way to unify the country was not through further violence against the beaten soldiers. This would have hardened their hearts and stiffened resistance. By being generous, the Confederates had nothing to lose and everything to gain by laying down their arms. In doing so, Lincoln made it easy for the Confederates to surrender.

Unfortunately, only a few days after Lee surrendered, Lincoln was assassinated. When Andrew Johnson assumed the presidency, he demanded that General Lee and his Confederates be arrested and tried for treason. However, the Southerners received support from an unlikely ally. General Ulysses S. Grant openly opposed the new president and threatened to resign his commission if Lee was arrested. As a result, President Johnson backed down. He needed Grant’s support more than he needed Lee in chains.

Let’s take a closer look at this situation.

General Ulysses S. Grant wasn’t some distant politician or armchair warrior. He was in the thick of it, face-to-face against the Confederate army, watching his men fall to Southern bullets. He fought and bled with them, ultimately outmaneuvering them until the war was won. If anyone had the right to call them traitors, it was Grant.

But he didn’t.

He did the opposite. Grant didn’t demand their heads when the war ended—he defied the new president of the United States to protect them. He saw the Confederates not as enemies to be punished but as Americans who needed to be brought home. To him, the war was over. They weren’t traitors—they were countrymen.

Lincoln saw it the same way. And if neither Grant nor Lincoln—the very men who fought and won the war—labeled the Confederates traitors, then what right do we have to do so today?

We weren’t there. We didn’t see what they saw. We can’t hold nineteenth-century soldiers to twenty-first-century standards and pretend we understand their world. The best we can do is try to see it through their eyes.

And that’s why not a single Confederate was ever charged with treason.

Now, I’m not here to give you a deep dive into all the reasons behind the Civil War—that’s better left to smarter historians with their fancy books and clever words. Honestly, this is the only time I’ll talk about how it all started. But here’s the deal: The war happened and that’s that. Everyone had their reasons for being there, no doubt about it. But what I’m really curious about is why they came back.

One last thing about this book: I’m not here to throw moldy old facts and figures at you—stuff you’ll forget in two sentences. Instead, I want to summon the dead and breathe life into lungs that have been dust for more than a century. I want to peer into the dim mirror of the past and call forth the ghosts of yesterday. To wake them, put flesh on their brittle bones, and show you they were once real people, just like us, even if their presence lingers only for a heartbeat before fading back into the shadows of history.




2
The Beginning of an Idea


The story of Gettysburg isn’t just a single moment in history—it’s a three-act drama, each part essential to understanding the full impact of the Civil War. Like any great story, it has a beginning, a middle, and an end. While most people remember the first two, the third act is often overlooked, even though it is the most relevant to us today.

The first part of the story is the battle itself, which took place over three brutal days from July 1 to 3, 1863. Gettysburg became the deadliest clash of the war, leaving more than fifty thousand wounded and seven thousand dead in its wake. It was the Confederacy’s “high-water mark,” their last real shot at breaking the Union on Northern soil. But beyond strategy and statistics, Gettysburg was a human catastrophe. The fields were littered with the fallen, and the town was left to deal with the unimaginable aftermath.

Then came the second part: the mourning. President Abraham Lincoln arrived in November of that same year to dedicate the Soldiers’ National Cemetery. His Gettysburg Address transformed a graveyard into hallowed ground, redefining the war’s purpose in just 272 words. It was a moment of reflection, a time to honor the dead, and an opportunity to grapple with what the nation was fighting for. But mourning wasn’t just about words. The process stretched on for years as the country struggled to heal its wounds.

And then, after half a century, the third and final act came, the least remembered but perhaps the most remarkable. In 1913, the battle’s survivors—men who had once tried to kill each other—returned to Gettysburg for the fiftieth anniversary of the battle. They came as old men, not enemies, to retrace their steps, reconnect with comrades, and walk the battlefield one last time. Their goal wasn’t reconciliation, but something unexpected happened somewhere between the monuments and the memories. The Grand Reunion became a powerful symbol of healing and unity.

Gettysburg’s story didn’t end with cannons or speeches. It ended with handshakes across a stone wall that had once divided a nation. In many ways, it was the final chapter of the Civil War. And though history often forgets this part, it may just be the most important lesson of all.

Picture a bent, old soldier standing at the edge of the battlefield, the wind stirring the tall grass like ghosts from the past. Fifty years had passed, and yet the land still echoed with cries and the smell of gunpowder. He clutched a worn map, its edges frayed from decades of handling, but in the end, it was not ink or paper that guided him—it was memory. The shape of a distant hill, the curve of a stone wall along the field, the feeling in his gut.

This was the place.

Or close enough.

As he wandered, he caught sight of another man moving slowly across the ground, stopping now and then, as if listening for something long buried beneath the earth. The stranger wore the same haunted expression, the exact weight of years in his eyes. Their gazes met and instinct took over: a nod, a cautious step closer.

“Where are you from?” the first asked.

“New York,” came the reply.

“North Carolina,” the other answered.

There was a pause as the two old soldiers studied each other. They asked each other more questions. They exchanged military details, including division, regiment, and company names. They traded pieces of the past like puzzle fragments, fitting them together until realization struck.

“I was posted right over here,” the man from New York said, pointing to a rise in the land.

“And I was just over there.” The Southerner gestured at a cluster of trees.

For a moment, silence. Then a chuckle.

“Hell, we might’ve been trying to kill each other.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised.”

And then, something neither expected. They exchanged names and shook hands, firm and steady. No longer soldiers, no longer enemies. Just two men, bound by history.

“What did things look like from your side of the field?”

The man from North Carolina squinted at the land and then motioned. “Come on. Let me show you.”

Together, they walked—not as adversaries rekindling past aggressions but as old men revisiting a shared experience. Their conversation wove a bridge across half a century—one step, one story, and one unexpected friendship at a time.

Though this exchange is a product of my imagination, similar experiences happened dozens, hundreds, if not thousands of times during the Gettysburg Grand Reunion. And we’ll explore as many of these stories as we can.

The politicians belted out their long-winded speeches, full of lofty rhetoric about national healing, reconciliation, and the march of progress. They spoke in grand terms of unity and destiny, as if healing could be declared from a podium. But that wasn’t what the reunion was really about.

The real reunion didn’t unfold beneath the banners and speeches but out on the fields themselves. It happened quietly, in ones and twos, as old men in blue and gray wandered back over the ground they had once fought to the death to hold. There, away from the crowds, they found each other—sometimes with a handshake, sometimes with a shared memory, sometimes with nothing more than a nod of recognition. They hadn’t set out to reconcile; most came to relive, to remember, perhaps to mourn. And yet, in those small, human encounters across a once-bloody field, reconciliation was exactly what took place.

Before we dive into the stories, let’s take a quick look at how the Grand Reunion came about. I’m not going to drag you through every little detail—the nuance would make your eyes glaze over. My focus is on the reunion’s events, so I’ll stick to the highlights to keep things moving. Still, it’s worth pausing for a moment on how it all came together, if only to set the stage properly.

The battle’s first day lined up perfectly with the calendar—July 1, 1863. There’s a long-standing myth that the Confederate army marched into Gettysburg looking for shoes, but the truth is much less dramatic—they were following the road system. That’s where a popular Civil War saying came from: “All roads lead to Gettysburg.”

Here’s the ironic part: While the Southern army approached the town from the north, the Northern army came from the south. They quite literally bumped into each other. Neither side had planned to fight at Gettysburg, but once they crossed paths . . . they couldn’t pass up the opportunity to shoot at each other. And just like that, the battle was on.

Henry S. Huidekoper was just twenty-three years old during the Battle of Gettysburg and a member of the 150th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry. The 150th was engaged near McPherson’s Farm, just outside town. This area saw much of the fighting on the first day of the battle. Although the farmhouse is long gone, McPherson’s barn still stands and is an excellent landmark while touring the battlefield.

But let’s get back to Huidekoper. He was in command of the 150th regiment, and during the fighting, a Rebel bullet struck his leg and cut him to the bone. A Civil War–era bullet was called a Minié ball. It was conical in shape and made from soft lead that created devastating wounds. The soft lead would spread out on impact, splintering bones and leading to many battlefield amputations. The Minié ball didn’t pierce as much as it bludgeoned the body. It was a painful wound, but Huidekoper took it like a champ.

A medic bandaged his leg in the field, but no sooner had he been treated than a second Minié ball smashed into his arm. Despite the pain, Huidekoper continued to command the 150th during a desperate portion of the battle, and his tenacity helped hold the line against the enemy. Every officer of the 150th had been either killed or wounded during the struggle, and despite his injuries, Huidekoper remained in command until he grew faint from loss of blood.

Huidekoper described the battle in his after-action report, where he wrote that “a wound compelled me to relinquish the command to Captain Widdis.”1 Such a modest statement!

After the first day’s battle, the doctors determined that his shattered arm could not be saved, and it was amputated. Huidekoper survived the surgery, but his wound never fully healed, and he was forced to resign from the army.

As a result of his actions during the Battle of Gettysburg, Henry S. Huidekoper received the Congressional Medal of Honor. His citation read, “While engaged in repelling an attack of the enemy, received a severe wound of the right arm, but instead of retiring, remained at the front in command of the regiment.”2

After the war, Huidekoper was drawn back to Gettysburg, often walking through the quiet fields that had once been drenched in blood. Although the armies were gone, the scars remained. Bullet-riddled trees dotted the landscape and stood as silent witnesses to the carnage of battle. I wonder what went through his mind as he revisited the site where his arm was sawn off. To my knowledge, he never wrote about it, but it’s evident from his frequent visits that the battlefield held a particular significance for him.

Huidekoper attended many Civil War reunions, gathering with the old boys to relive the days when they had stood shoulder to shoulder in battle. He cherished those meetings because only another soldier could truly understand the horrors they had endured. The camaraderie forged in fire was something his family could never fully grasp.

But as the years passed, those reunions changed. He would arrive searching for a familiar face, only to find that friend’s chair empty, their name read solemnly among the dead. With each gathering, the ranks grew thinner. More empty chairs marked each gathering, more names read in memoriam, and a growing sense that time was running short for all of them.

Huidekoper lived long enough to witness this steady disappearance of comrades, and the weight of it pressed on him. While there was still time, he sought something greater than another fading reunion.

Because of this, Henry Huidekoper is generally credited with the idea for a combined fiftieth reunion of the Battle of Gettysburg. In 1908, he met with Edwin Stuart, the governor of Pennsylvania at the time, and suggested a joint reunion, to honor not just those who had fought and died but also those who had fought and survived.

In a way, this reunion embodied the same spirit as the Last Man’s Banquet—a final gathering of comrades before the march of time claimed them all. Whether he realized it or not, Huidekoper’s vision was more than just a commemoration; it was an acknowledgment that one day the battlefield would no longer echo with the voices of those who had fought there. If the veterans could not stop time, they could at least decide how they would be remembered—together as brothers rather than as enemies.
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(Top left) Henry S. Huidekoper in 1864, reproduced from his A Short Story of the First Day’s Fight at Gettysburg (1906); (top right) from John P. Nicholson’s Pennsylvania at Gettysburg (1914); (bottom) McPherson’s Farm in 2025, near where Huidekoper lost his arm, photographed by the author.



Governor Stuart caught the vision and presented the idea to the Pennsylvania General Assembly, establishing the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg Commission. The Commission members, all of whom were Civil War veterans, were responsible for planning the reunion.

Before we continue, let’s stop and reconsider that last statement. Every single member of the Commission was a veteran of the Civil War. This means that the 1913 Gettysburg Reunion was by veterans for veterans. Notice they didn’t consult the HR department before selecting who should be on the committee. I have read criticism from twenty-first-century Americans who feel the reunion wasn’t inclusive enough, and maybe there is some merit to that discussion. However, the reunion was organized by the veterans for the veterans, and ultimately they decided what they wanted to include. Please keep this point in mind if you believe they should have handled things differently. Perhaps they should have, but the reunion went precisely as the veterans planned and criticizing it will not change the past.

The First General Conference of Pennsylvania’s Fiftieth Anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg Commission took place in October 1910 and met in Gettysburg to discuss the logistics for the reunion. The Second Conference met in Washington, DC; the Third at the Union League of Philadelphia; and the Fourth and Final General Conference met again at Gettysburg in May 1913, just six weeks before the reunion, to inspect the camp and make final preparations. These conferences contained sixty-five participants and featured the “Who’s Who” of the Civil War, from Elisha Hunt Rhodes to Daniel Sickles to Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain. The conference discussed whether the blue and gray uniforms should be worn during the reunion, whether the Union and Confederate flags should appear, or if only the American flag should be flown.

As you can imagine, both sides had a lot to say on the matter.

Colonel Charles Borrows from New Jersey motioned that no uniforms should be worn and the only flag allowed should be the Stars and Stripes. General Felix H. Robertson from Texas opposed the idea.


We tried our best to get out of the Union, but you kept us in the house. . . . Take me just as I am. I want to bring it there and show you and wave in your faces again the very Texas Brigade battle flag that we shook in your faces there on July 3rd, 1863. If you were able to drive it back then, its faded colors can do you no harm now.3



General J. Thompson Brown had a different view: “Virginia does not agree with the views expressed by Texas. We would not dictate to our hosts. . . . I am going as a citizen. The moths have eaten my old gray uniform, and I am glad of it. . . . We want to show the world that we can bury the past.”

By this time, Pennsylvania governor Stuart’s term had ended, and he was succeeded by John K. Tener, who settled the debate: “We shall not quibble, we do not care what uniforms are worn.” All flags were welcome. However, the Confederate flag would not be used in any official capacity during the celebration, and only the American flag would be flown above the camp.

This settled the matter, and Colonel Charles Borrows withdrew his motion.

Regardless of this decision, a rumor spread on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line claiming that the Confederate uniform would not be welcomed back at Gettysburg. This caused quite a stir in the veteran community, prompting several Union veterans to denounce the rumor. Dr. Samuel E. Eastman from Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) Post 6 in Elmira, New York, declared that such opposition was “ridiculous.” He expressed that it was his “earnest hope to meet there in cordial fellowship the old boys in gray in their familiar uniforms.”4 Dr. Eastman believed that anyone opposed to the gray uniform probably did not fight in the Civil War, and this view did not accurately reflect the general sentiment of the Northern veterans.

Retired colonel Jerome A. Watrous from Whitewater, Wisconsin, replied to Dr. Eastman:


I was delighted to know that your large post had promptly cuffed the ears of the little fellows who are prating against the old veterans of the South appearing at the Gettysburg Reunion in their uniforms. Good Lord, save us! Speaking for myself, I would vote to have them come in their old uniforms or new uniforms in gray and bring along their voices and now and then indulge in the old-time Rebel yell. I want to see the uniform and hear the yell when it will not scare the life out of me as they used to do when I saw them coming over the field. . . . Let us convey to the old fellows of the South, who had the hardest end of the stick, that with us the war is over, and that we look upon them as American soldiers, and shall be delighted to meet them on the field of Gettysburg.5



These quotes appeared in newspapers nationwide and did much to assure the Southern veterans of the welcome they would receive at Gettysburg.

However, in June 1913, a new rumor spread only a few weeks before the start of the reunion. Despite Governor Tener’s assurance that the Confederate flag would be welcome, this latest rumor stated, “The word has gone out to the veterans of the Confederate Army not to bring their tattered battle flags to Gettysburg, that it shall not be unfurled or floated to the breeze.” This news shocked the Southerners, causing some to stay home. It angered Alexander Hunter so much that he wrote a letter to the editor of The Baltimore Sun. Hunter concluded with “Well, each Confederate veteran must decide the question for himself. As for myself I feel that all the soul, all the sentiment . . . of the reunion has been shattered by that ‘no battle flag’ order. No Gettysburg for me.”6

It’s a real shame that a mere rumor caused this veteran to miss such a marvelous event. Days before the reunion, The Philadelphia Inquirer reiterated, “The War Department has issued no order prohibiting the display of the Confederate flag in the big camp, and the men of the South may be expected with gray uniforms, campaign hats, battleflags and all.”7

A little later in this book, we’ll discuss how the veterans felt about the Confederate flag and whether it belonged at the Grand Reunion.

During the planning, the reunion was referred to by many different names, including:
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And the all-encompassing Grand Reunion of the Blue and Gray on the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg. That’s quite the mouthful, but for our purposes, from here on, we’ll refer to it as the Grand Reunion.

Since the Civil War ended in 1865, numerous reunions have been held for veterans, but none as impressive as the Grand Reunion of 1913. It took three years of planning and more than a million dollars to make the event happen, with the goal of having former enemies put aside their animosity and honor those who fought and died at Gettysburg.

If you were a Civil War veteran and lived in the North, you likely belonged to a fraternal organization called the Grand Army of the Republic, or GAR for short. Hundreds of posts popped up around the country. They served as a social network for veterans, helping many receive government pensions. A similar organization called the United Confederate Veterans (UCV) was created in the South. These organizations died out with the passing of their members. Still, they served as precursors to the modern-day American Legion or the Veterans of Foreign Wars posts in towns across America.

In the early twentieth century, the commander of the Grand Army of the Republic wrote a letter to the commander of the United Confederate Veterans about the upcoming Gettysburg Reunion: “Let us assemble there, and meet and greet each other hand to hand and heart to heart in the spirit of true friendship and brotherhood, born out of love for the Flag and devotion to our common Country.”8

The UCV commander enthusiastically accepted the invitation in hopes “that this event may mark the final and complete reconciliation . . . and the permanent establishment of harmonious and fraternal relations between the North and South.”9

After the bloody Civil War, the United States entered a painful and chaotic period known as Reconstruction. During this time, the federal government faced the enormous task of reintegrating the Southern states and redefining freedom for millions of former slaves. The era was further marred by widespread political corruption, as opportunistic “carpetbaggers” from the North and self-serving “scalawags” in the South exploited the upheaval for personal gain. By the time the nation reached the fiftieth anniversary of Gettysburg, it was clear that America desperately needed reconciliation.

As the reunion approached, politicians made flowery speeches about brotherly love and unity, but many believed that true reconciliation would exist only within the politicians’ empty rhetoric. Words were one thing, but actions were another. How would the veterans, the actual people doing the killing in the 1860s, react when meeting their enemies on the battlefield again? Could all be forgiven and forgotten, or had time caused the old wounds to fester and blister with bitterness? Only time would tell.

The Grand Reunion had something uniquely powerful going for it—something crucial to remember when considering its significance. This wasn’t a gathering of Civil War–era generals, high-ranking officers, or politicians. Men like
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	Civil War veterans—53,407

	US Army officers—124

	US Army enlisted—1,324

	Journalists—155

	Cooking staff and laborers—2,170

	Boy Scouts—38520

	Medical staff—8121

	Total = 57,646
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