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Chambersburg:
Anatomy of a Confederate Reprisal

EVERARD H. SMITH

WueN THE Civi WAR BEGAN IN 1861, Americans shared romantic assumptions
about its nature. Hostilities opened amid a festive atmosphere of flags, martial
music, colorful uniforms, and patriotic speeches. The young men who flocked to
the Union and Confederate armies viewed combat as a chivalrous, even knightly,
adventure. Professional soldiers also envisioned a brief, limited contest in the
eighteenth-century manner. The genteel traditions of a bygone era taught that
social concerns had little impact on strategy, that campaigns should be conducted
with minimal bloodshed, and that noncombatants should be carefully spared the
exigencies of military operations.

Four years of bitter fighting shattered these comfortable illusions and trans-
formed the conflict in ways no one had anticipated. By 1864, the imperatives of
total warfare inextricably mingled social, political, and strategic objectives. The
resulting dynamic brought to a climax the civil-military relationship established at
the beginning of the struggle. As the war expanded beyond the battlefield, idealistic
enthusiasm gave way to the determination to conquer a peace at any cost. The cycle
of ferocity spiraled ever upward, while civilians suffered under a ruthless new ethic
that countenanced retaliation, destruction of private property, even occasional
atrocities, all justified in the name of great democratic principles. Following Federal
army efforts to stamp out guerrilla activity in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia,
Confederate raiders burned Chambersburg, a small town in Pennsylvania. Major
General Philip H. Sheridan then unleashed a policy of devastation that left much
of the valley a desolate ruin. Meanwhile, Major General William Tecumseh
Sherman waged a campaign in Georgia and the Carolinas that made his name a
legendary byword for cruelty. “The war became base and desperate,” Emory M.
Thomas has written, “and the baseness and desperation produced a kind of
counterpoint, a sad, minor theme to accompany the major chords.”!

In recent years, the relationship between Civil War soldiers and American society
has attracted renewed interest from historians such as Gerald F. Linderman, Reid
Mitchell, and Joseph T. Glatthaar. Linderman has argued forcefully that the trend
toward escalation derived from frustrated ideals of courage, manhood, and
personal valor. The young men who entered service at the start of the war inherited
these strong moral values from civilian society. But the stark reality of combat
alienated their convictions by demonstrating the futility of bravery on the battle-
field. Disillusioned, soldiers turned instead to a value system based on vengeance

! David Herbert Donald, Liberty and Union (Lexington, Mass., 1978), 97-99, 110, 122-24; Emory M.
Thomas, The Confederate Nation, 1861-1865 (New York, 1979), 274.
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The ruins of Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, in the wake of John McCausland’s Confederate raid on July
30, 1864. The scene is at the corner of Main and King Streets near the center of town. These images,
originally released as stereoscopic views, were taken shortly after the raid by Charles E. Meyer, a

Philadelphia photographer. (Library of Congress)

and annihilation. Mitchell’s work has emphasized, among other themes, the
contempt veterans felt for enemy society and their growing desire to remake it
through violence, a finding echoed in Glatthaar’s careful study of Sherman’s army
during the March to the Sea and the Carolinas campaign. All three scholars have
examined the ways in which changing military ethics brutalized participants on
both sides. Their research has added to contemporary understanding of the total
war mentality and the savage forces that emerged with it.2

? Gerald F. Linderman, Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War (New ‘\/’
York, 1987), esp. 1-3, 180-215; Ret itchell, Civi, Soldiers (New York, 1988), 90-180; Joseph T.
Glatthaar, The March to the Sea and Beyond: Sherman’s Troops in the Savannah and Carolinas Campaign (New
York, 1985), 66-80, 134—55. Glatthaar compared and contrasted Linderman’s and Mitchell’s work in his
review of Civil War Soldiers, in Civil War History, 35 (June 1989): 187-88.
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The burning of Chambersburg in July 1864 by troops detached from the Army
of Northern Virginia provides a rare glimpse into the sources of Confederate
behavior under wartime pressure. Because most of the fighting took place on
Southern soil, Northern attitudes toward such subjects as enemy civilians and
retaliation are easier to determine and have been investigated more thoroughly.
However, the questions that must be asked of a Confederate reprisal are basically
the same. What are the forces that motivated Southern soldiers and shaped their
reaction to new modes of warfare? To what degree do they resemble the forces that
characterized Northern conduct? Why were these passions focused on Chambers-
burg? How did Confederate soldiers rationalize their actions within the context of
a self-image that asserted moral superiority over the North? Finally, in what ways
do the events at Chambersburg contribute to the continuing effort to comprehend
the complex interrelationship of war and society?

Evidence suggests that the answers to these questions lie in attitudes that soldiers
in Robert E. Lee’s army formed toward the Northern population during their
invasion of Pennsylvania in the summer of 1863, a year before the town was
destroyed. Prior to the Gettysburg campaign, Confederates serving in the eastern
theater had little direct knowledge of the North. Consequently, their brief
experience as invaders conditioned their opinions. Between June 15 and July 2,
1863, Chambersburg served as the concentration point for nearly the entire
Confederate army. General Lee himself established his headquarters there; thou-
sands of troops passed through its streets, and at one point almost two-thirds of the
infantry were encamped in the woods and fields nearby. What these soldiers
encountered was the typical Pennsylvania German culture of the Cumberland
Valley. It appears that to many of Lee’s troops this culture epitomized enemy
civilization. To a greater extent than has been generally realized, Chambersburg
became to the curious occupiers the virtual embodiment of Yankee society and
Yankee institutions.

Throughout the Gettysburg campaign, the Confederates behaved with com-
mendable restraint, carefully protecting private property and treating civilians with
considerable respect. But their attitudes toward the local residents were character-
ized by arrogance, nativist and chauvinist prejudices, and anger at what seemed to
be an insufficiently submissive reception. Depiction of the enemy as an inferior
being, a process known as depersonalization, is a psychological technique com-
monly practiced by warriors to lessen their sense of guilt. It often presages an
increase in belligerence. Confederate perceptions of Northern society were further
corrupted by honor, the convoluted ethic to which most white male antebellum
Southerners ascribed. Honor dictated magnanimous conduct toward inferiors but
demanded deference in return. Violence constituted an acceptable response to
those who refused to show subservience to their betters, for such defiance
challenged the fundamental assumptions of a society founded on slavery. In 1863,
military discipline, reinforced by the prevailing doctrine of forbearance toward
noncombatants, was still strong enough to prevent immediate repercussions. By the
following year, the escalation of conflict had eroded these constraints. The
possibility thus exists that Chambersburg was destined for reprisals more than a
year before they occurred. Under the pressures generated by total war, the soldiers
who sealed its fate were responding both as Americans and as Southerners to values
deeply embedded in their society.
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LoNG A syMBOL OF CONFEDERATE ASCENDANCY in the East, the Shenandoah Valley
furnished food and military commodities to the armies defending Richmond. It
was the setting for Stonewall Jackson’s brilliant maneuvers in 1862 and had served
as an invasion route into Northern territory on several occasions. Its capture was
part of Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant’s strategy to seize the Southern capital
in 1864. But two Federal expeditions under Major Generals Franz Sigel and David
Hunter failed to achieve their objectives, and in early July a Confederate counter-
attack led by Lieutenant General Jubal A. Early reached the outskirts of Washing-
ton, D.C., momentarily threatening to reverse the entire course of the war. General
Sheridan then consolidated command of the Union forces in the region. His
victories over Early in September and October ended Southern supremacy in
western Virginia and set the stage for Grant’s eventual triumph at Appomattox.3

Confederate operations in the Shenandoah Valley were often accompanied by
guerrilla fighting, a form of resistance many Federals regarded as little better than
terrorism. During his tenure in command, General Hunter attempted to solve this
problem by holding private citizens responsible for partisan acts occurring in their
vicinity. His troops carried out his hard-line policies with a heavy hand. Most of the
property destruction Hunter justified as punishment for specific attacks on his
men, but in early July he burned the homes of Andrew Hunter, Alexander R.
Boteler, and Edmund Jennings Lee in Jefferson County, West Virginia, for no
apparent reason beyond the fact that the owners were prominent Southern
sympathizers. This incident triggered the sequence of events that brought catas-
trophe to Chambersburg. On July 28, following a small battle with Hunter’s men
near Kernstown, Virginia, Early placed Brigadier General John McCausland in
charge of a cavalry detachment composed of two brigades and an artillery battery.
Approximately half these men had visited Pennsylvania the previous summer in
the mounted brigade then led by Brigadier General Albert G. Jenkins. Early’s
written orders instructed McCausland to occupy Chambersburg, some twenty miles
north of the Mason-Dixon line, and to demand of its inhabitants the sum of
$500,000 in greenbacks or $100,000 in gold as compensation for the houses burned
at Hunter’s direction. In default of payment, McCausland was commanded “to lay
the town in ashes.”

McCausland’s troopers reached their destination at dawn, Saturday, July 30,
1864. Forewarned of the approaching raiders, the local bankers had decamped
with their cash assets during the night. While some citizens urged the cavalrymen
to abate their demands, others reacted defiantly, unable to believe the Confederates
would actually carry out their threat. The town council refused even to meet with
the invaders. After waiting an interval variously estimated at three to six hours, the
general put the town to the torch. A few soldiers resisted their orders outright or
found ways to avoid putting them into effect. Colonel William E. Peters of the 21st
Virginia Cavalry Regiment refused to obey and was placed temporarily under
arrest; the day after the raid, all charges against him were dropped. But individual
episodes of compassion were quickly submerged in the tidal wave of violence that
engulfed the town. McCausland’s men fanned out through the streets, breaking
into homes and turning out the terrified families on ten minutes’ notice. Few
victims managed to save much more than the clothing on their backs. Twelve blocks

3 Standard sources for the Shenandoah Valley campaign of 1864 include William C. Davis, The Battle
of New Market (Garden City, N.Y., 1975); Marshall Moore Brice, Conquest of a Valley (Verona, N.]J., 1965);
Frank E. Vandiver, Jubal’s Raid: General Early’s Famous Attack on Washington in 1864 (New York, 1960);
and Jeffry D. Wert, From Winchester to Cedar Creek: The Shenandoah Campaign of 1864 (Carlisle, Pa., 1987).
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The view east along Conococheague Creek. At right are remains of the W. F. Eyster and Brother
Foundry. In the background are the walls of the Bethel Church of God, burned by the Confederates
under the mistaken impression that it belonged to a black congregation. (Library of Congress)

surrounding the central square were soon on fire. The roar and surging, the
crackling and crash of falling timbers and walls mingled in terrible dissonance with
the cries of animals trapped in their pens. Fearful whirlwinds sent piles of burning
debris shooting skyward. A lurid column of smoke, punctuated by flames, ascended
over the countryside.

As the fire spread, many of the participating units lost all sense of military
discipline. Officers found it impossible to control their men. Drunken Confederates
cavorted among the ashes, pillaging freely and robbing citizens of sums large and
small. Some inebriated troopers attempted to carry off women with them. At one
home, soldiers locked a woman into an upstairs bedroom while they set the
dwelling on fire beneath her. At another, they poured gunpowder under an elderly
invalid’s chair, swearing they would teach her to walk. Neighbors rescued both
women before the flames reached them. At a third house, where the owner’s wife
had just died in childbirth, the soldiers interrupted the wake, forcing the mourners
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The view west along Main Street from the central square, or Diamond. The raiders destroyed twelve
blocks of buildings in the central portion of town. (Library of Congress)

to inter the body in the garden to save it from the flames. One sick child was rushed
to safety on a shutter. “I never witnessed such a site in all my life,” wrote one
Southerner to his wife. “Nancy, the poor wimmen and children and also gray heard
men was runing in every direction with a little bundle of cloths under there arms
crying and skreaming.” Miraculously, despite numerous close calls, no one died in
the conflagration. When the incendiaries concluded their task on the afternoon of
July 30, more than 3,000 civilians were homeless. The fire destroyed three-quarters
of the central business and residential district, including 266 buildings valued at
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$783,950. A state commission later evaluated total damage to real and personal
property at $1,628,431.4

General Early, whose orders unleashed this cataclysm, provided the Confederate
explanation for it in a long series of postwar publications. The general maintained
that he bore Chambersburg no grudge, and that he had offered the populace a
genuine chance to save their homes. He claimed the town was selected “because it
was the only one of any consequence accessible to my troops, and for no other reason”
(emphasis in original). In one letier wriiten for a Richmond newspaper, he aveiied
that the three houses for which he exacted recompense “were worth fully $100,000
in gold and I demanded that, or what I regarded as equivalent in greenbacks.” In
another letter, he reminded his readers that he had levied ransoms on several
previous occasions, including a $200,000 assessment on Frederick three weeks
earlier: “I had no knowledge of what amount of money there might be in
Chambersburg. I knew it was a town of some 12,000 inhabitants. The town of
Frederick, Maryland, which was a smaller town than Chambersburg, had . . . very
promptly responded to my demand on it for $200,000. Some of the inhabitants
who were very friendly to me expressed the regret that I had not made it
$500,000.75

One may question whether these assertions tell the true story of the reprisal.
Early’s state of mind with regard to the purpose of the raid may have been best
revealed in a private, unpublished letter to Edmund Jennings Lee in 1872: “[I]f I

* Diary entries, Captain Achilles James Tynes (Assistant Commissary of Subsistence, staff of Brigadier
General John McCausland), July 29-30, 1864, Achilles James Tynes Letters, Southern Historical
Collection, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as SHC); diary entry, J. Kelly
Bennette (Hospital Steward, 8th Virginia Cavalry Regiment), vol. 2, July 30, 1864, J. Kelly Bennette
Diary, SHC; M. T. Norman (37th Virginia Cavalry Battalion) to Nancy Norman, August 9, 1864, M. T.
Norman Letter, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. The quotation is from Norman’s
letter. Brigadier General Bradley T. Johnson’s report of the raid is in The War of the Rebellion: A
Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (1880—1901; rpt. edn., Harrisburg,
Pa., 1985), series 1, vol. 37, part 1, 354-56; vol. 43, part 1, 4-8 (hereafter cited as Official Records). Other
Confederate sources include Jubal A. Early, War Memotrs: Autobiographical Sketch and Narrative of the War
between the States, Frank E. Vandiver, ed. (1912; rpt. edn., Bloomington, Ind., 1960), 401-05; Brigadier
General John D. Imboden, “Fire, Sword, and the Halter,” The Annals of the War Written by Leading
Participants North and South (1879; rpt. edn., Dayton, Ohio, 1988), 169-83; and John McCausland, “The
Burning of Chambersburg,” ibid., 770-74. For contemporary Union accounts, see the Franklin County
Repository, August 24, 1864; the Reverend B. S. Schneck, The Burning of Chambersburg, Pennsylvania
(1864; rpt. edn., Chambersburg, Pa., 1949); and Jacob Hoke, Reminiscences of the War; or, Incidents which
Transpired in and around Chambersburg during the War of the Rebellion (Chambersburg, 1884). Secondary
materials on the raid include Liva Baker, “The Burning of Chambersburg,” American Heritage, 24
(August 1973): 36-39, 97; and Catherine Henderson, “The Man Who Never Knew Defeat” (General
McCausland), Civil War Times Illustrated, 23 (June 1984): 36-45.

5 Baker, “Burning of Chambersburg,” 38 (first quotation); Early, War Memoirs, 402, 478 (second
quotation); Edward S. Delaplaine, “General Early’s Levy on Frederick,” To Commemorate the 100th
Anniversary of the Battle of Monocacy, “The Baitle That Saved Washington” (Frederick, Md., [1964]), 54 (third

uotation).
L On June 28, 1863, during the Gettysburg campaign, Early levied an assessment of $100,000 in cash
plus various military stores on York, Pennsylvania. The inhabitants paid $28,600. After entering
Maryland in July 1864, the general made three levies as follows: Hagerstown, $20,000 (July 6);
Middletown, $5,000 (July 8); and Frederick, $200,000 (July 9). Early later claimed that he intended to
collect $200,000 from Hagerstown as well but that McCausland, his emissary, missed a digit.
Hagerstown and Frederick paid their ransoms in full; the mayor of Middletown negotiated a reduction
from $5,000 to $1,500. On July 30, during the retreat from Chambersburg, McCausland halted briefly
in Hancock, Maryland, and assessed it $30,000, but Union pursuers forced him to continue the
withdrawal without collecting any money. On this occasion, the Confederates were apparently willing to
deal, a flexibility they did not display farther north. Although Early described his final ransom as
“compensation,” there is no evidence he intended to aid private sufferers with the proceeds. His other
levies were justified as requisitions, contributions, or taxes on the Northern population for the use of the

Confederate army.
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Only the shell of the Franklin County Courthouse remained standing after the raid. (Library of
Congress)

had had an opportunity I would have done much more burning in the enemy’s
country.”s Likewise debatable is Early’s contention that he set his levy at a
reasonable figure to enable the townspeople to redeem their possessions. However
finely appointed the homes burned by General Hunter may have been, it is unlikely
that their collective worth was $500,000. The most expensive residence lost in
Chambersburg was valued at $15,000, exclusive of furnishings. The Franklin
County Courthouse was appraised at $45,000. Moreover, Early was incorrect in his
statement that Chambersburg was a larger and more prosperous urban center than
Frederick and thus presumably able to pay a bigger ransom. Frederick, with a
population of 8,000, customarily added the appellation “City” to its name to
distinguish itself from its smaller neighbors. The population of Chambersburg was

6 Jubal A. Early to Edmund Jennings Lee II, September 26, 1872, Edmund Jennings Lee II Papers,
Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.
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only 6,000. The amount paid by Frederick was an onerous burden on the
municipal government, which required eighty-seven years to discharge its indebt-
edness to the five banks that put up the money. Yet the payment expected of
Chambersburg, which had one bank, was more than twice as large.” Taken
together, these circumstances indicate that Early’s intention from the beginning
was to destroy the community. They also demonstrate the need for a more
satisfactory explanation of the impulses that culminated there in so tragic and
explosive a manner.

NoRTH OF THE PoTomAc RIVER, the Shenandoah Valley becomes the Cumberland
Valley, stretching through Maryland into central Pennsylvania. Scotch-Irish and
German pioneers first settled here early in the eighteenth century. The German
majority imparted to the region a distinctive ethnic flavor that it enjoys to the
present. Founded in 1764 on Falling Spring, a small tributary of the Conoco-
cheague River, Chambersburg prospered almost from the moment of its birth. It
became the seat of Franklin County, an important early ironworking center, and a
junction on the Cumberland Valley Railroad linking Hagerstown, Maryland, with
the state capital at Harrisburg. By 1860, its commercial assets included a foundry,
an edged tool factory, a paper mill, one bank, two breweries, and four hotels.8

By virtue of its location, the town was destined to attract the attention of
Confederate forces operating north of the Potomac. Initial contact occurred in the
autumn of 1862 as a consequence of one of Major General . E. B. Stuart’s frequent
circuits around the Army of the Potomac. Having received orders to reconnoiter
the Union army and to destroy the iron railroad bridge across Conococheague
Creek, a short distance north of town, Stuart crossed the Potomac at McCoy’s Ford
on October 10 at the head of 1,800 picked cavalry. Chambersburg, occupied that
evening, surrendered without resistance. The following morning, the Confederates
plundered a quartermaster depot and attempted unsuccessfully to remove the
railroad bridge. Then, proceeding east and south, they recrossed the Potomac near
Leesburg on October 12. While this visit was too short to create lasting impressions,
it did engage Confederate interest for the first time. As the earliest Southern
incursion into Pennsylvania, it received considerable publicity throughout the
Confederacy and was widely celebrated as “Stuart’s Chambersburg Raid,” even
though Chambersburg was in no sense its objective.?

More significant was the campaign that began in June 1863, as Lee’s army surged
across the Potomac and advanced down the Cumberland Valley toward Harris-
burg. Brigadier General Albert G. Jenkins’s cavalrymen, the first troops to reach
Franklin County, clattered into Chambersburg on June 15 and remained two days.
One week later, Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell, commanding the Second

7 Schneck, Burning of Chambersburg, 45, 47; Delaplaine, “General Early’s Levy on Frederick,” 47, 54.

8 Paul Swain Havens, Chambersburg: Frontier Town, 1730—1794 (Chambersburg, Pa., 1975), 21-29, 54,
117-20; Milton Rubincam, “Population Characteristics of the Cumberland Valley in 1860,” in Francis
Coleman Rosenberger, The Cumberland Valley of Pennsylvania in the 1860s ((Chambersburg], Proceedings
of the Rose Hill Seminar, June 8, 1963), 67—70; Schneck, Burning of Chambersburg, 42—52.

9 First Lieutenant Richard Channing Price (Aide-de-Camp, staff of Major General J. E. B. Stuart) to
Mrs. Thomas R. Price, October 15, 1862, Richard Channing Price Papers, SHC; R. O. McAdams (2d
South Carolina Cavalry Regiment) to His Father, October 24, 1862, Confederate Miscellaneous Papers,
SHC; Official Records, series 1, vol. 19, part 2, 52-59; H. B. McClellan, I Rode with Jeb Stuart (1885; rpt.
edn., Millwood, N.Y., 1976), 136-66; Lieutenant Colonel W. W. Blackford, War Years with Jeb Stuart
(New York, 1946), 164-81.
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Corps, occupied the town and established headquarters in the courthouse. Two of
his infantry divisions camped close by; the third (Early’s) marched along a parallel
road some ten miles east through Waynesboro and Greenwood. On June 26, as
Ewell’s men departed north along the Harrisburg Turnpike, Lieutenant General
A. Powell Hill's Third Corps arrived from the south. With Hill came General Lee,
who pitched his tent in the woods just outside town and remained there directing
the army’s operations for the next four days. By June 28, with the arrival of
Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s First Corps, no fewer than six Confederate
infantry divisions held positions in the immediate vicinity. Meanwhile, Ewell’s corps
had penetrated as far north as Carlisle and as far east as Wrightsville, threatening
the state capital. The next day, having learned that the Union army was advancing,
Lee began a reconcentration of his forces twenty-five miles farther east, at
Gettysburg. Major General George E. Pickett’s division, designated the rear guard,
remained at Chambersburg until July 2, a circumstance that delayed its arrival on
the battlefield and determined its employment in the climactic third day’s assault.

During the course of this three-week period, Chambersburg played unwilling
host to more than 60,000 Southern soldiers. According to Edwin B. Coddington, a
Pennsylvania historian and author of a definitive study of the campaign, no
community suffered more from the invasion. There was, he added, a second
unique distinction as well: “Chambersburg had the additional dubious honor of
being the first and most important testing place for Lee’s occupation policies in a
territory that the Confederates considered completely alien.” Lee’s men had
encountered Unionist sentiment in Maryland the year before during the Sharps-
burg or Antietam campaign. Western Maryland, however, was a border area where
the South had many friends. The region beyond the Mason-Dixon line was
unquestionably enemy terrain.!0

The Army of Northern Virginia conducted its summer offensive in 1863 in an
elevated spirit established by its commanding officer. A proponent of limited
warfare, Robert E. Lee believed in sparing civilians unnecessary suffering. In one
preinvasion conversation, he promised “to carry on the war in Pennsylvania
without offending the sanctions of a high civilization and of Christianity.”!! On
June 21, as his troops began crossing the Potomac, he issued General Orders
Number 72, which forbade injury to private property and set orderly procedures
for requisitioning and purchasing supplies.!? Six days later came an even more
specific statement of his principles in General Orders Number 73—issued, as a
mocking fate would have it, while the army was headquartered in Chambersburg:

The commanding general considers that no greater disgrace could befall the army, and
through it our whole people, than the perpetration of the barbarous outrages upon the
unarmed and defenseless and the wanton destruction of private property, that have marked
the course of the enemy in our own country . . .

It must be remembered that we make war only upon armed men, and that we cannot take
vengeance for the wrongs our people have suffered without lowering ourselves in the eyes
of all whose abhorrence has been excited by the atrocities of our enemies, and offending
against Him to whom vengeance belongeth.!

10 Edwin B. Coddington, The Gettysburg Campaign: A Study in Command (New York, 1968), 159-208,
quote 160.

11 Quoted in Douglas Southall Freeman, R. E. Lee: A Biography, 4 vols. (New York, 1935), 3: 55.

12 Official Records, series 1, vol. 27, part 3, 912-13.

13 Official Records, series 1, vol. 27, part 3, 943.






