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“Harvest of Death”
The Best Evidence of the Site of an Iconic Photograph

Of all the horrifying photographs taken at Gettysburg in 1863, the most mysterious are these tak-
en by Alexander Gardner of deceased Federal soldiers lying on the field where they fell in battle.
Historians and photographic experts alike have long sought the location to where these gruesome
scenes were found. Years of study and research in the historic records have uncovered the loca-
tion of these images that reveal more than just gory images of the dead, but tell the story of the
desperate fighting that took place at Gettysburg.

This was a research program by park staff and photographic specialists to locate where the noto-
rious scene of Union dead on the battlefield of Gettysburg was photographed by Alexander Gard-
ner in July 1863.

“Finding the Harvest of Death” is a detailed description of efforts made by park historians and
independent researchers between 2002 and 2013 to locate the site of two photographs taken at
Gettysburg by Alexander Gardner on July 6-7, 1863, specifically the only known images of Fed-
eral dead on the battlefield. Titled by Gardner as “A Harvest of Death”, these views were first
published in his “Photographic Sketchbook” in 1866, and have long been a mystery as to where
they were taken on the field. John compares past inconclusive efforts to find the location of the
scene, the subject of constant discussion among researchers and buffs. It’s due to additional pho-
tographic and textural research by the people he will discuss what leads them to conclude the
scene was photographed on the first day’s battlefield. John will also discuss Gardner’s objectives
in visiting Gettysburg in greater detail.

Typically, the photos I refer to are easily recognized as representing Gettysburg. And while there
is ongoing discussion of the location in on-line discussion groups and at seminars, I think what I
present is more convincing than any other site on the battlefield.

About our Speaker:

A native of Raleigh, North Carolina, John attended Western Carolina University and graduated
in 1978 with a degree in American History. Heiser began his career with the National Park Serv-
ice in 1976 as a seasonal employee at Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania National Military Park.
He transferred to Gettysburg in 1980, where he has held positions in several of the park’s divi-
sions including the Division of Interpretation and Visitor Services, the Chief Historian’s Office
and in the Structures Preservation Division in park maintenance. In 1997, he returned to the Divi-
sion of Visitor Services as a historian, where he developed the first park web site for Gettysburg
National Military Park, provided research assistance to park staff and visitors, and managed the
park’s research library. He presented annual battle walk programs on different aspects of the bat-
tle and campaign, and authored several works on soldier’s experiences at Gettysburg until his re-
tirement in 2020. He is probably best known as a mapmaker for numerous Civil War publica-
tions, including Gettysburg Magazine. In 1997, he was the appointed historian of The Polar Bear

Association of World War II, the organization of veterans of the 339th Infantry, 85th Infantry Di-
vision, the unit in which his father served during World War II, until the Association disbanded
in 2009. He remains active with several organizations related to Civil War history.

He and his wife Carmen reside near Gettysburg with Annabelle, their very happy Scottish Terri-
er. They enjoy antiques, music, and faithfully follow the trials and tribulations of the Baltimore
Orioles Baseball Club.


