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This July marked the 150th anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg.  That battle, 

considered one of the most decisive in America’s Civil War, has long been celebrated in 

history and legend.   Just in time for the anniversary, we have “a brilliant new history” of 

the three-day battle.   Gettysburg: The Last Invasion by Allen Guelzo is “the most 

intimate and richly readable account we have.”  Guelzo succeeds at the rare feet of 

combining scholarly rigor with a readable and engrossing narrative.    

Gettysburg’s importance lies in its defeat of the last effort of Confederate forces to 

attack the Union.   It was an unplanned battle; both Lee of the Confederacy and Meade 

of the Union were seeking to avoid an engagement. Over 50,000 were killed or wounded 

during the subsequent fighting.    Guelzo’s Last Invasion excels at excels at depicting the 

combination of personalities, politics and circumstances which allowed events to get 

away from the commanders.  Once the battle is engaged, he draws the reader into the 

heat, smoke, and blood alongside the ordinary soldier.  

Despite all that has been written about the battle, Guelzo provides new 

information and insights. Unafraid to challenge conventional wisdom, he praises 

General O. O. Howard, maintains that General George Meade did indeed contemplate 

retreat on July 2 but was persuaded otherwise by subordinates, and clarifies old 

disputes that divided Confederate opinion about the battle.    

  In any battle analysis, a historian must weigh unclear and sometimes 

contradictory accounts by participants who could only see and interpret (or 

misinterpret) events in their own immediate vicinity. Using a wealth of sources, Guelzo 

has composed a narrative that is detailed and compelling on a human level but easy to 

follow on an operational and tactical one.  His beautiful prose transforms 

straightforward facts into a visceral, if sometimes gruesome, picture of the time and 

place. Even while presenting the smallest details Guelzo contributes to a greater 

understanding of complexities of the battle and the Civil War as a whole. This is “robust, 

memorable reading that will appeal to Civil War buffs, professional historians and 

general readers alike.”  

 


