SM Minute #2 (5-3-10)
A History Lesson

I have one last history lesson for you as we leave the Civil War focus of the past few weeks behind.  And that is a “history lesson on history itself”.

When we study history, one of the biggest mistakes that we make is looking at events through the eyes of today’s times instead of the times in which the events actually occurred.  

For example, we’ve talked a lot about the Battle of Gettysburg over the past few weeks.  You’ve heard about it being the “turning point in the Civil War”.  But how was it seen at the time?

[stop for comments]

To answer that question let me offer the following (from Wikipedia):

“The immediate reaction of the Southern military and public sectors was that Gettysburg was a setback, not a disaster. The sentiment was that Lee had been successful on July 1 and had fought a valiant battle on July 2–3, but could not dislodge the Union Army from the strong defensive position to which it fled. The Confederates successfully stood their ground on July 4 and withdrew only after they realized Meade would not attack them. The withdrawal to the Potomac that could have been a disaster was handled masterfully. Furthermore, the Army of the Potomac had been kept away from Virginia farmlands for the summer and all predicted that Meade would be too timid to threaten them for the rest of the year. Lee himself had a positive view of the campaign, writing to his wife that the army had returned "rather sooner than I had originally contemplated, but having accomplished what I proposed on leaving the Rappahannock, viz., relieving the Valley of the presence of the enemy and drawing his Army north of the Potomac."”
Surely it was a big battle.  It was certainly recognized as something out of the ordinary – after all, the President himself went to Gettysburg to dedicate the national cemetery there.  But with no end to the war in sight as seen through the eyes of people at the time, you can understand how they saw the battle differently than we see it today.  

So, take that, not as a lesson IN history, but a lesson ON history.
