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Hallowed GroundHallowed GroundHallowed Ground   
The Civil War Battlefields of Gettysburg, Antietam, Harpers Ferry and Monocacy 

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.  I believe 
this government cannot endure permanently half slave 
and half free.  I do not expect the Union to be dissolved; I 
do not expect the house to fall; but I do expect this it will 
cease to be divided.”  Abraham Lincoln spoke these words 
on June 16, 1858 at the Republican Convention that led to 
his election.  However, I’m sure that in uttering these 
prophetic words he never anticipated the bloody conflict 
that would tear apart this nation; the reverberations of 
which still echo through our society today - a hundred and 
fifty years later. 

Although almost every state in the Union was involved 
in the Civil War, some of the most pivotal and bloodiest 
battles occurred in northern Virginia, Maryland, and 
Pennsylvania as Confederate General Robert E. Lee tried 
multiple times to push the conflict north into Union 
territory.  As our nation recognizes the 150th anniversary of 
the Civil War, it seems apropos over this Memorial Day 
weekend to tour the hallowed grounds of some of these 

battlefields and surrounding areas.   
It is an unseasonably hot and humid morning as we roll 

south on US-15, the Hallowed Ground scenic byway, out of 
Emmitsburg, Maryland past FEMA’s National Emergency 
Training Center and the National Fallen Firefighter’s 
Memorial.  We also pass the National Shrine of St. 
Elizabeth Ann Seton, the first U.S. native saint canonized 
in 1975 by Pope John Paul II.  In 1809 Mother Seton 
established the Sisters of Charity community in 
Emmitsburg and created the first free Roman Catholic 
school for girls in the U.S. 

We ride through rolling countryside to the Monocacy 
National Battlefield on the south side of Frederick.  Fought 
on July 9, 1864 the Battle of Monocacy Junction is often 
referred to as “The Battle That Saved Washington.”  It was 
one of the last battles the Confederate forces would fight 
in the North in a desperate attempt to strike at 
Washington, DC.  While the 14,000 Confederate soldiers 
overwhelmed the much smaller Union force of 5,800 

RATING:  

MILES: 600 

TIME: 3 days 

Artillery canon overlooking the Monocacy battlefield 
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soldiers and technically won the engagement, the 
Union sacrifice cost 900 CSA casualties and delayed 
their advance by one day – long enough for Union 
reinforcements to block any further Confederate 
advance.  The Confederates withdrew to Virginia, 
ending their final campaign in the North. 

As we gaze across the pastoral farm fields from the 
artillery locations, where several period cannons are 
placed, we try to imagine the scene 150 years ago as 
thousands of soldiers struggled to prevail.  While most 
of the battlefield is privately owned, much of it as 
farms, the exhibition in the visitor’s center describes a 
countryside that seems largely unchanged.  We ride 
along the country roads criss-crossing the battlefield 
and pausing to read the numerous markers detailing 
key points around the battlefield.   

We stop at the L’Hermitage Plantation-Best Farm, 
a remarkably well preserved plantation farm built by 
the Vincendiere family around 1793.  Refugees of the 
Haitian Revolution, the Vincendiere’s founded the 
plantation which grew to be one of the largest slave-
holdings in Maryland.  During the battle it was a key 
artillery position for the Confederate forces. 

The farm is also known for its role in the famous 
Special Order 191 incident.  In September of 1862, two 
years before the Battle of Monocacy Junction, the Best 
Farm was used as a headquarters by Confederate 
forces during the Maryland Campaign, an earlier 
attempt to carry the conflict into the North.  
Confederate Army General Robert E. Lee issued this 
special order to his generals detailing the movement 
plans of various Confederate forces during the early 
days of the invasion.   

the L’Hermitage 
Plantation-Best Farm 
at the Monocacy 
National Battlefield 

a period artillery cannon stands watch 
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A Union soldier from the 27th Indiana 
Volunteers discovered an envelope containing 
the special order with three cigars wrapped in 
a piece of paper.  He quickly realized the 
significance of the document, which was 
forwarded to Union Maj General George 
McClellan, commander of the Army of the 
Potomac (I wonder if the soldier got to keep 
the cigars as a reward?).  The intelligence 
gathered from this special order was 
instrumental in the Union’s subsequent 
strategic victory at the Battle of Antietam later 
in the month. 

We ride southwest from Monocacy on a 
variety of pleasant country roads that flowed 
past newly tilled fields.  We cross the Potomac 
River at the Point of Rocks, an interesting 
geologic chokepoint where two knife-edged 
ridgelines meet to a point, like a pincer, at the 
river.  Unfortunately, the terrain is so tight 
there is no good vantage point (or safe place to 
pull over) for a picture so we continue across 
into northern Virgina.  We follow the course of 
the Potomac west and then cross over into the 
Brunswick Historic District to visit the 
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historic 
Park.   

The C&O Canal, also known as the “Grand 
Old Ditch,” parallels the Potomac River from 
Washington, DC to Cumberland, Maryland on 
the eastern side of the river.  Following the 
Revolutionary War, George Washington 
envisioned the building of a canal from 
Washington to the Great Lakes as a way to 
open trade and expand the country.  In 1785 he 
founded the Patowmack Company to begin the 

many of the farms that comprise the 
battlefield at Monocacy look much as 
they did back in the day and continue 
to operate as productive farms today 

 

 

the C&O Canal National Historic Park 
visitors center in Brunswick 
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the narrow streets of Harpers Ferry are lined with well 
preserved buildings  

process of building canals to skirt the numerous rapids on the Potomac.  
The Patowmack eventually became the Chesapeake and Ohio 

Company, which began construction of the canal in 1828.  While the 
canal never reached its ultimate destination of Lake Erie, it did 
culminate in 184.5 miles of navigable waterway that operated between 
1831 and 1924 utilizing 74 canal locks to transport coal and other raw 
materials from the Allegheny Mountains.  The canal was eventually 
doomed by the emergence of the railroads and today constitutes a 
beautiful park along its entire length.  During the Civil War it was an 
important, and oft fought over, logistics asset for transporting goods and 
materials for the army supply trains. 

We ride along local roads that skirt the canal and the Potomac 
through small hamlets and residential areas.  The late morning sun is 
beaming on us like a microwave in the oppressively high humidity.  As 
we approach Harpers Ferry National Historic Park, West Virginia we 
look forward to a respite in the form of a frigidly air conditioned visitor 
center.  Situated at the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac 
rivers where the states of Maryland, Virginia and West Virginia meet, 
Harpers Ferry has been a historically significant town since the mid-
1700s.   

From the visitor center we ride one of the shuttle buses down into 
the historic district, which is well-preserved with period buildings, 
exhibits and museums as well as several restaurants and eateries.  We 
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escape the heat and humidity in a small air conditioned restaurant and 
enjoy a pleasant lunch.  Wandering around the steep narrow streets we 
learn more about the town’s history and role in the Civil War while 
enjoying the views of the rivers from the ridgeline heights. 

The role of Harpers Ferry leading up to the Civil War actually began 
in 1785 when George Washington visited the town while surveying canal 
sites for his Patowmack Company.  In 1794, while President of the United 
States, he proposed Harpers Ferry as one of two sites for the United 
States Armory and Arsenal (the other site was the Springfield Armory in 
Springfield, Massachusetts).  The armory designed and manufactured 
small arms for the U.S. Army which resulted in the town becoming an 
important industrial center.  The arrival of the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal 
and then the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad in the early 1800s reinforced 
the industrial importance of the town. 

In 1859 the radical abolitionist John Brown led 21 white and African 
American men in a raid on the arsenal in an attempt to incite and arm a 
slave revolt throughout the South.  In a sad twist of irony, the first 
person the raiders killed was a free black man who was a night baggage 
porter for the B&O Railroad.  The raid quickly disintegrated into disaster 
for Brown as Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee arrived to lead a unit of 
Marines to recapture the armory.  Brown was eventually captured and 
hanged for treason.  We walk around the remnants of the armory, which 
was subsequently destroyed during the Civil War, and the fire house that 
became John Brown’s fort during the raid. 

We climb the ridgeline past St. Peter’s Roman Catholic Church, built 
in 1833 with sweeping vistas across the gorge of the Shenandoah River 

in an ironic twist, 
the first casualty of 

John Brown’s raid by 
his abolitionist band 

to incite a race 
revolt was B&O 

Railroad baggage 
master Hayward 

Shepard, a free black 
man;  he was killed 

in front of this 
building across from 
the railroad station 

where Brown and his 
raiders stopped an 

incoming train. 

the fire house that 
Brown and his raiders 
used as a fort during 
the siege of Harpers 
Ferry when LTC Lee 
arrived to recapture 
the armory 
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views of St. Peter’s 
Roman Catholic Church 
situated on the heights 
overlooking Harpers 
Ferry; built on land 
donated in 1798 by 
Robert Harper, the 
founder of Harpers 
Ferry, the church 
construction was 
completed in 1833 

it is the only church that 
survived the devastating 
artillery bombardments 
during the several times 
that Harpers Ferry 
changed hands during 
the course of the Civil 
War 
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above the confluence with the Potomac River.  
Beyond the church we follow a trail to Jefferson 
Rock that offers terrific views of the rivers.  The 
rock is named for Thomas Jefferson from his visit 
to Harpers Ferry in 1783 when he declared the view 
as “perhaps one of the most stupendous scenes in 
nature” (he obviously hadn’t the benefit of visiting 
the mountains and canyons in what would become 
the western United States). 

We walk over the B&O Railroad Potomac River 
Crossing bridge, which is still an active rail line.  
We are half-way across the river as a cargo train 
comes thundering out of the tunnel; it’s an 
exhilarating  experience being on a walk way next 
to an active rail line suspended above the raging 
river as the entire structure vibrates from the 
train’s passing.  Looking out across the raging 
rivers swollen from recent rains we can see several 
pylons from previous bridges dating back to the 
1830s. 

We visit a couple of restored gun smith shops 
that demonstrate how rifles and pistols were 
designed and manufactured.  The ingenuity is 
impressive considering that the gunsmiths did not 
have the benefits of computers, electric lathes or 
other machinery.  Hand operated presses, lathes 
and other machines were used to manufacture 
interchangeable parts with remarkable precision 
and quality.   

Jefferson Rock overlooking the Potomac River 

the top of Jefferson Rock offers 
commanding panoramic views of the 
Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers 
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the B&O Railroad Potomac River Crossing consists of two bridges 
built in 1893 and 1931 that are still in operation by CSX Railroad and 
Amtrak; they are the latest in a long history of railroad bridges 
dating back to the original wood truss structure completed in 1824; 
natural disasters and the Civil War destroyed the earlier bridges, 
with only pylon fragments remaining that jut from the water 
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There’s a lot of archeological digging and restoration 
underway throughout the town, much of which was 
destroyed during the Civil War.  The war was disastrous for 
the town as it changed hands several times due to its 
strategic location.   

We reclaim our bikes and continue our tour of Civil War 
battlefields by riding over the Potomac River back into 
Maryland.  We follow the route north that Confederate 
General Robert E. Lee used after he captured Harpers Ferry 
in 1862 towards the infamous site of the Battle of Antietam.  
Fought on September 17, 1862 it was the first major battle to 
take place on Northern soil and with about 23,000 

casualties has the distinction of being the bloodiest single-
day battle in American history.   

While tactically inconclusive it was a strategic Union 
victory because it forced Lee to retreat back to Virginia, 
gave President Lincoln the confidence he needed to issue 
the Emancipation Proclamation on September 22,  which 
also dissuaded France and Britain from recognizing the 
Confederacy as a sovereign nation.   

The visitor center contains several exhibits describing 
every stage of this pivotal battle with an extensive 
collection of uniforms, equipment, and weapons.  The 
broad expanse of rolling countryside, fields and orchards 

a line of artillery cannon overlooks a portion of the Antietam battlefield in the same location that was used 
during the battle; the small rise overlooked a broad expanse of the battlefield 
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are meticulously preserved to reflect how they looked at the 
time of the battle.   

Until the battlefield was transferred to the National 
Park Service in 1933 it was operated by the War Department 
and used as a strategic training facility to teach officers 
about battlefield tactics and strategy.  We climb one of the 
stone towers the War Department erected after the war to 
facilitate these training courses.  From the tower’s vantage 
point we can envision how the battle unfolded with the 
benefit of a bird’s eye view that the commanders and 
soldiers did not have during the chaos of the battle.  We 
gaze down on the picket fence line of Bloody Lane and 
marvel at the courage and insanity involved in shooting at 
each other from such short distances and the subsequently 

brutal hand-to-hand combat that ensued. 
We ride the numerous roads that criss-cross the 

battlefield past the many markers and monuments that 
commemorate units and particular events during the 
course of the battle.  It’s hard to consider the carnage that 
resulted in 23,000 casualties juxtaposed with the quiet 
lushly green arcadian countryside. 

As the late afternoon sun finally relinquishes its hold we 
meander on country roads through quiet towns and 
farmlands.  The rolling terrain gives way to a brief set of 
twisties as we ride through Catoctin Mountain Park and 
amongst a series of tall hillocks called the Bull Run 
Mountains and into the town of Gettysburg for dinner. 

 

the Antietam battlefield sprawled across acres of rolling farmland; the tall stone tower in the distance is an 
observation tower built shortly after the Civil War by the War Department when the battlefield was used as a 
training ground for Army leaders to learn battlefield tactics 

artillery caissons were pulled by teams 
of horses and carried the powder and 

ammunition  for the cannons; the 
artillery pieces were towed behind the 

caissons 
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a portion of the picket fence line along Bloody Lane, where 
some of the most intense fighting and brutal hand-to-hand 

combat occurred  
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the battlefield has numerous monuments of 
varying extravagance to commemorate units and 
key conflicts of the battle 

the extensive use of field artillery was crucial to the 
conduct and outcome of the battle 
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Burnside’s Bridge is one of the iconic symbols of the Battle of Antietam; a small Confederate force held the 
bridge for several hours of bloody and brutal fighting that significantly delayed the Union forces and was 
a key reason that the battle was tactically inconclusive 
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a World War II vintage Indian Chief motorcycle we spotted 
while wandering around downtown Gettysburg 

Blue Parrot Bistro 
35 Chambersburg Street 

Gettysburg, PA  17325 
www.blueparrotbistro.com 

 
Quaint bistro serving good food in historic 

Old Town Gettysburg.  Located in one of the 
oldest houses in the town, built in 1850.  
Pleasant atmosphere, friendly service and a 
menu of entrees, sandwiches, burgers and 
salads.   

We awaken to another sunny and humid day and ride 
south to Catoctin Mountain Park.  Originally developed as a 
recreation area by the Works Progress Administration and 
the Civilian Conservation Corps during the Great Depression 
it eventually became the site of the Presidential retreat, 
Camp David.  At only eight square miles in size it is a 
relatively small park and about one third is taken up by 
Camp David.  

During the Civil War it was strategically important high 
ground as Confederate forces marched north to Gettysburg.  
Since the 1700s the region was known for its production of 
charcoal and pig iron – two materials the Confederate and 
Union forces needed and confiscated as they advanced 
towards Pennsylvania. 

The park offers several hiking trails with views of the 
valley and we decide to give the bikes a rest and explore the 
park.  Thankfully, the park is heavily forested with eastern 
hardwoods that offer plenty of shade; although a bit of a 
breeze would be much appreciated as the air for the most 
part remains still and oft-times stifling.   

We hike up 800 feet to Chimney Rock, the highest point 
in the park with views of the surrounding Monocacy Valley 
and the Bull Run Mountains. We rest and enjoy a late 
morning snack while watching several skinks scramble 
around the rocks.  Their acrobatics are amazing as we watch 
them jump across wide gaps in the rock; even skittering 
upside down as they negotiate the fractured rocks.  The trail 
turns away from the viewpoint as we hike up and down 
several ridgelines.  Eight miles and six hours later we 
approach the trailhead – hot, sticky and ready to give our 
sore feet a break.  

the Blue Parrot Bistro is located in the historic downtown 
district of Gettysburg with well preserved period buildings 
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We ride through the park and spot one of the entrances 
to Camp David.  Well, it’s actually hard to miss given the 
signs with stern warnings not to take pictures; the gated 
entrance with an imposing guard shack; and the cleverly 
disguised secret service agents (you know, the ones wearing 
casual clothes, dark shades and baseball caps driving 
around in inconspicuous black SUVs trying to blend in with 
the rest of the tourists).  We catch a brief glimpse of a 
building, but the camp is too far back and the forest is too 
dense to see anything of interest. 

A little further up we pass a picnic area with a large 
group of protestors noisily demonstrating against the Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars.  While we appreciate their passion, 
we can’t help but wonder who they are protesting to since 
the President is not scheduled to be at Camp David over 
the weekend (maybe they are trying to impress the secret 
service agents?).   

We meander around the park and the surrounding 
mountain ridgelines then back to the hotel for much 
needed showers, dinner and sleep. 

The next morning is pleasantly cooler, although the 
humidity level is still high.  We can tell though that it’s 
going to be another scorcher of a day.  It’s Memorial Day 
and it seems appropriate that we ride north on US-15, the 
Hallowed Ground scenic byway, towards Gettysburg, the 
site of the bloodiest battle in U.S. history with about 50,000 

the views from Chimney Rock were nice, but hazy 

Skinks are the largest and most diverse group of 
lizards with over 1,200 species that can be found 
throughout the world; they share many 
characteristics of snakes with a wide variety of 
colors and skin patterns 
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we walked through large 
groves of mountain 

laurel in full bloom that 
infused the air with their 

strong scent 

view from Wolf Overlook 



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              18 

our 8 mile hike covered a large portion of Cactocin Mountain Park hiking up and down several ridgelines through 
dense forest 
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National Shrine of St. 
Elizabeth Ann Seton, the 
first U.S. born saint; she is 
interred in the basilica 

the mortuary chapel and 
cemetery  

statue of St. Elizabeth Ann 
Seton  



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              20 

sunset over Catoctin Mountain view of Gettysburg battlefield from one of the 
observation towers 

casualties. With combined forces of about 165,000 soldiers 
the casualty rate was an astounding 30%. 

In a reflection of the importance that people give this 
historic battle the newly constructed visitor center is one of 
the largest in the National Park Service system.  It’s still early 
in the morning and several of the large parking lots are 
already full and hundreds of people are milling about. With 
large exhibit halls, a cyclorama, scale relief maps, and a very 
large bookstore you can vicariously immerse yourself in the 
events that unfolded over three days from July 1-3, 1863.   

Confederate General Robert E. Lee was conducting his 
second attempt to bring the war to Northern soil.  He faced 
Union Major General Gordon Meade’s Army of the Potomac 
who was moving to block the advance.  The events leading 
up to the battle moved so quickly that the armies literally 
collided near Gettysburg, Pennsylvania not initially realizing 
they were so close to each other and generally unprepared to 
conduct the battle. 

The soldiers fought in hot, humid weather not unlike the 
weather we are experiencing as we ride and walk around the 
battlefield.  We are surrounded by monuments of varying 
sizes and extravagance commemorating units and major 
areas of critical conflicts, such as Pickett’s Charge, Cemetery 
Ridge and Little Round Top.  As the sun reaches its apex it 
feels like we’re in a microwave set to high; even the breeze 
we create as we ride along provides little relief – it just 
makes the hot humid air flow more quickly.  We take refuge 
in the observation towers and shady groves where we can 
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farmhouses often became impromptu field 
hospitals 

one of many interpretive signs throughout the 
battlefield 

look across the wide open farm fields and try to imagine 
the chaos, noise, and brutality of the battle as it unfolded – 
we can’t, it’s just too horrific to imagine and sobering to 
think that as a civilized country we devolved into such 
barbarism. 

In retrospect it became clear that even though the war 
continued for two more years, in conjunction with the 
Union victory at Vicksburg at the same time these two 
events were the turning point of the war.  The Confederate 
forces were never able to mount another strategic offensive 
to threaten the North and General Lee lost his reputation 
as an invincible commander that buoyed the confidence of 
the Union forces.  

We ride through the town of Gettysburg past the 
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a Memorial Day procession of motorcyclists  

a parade of hundreds of motorcycles rode 
through the Gettysburg National 
Battlefield in the hot sweltering humid 
weather to honor all of our fallen soldiers 
both past and present 

Soldier’s National Cemetery where thousands of Union 
soldiers were buried after the battle.  On November 19, 
1863 President Lincoln dedicated the cemetery and gave 
his Gettysburg Address, one of the most famous 
speeches in American history, which changed the 
definition of the Civil War as “a new birth for freedom” 
and a call for equality to all citizens as espoused by the 
Declaration of Independence.   

As we ride toward home across the bucolic 
countryside of the Pennsylvania Piedmont under the 
hot humid sun, I reflect on the terrible sacrifices which 
were made to sanctify that hallowed ground.  We ride 
home with the confidence that President Lincoln’s 
eloquent speech will prevail – “that we here highly 
resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – 
that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of 
freedom – and that government of the people, by the 
people and for the people, shall not perish from the 

earth.”  RTR 
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ROADS 

Serene country roads with light curves.  Generally well maintained 
although a few areas of construction, particularly in Gettysburg.  No 
twisties or challenging roads. 

 
SCENERY 

Farmlands and rolling countryside with periodic views of the 
Potomac River.  Hazy skies caused by the high humidity restricted 
visibility at times. 

 
AMENITIES 

Food, fuel and lodging are available throughout.  Good cell phone 
coverage. 

story and photography by Don Metz 

Greg, our brother and friend—we miss you man 

Harpers Ferry 

Point of Rocks 

Antietam National 

Battlefield 

Catoctin Mountain Park 

Hallowed Ground 
NationalScenic Byway 

C&O Canal NHP Brunswick Visitor Center 

Monocacy National Battlefield 

Gettysburg National 
Military Park 

Sleep Inn 
501 Silo Hill Parkway 

Emmitsburg, MD 21727 
www.choicehotels.com 

Located mid-way between Gettysburg and 
Catoctin Mountain Park this hotel offers very 
nice accommodations, comfortable beds, and 
easy access to US-15. 


