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A New Initiative at Gettysburg:

Rehabilitating Culp’s Hill
The Gettysburg battlefield is
one of the most studied, photographed, written about, and visited Civil War sites. Yet portions
of that field and its accompanying
stories often go unnoticed, in part
because the terrain has become
obscured by vegetation and its
viewscapes lost. The Gettysburg
Foundation and Gettysburg
National Military Park are changing that with a major rehabilitation of Culp’s Hill.

Importance of Culp’s Hill
Culp’s Hill anchored the Union
right flank during much of the
battle. The outcome of the fighting here was critical to the Union
Army’s success at Gettysburg.
One of the first three landmarks
preserved by local citizens and
veterans, in the early post-war
years, Culp’s Hill was once one of
the most frequently visited places
on the field. It bore testimony to
the fierce and prolonged fighting
that occurred here during two July
days. John Bachelder, in his 1873
tour book, Gettysburg: What to
See and How to See It, wrote,
“There is probably no place on
the Gettysburg battlefield which

presents such a strong attraction
as Culp’s Hill. It is natural that the
visitor should wish to see some
tangible evidence of the battle.
Many portions of the field have
since been cultivated, and little
remains to distinguish them from
other and contiguous ground. But
here there is no mistaking the fact
that some great and unusual event
has occurred.” Bachelder was referring to the shattered trees and
remnants of earthworks attesting
to the hard fighting here.
On the evening of July 2, the
Union XII Corps, which occupied the hill most of the day and
had built substantial earthworks
along their line, was ordered
to assist Union troops on the
left flank. Confederate General
James Longstreet’s troops were
attempting to turn the Union line
on that end of the field with some
success. Despite heavy skirmishing in front of their lines, most of
the XII Corps left Culp’s Hill by
dusk. A small brigade, less than
1,400 New Yorkers, commanded
by General George Greene, remained to cover the entire hill.
Soon after, an attack by nearly
4,500 Confederates of General
Edward “Allegheny” Johnson’s

Division ensued. As the men in
gray charged up the steep, boulder-strewn slopes, they ran headlong into the formidable earthworks protecting the small Union
brigade. Intense fighting lasted
for several hours in near total
darkness. A New York soldier
described it for a Syracuse newspaper by saying, “The Rebels advanced, and a perfect storm of
lead was poured into them, mowing them down like grass; but the
rascals stood their ground well
and returned fire….Our men,
however, were protected by their
breastworks, and consequently suffered comparatively little.”
The tenacity of Greene’s men, the
advantages of the terrain and the
protective breastworks allowed
Greene’s brigade to retain control of much of the hill, although
Confederates under General
George Steuart occupied the former Union breastworks on lower
Culp’s Hill for several hours.
Around midnight, the rest
of the XII Corps began returning to their former positions but
found some occupied by Steuart’s
Confederates. After establishing
a new Union line from Greene’s
right flank toward Spangler’s

Veterans walking the Union lines between upper and lower Culp’s Hill during the 1913 reunion at
Gettysburg. Sue Boardman Collection.
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The 149th New York Infantry, 3rd Brigade, 2nd Division, XII
Corps monument near Culp’s Hill.
swale (now Pardee Field) and
along Spangler’s Lane, they settled in for a few hours of rest before daylight.
With additional reinforcements in place, both Union and
Confederate commanders determined to reengage in the early
morning of July 3. Union artillery fire about 5 a.m. was followed immediately by repeated
attacks from Confederate infantry. General Alpheus Williams, a
Union XII Corps division commander, said of the fierce fighting, “The whole line of woods
was ablaze with continuous volleys, especially on Geary’s front,
against which they hurled their
columns with a most persistent
determination to get possession
of the portion of the line held by
Greene…”
A Union soldier was quoted in
Memoirs of the 149th New York,
“The appearance of the men as
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they worked in the trenches with
their clothes ragged and dirty,
their faces black from smoke,
sweat and burnt powder, their
lips cracked and bleeding from
saltpeter in the cartridges bitten by them, and while loading
and firing for dear life, resembled more inhabitants of the bottomless pit than quiet peaceful
citizens of the United States of
America. The people at home
would not have recognized their
friends, and a father would have
been perplexed to know his son.”
Fighting stretched from the top of
Culp’s Hill to the bottom, across
Spangler’s meadow, swale, and
spring. Union Lieutenant Colonel
William F. Fox stated, “It was a
remarkable fight. For seven hours
the unremitting roar of the rifles
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