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Disunity in the Union: Franklin, PA and the American Civil War 

An often overlooked aspect of the Civil War is how it divided local communities in 

border areas, as much or more than the sections, North and South.  An illustration of the complex 

nature of the Civil War is provided by the Presidential election of 1864, which ended with a 

sweeping victory for the Republican Party candidate Abraham Lincoln.  He claimed decisive 

victories in all the states of the Union, except New Jersey and two border slave states, Delaware, 

and Kentucky.  The Union Army was clearly on the way to victory in November, 1864.  Yet, 

Franklin County, Pennsylvania went against the trend established by the rest of the Union, and 

even the state of Pennsylvania, where Lincoln managed to win by 20,075 votes.1  He lost by 

thirty-eight votes in Franklin County.  It seems puzzling that a Union county could vote for the 

Democrat candidate George McClellan, since the Democratic Party platform called for a cease-

fire, when unconditional victory seemed so close at hand.  But primary sources from the Valley 

of the Shadow Civil War project help us understand how voters in Franklin County defied the 

national and statewide trend that voted Lincoln to victory, and remind us that the Union was 

never completely unified.  Franklin County's geographic location, political leanings, and wartime 

experience differed from much of the Union, which gave the county's inhabitants a unique 

perspective and a contradictory political culture. 

The conventional depiction of the Civil War as a conflict between slave states and free 

states is an oversimplification.  Edward Ayers, creator of the Valley of the Shadow project, made 
                                                            
 1 1864 Election Returns, U.S. Election Atlas, http://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/index.html (Accessed 
June 14, 2009). 
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an astute observation in his book, In the Presence of Mine Enemies.  He noted that much of the 

scholarship on the Civil War has tended to place people into easily manageable categories out of 

necessity, given the complex nature of the war.  These categories then blur into generalizations 

that obscure the evolving sense of purpose the war had for Americans.2  The boundary that 

separated the Unionists and secessionists was not indelible and defined, but a blurry zone that 

stretched for hundreds of miles throughout the north and south, even beyond the border states.  

Northerners, for example, could simultaneously oppose secession and sympathize with southern 

slave owners and states' rights, while many southern slave holders opposed secession, as William 

Freehling noted in The South vs. The South, citing the 450,000 Southerners who served in the 

Union Army.3  Franklin County seemed to have fallen into this zone.  Although, well within the 

Union's borders, Franklin County shared its southern border with Maryland, a slave state.  

Maryland did not secede, but still, it was a haven for Confederate sympathizers.  The influence 

of Maryland seems to have rubbed off on the citizens of Franklin County, where many locals 

were advocates for states’ rights, supported southern Democrat John Breckenridge for President 

in 1860, and supported southern rights to maintain slaves but were still in favor of maintaining 

the Union.4  Franklin County was neither far enough north nor south to be one or the other; it fell 

somewhere in the blurry “in-between.” 

Beyond the battlefields, rifles and artillery which often draw the focus of Civil War buffs 

was a web of competing political agendas, sectional spats, and partisan prattling that had 

profound implications for the war effort.  This network of conflicting ideologies and moral 

foundations played out for an entire readership between the leading newspapers of Franklin 

                                                            
 2 Edward L. Ayers, In the Presence of Mine Enemies (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003) XVIII. 

 3 William W. Freehling, The South vs. The South: How Anti-Confederate Southerners Shaped the Course of 
the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), xiii. 

 4 Valley Spirit, “Where We Stand,”  Nov 11, 1860. 
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County: The Franklin Repository and the Valley Spirit.5  Each paper demonstrated the roles that 

the political issues of the era, ranging from the “peculiar institution” of slavery to the question of 

secession, played in influencing the opinions of Franklin County in relation to the Civil War. 

Political partisanship among journalists today does not come remotely close to 

approaching the blatant displays of partisanship found in nineteenth century newspapers. The 

opinions of journalists were not limited to the editorial pages but overflowed into the most 

insignificant news items.6  In Franklin County, the Franklin Repository and the Valley Spirit, 

both situated in the county seat of Chambersburg, waged a war of words prior to, during, and 

after the Civil War.  Location being paramount, the Repository and the Spirit fronting their 

establishments in Chambersburg afforded the papers an opportunity to maintain large readership 

among citizens who held similar views with the editors.  Bearing this in mind, the war between 

the Repository and the Spirit was not just a war between two competing newspapers, but a war of 

opinions in Franklin County.  The Franklin Repository, edited by Alex McClure, G.H. Merklein, 

and Henry Stoner, was a patently Republican newspaper, representing much of the northern, 

Unionist sentiment.  The Valley Spirit, edited by George Mengel, John Ripper, H.C. Keyser, and 

B.Y. Hamsher, was not just a Democratic newspaper, but a pro-South Democratic paper carving 

out an existence in a northern state.7 

The Repository and the Spirit disagreed on virtually every possible subject, including 

some crucial issues, such as the 1860 Presidential election, Unionism, the prosecution of the war, 
                                                            
  5 Franklin County, PA Newspapers, Valley of the Shadow. 
http://valley.vcdh.virginia.edu/xml_docs/valley_news/html/about/repos.html (Accessed June 14, 2009). 
  6 Donald Shaw and Randall Patnode and Diana Knott Martinelli, “Southern vs. Northern News: A Case 
Study of Historical Agenda-Setting, 1820-1860.” Words At War: The Civil War and American Journalism, ed. 
David Sachsman and S. Kittrell Rushing and Roy Morris Jr. (West Lafayette, IN: Perdue University Press, 2008), 
13. 
 7 Franklin County, PA Newspapers, Valley of the Shadow.  http://valley.vcdh.virginia.edu/xml_docs/ 
valley_news/html/about/repos.html (Accessed June 14, 2009). 
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racial ideology, and emancipation.  On all of these issues, the Repository and the Spirit were 

polar opposites.  Each launched recriminations at the other.  The battle between the news outlets 

likely played a vital role in shaping and shifting the opinions of Franklin County residents, as 

Abraham Lincoln won the popular vote in 1860, but lost in 1864, even when a Union victory was 

finally closing near.8 

In 1860, the political climate of the North was driven by one word: Unionism.  How 

widespread Republican Party support in Pennsylvania was is difficult to determine due to some 

political bargaining which placed Pennsylvania political figure Simon Cameron in Lincoln's 

Cabinet in exchange for all of Pennsylvania's electoral votes.9  But, regardless of how the rest of 

the state played out, Abraham Lincoln won the popular vote in Franklin County by a very 

comfortable margin.  The Repository proclaimed “The 'Irrepressible Conflict.' An Avalanche of 

Victory! The Country Has Spoken! There Is A North......Slavery Sectional! Douglas Played Out! 

The Agitators Rebuked!”10  The Repository was of the opinion that the southern secessionists 

were merely “agitators” trying to bluff their way into gaining northern concessions, a belief 

which seemed to be widespread in the Republican Party. 

In contrast to the Repository, and indeed the majority of northern newspapers, the Spirit 

acknowledged the very real possibility of secession.  In its November 7th, 1860 edition, the 

Valley Spirit in fact endorsed the Southern Democratic candidate John Breckenridge, whose 

platform called for a Constitutional Amendment to protect slavery in perpetuity.  It argued that 

Breckenridge had never advocated disunion, proclaiming “Vote for them [Breckenridge] and the 

                                                            
  8 Franklin Repository, “The General Result,”  Nov 14, 1860.  
 9 Doris Kearns Goodwin, Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2005), 248. 
  10 Franklin Repository, “The General Result,”  Nov 14, 1860. 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Union is safe.”  The Spirit alleged that Stephen Douglas, the northern Democratic candidate for 

President, was the true disunionist because of his Vice Presidential candidate choice Herschel 

Johnson, whom the Valley Spirit incorrectly accused of being in favor of disunion.11   The Spirit’s 

views on Lincoln are easily summed up in their sarcastic claim that Lincoln was forced to vacate 

Kentucky because he was so ugly that he scared the slaves away, and that he received the 

Republican nomination in hopes that he would scare the slaves away from the whole of 

America.12  The Valley Spirit, a northern newspaper in a free state, defying the geographic 

limitation of “north versus south,” believed that the northern Presidential candidates were not to 

be trusted, and that southern slaveholder Breckenridge was the true Unionist. 

The extent of the Valley Spirit's identification with the South seems unusual.  In fact, a 

short-lived Republican newspaper in Franklin County, the Semi-Weekly Dispatch, wrote “the 

Spirit takes up the burden of the southern hue and cry, proclaiming the party in power the 

Abolitionists who originated the war,” and went on to state that the Spirit sounded like a 

newspaper from Richmond.13  Yet, the paper’s paradoxical commitment to Unionism is 

evidenced when, after Lincoln had gained the Presidency, it wrote: 

“While we fear the worst results to the nation from the election of Lincoln we still trust 

that the threatened calamity may be averted—that He who holds the destiny of nations in 

His hands and whose high prerogative it is to change the curses into blessings and to 

                                                            
  11 Valley Spirit, “Where We Stand,” Nov 07, 1860.  
  12 Valley Spirit, “Why He Immigrated,” Sept 12, 1860. 
  13 Semi-Weekly Dispatch, “A Modest Salutory!,” Jan 17, 1862. 
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extract good from evil may turn aside the danger in our way, and our glorious union still 

remain.”14 

This statement, when compared to the Repository's assumption that the issue of secession was 

put to rest by the 1860 election, shows a stark contrast in the views of the status of the Union 

within a single Pennsylvania county, which, as a border county, exhibited divided opinion often 

assumed to have characterized the border states of Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, and Delaware.  

While still being anti-secessionist, portions of Franklin strongly identified with the 

southern states, both in politics as well as their views on African Americans.  Franklin County 

contained both the best and worst of racial views.  The Repository reported on July 8th, 1863 of 

the Confederate advance northward.15  Lee's Army marched straight through the county seat of 

Chambersburg, requisitioning a massive amount of supplies.  The Repository reported that in 

addition to looting supplies for the Confederate Army, “Quite a number of negroes were stolen 

by the army of Gen. Lee, and evidently with the sanction of officers.”16  Later in the story, the 

Repository noted that “by great exertions of several citizens some of the negroes were 

discharged.”17  As told in the story, some citizens of Franklin County put themselves at great risk 

to free the kidnapped African Americans.  

Yet, the Valley Spirit also shows the county harbored a virulently racist attitude.  The 

Spirit accused the Unionist Semi-Weekly Dispatch of being “Afflicted with an incurable disease--

nigger on the brain--it deserves the commiseration of mankind.”18  The Repository used the word 

                                                            
  14 Valley Spirit, “The Election,” Nov 14, 1860.  
  15 Franklin Repository, “Invasion of Pennsylvania!,”   Jul 08, 1863. 
  16 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion! The Whole Rebel Army in Franklin County!,” Jul 08, 1863. 
  17 Franklin Repository, “Invasion of Pennsylvania!,” Jul 08, 1863.  
  18 Valley Spirit, “Disturbed,” Jan 07, 1863. 
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“negro.”  The Spirit, on the other hand, seemed to almost exclusively prefer the term “nigger.”  

While the terms used for African Americans might at first appear to be a minor grammatical 

variance, the standardization of the terms, with the Repository using only the one and the Spirit 

using only the other, gives key insights into the minds of the editors, as well as the division of 

Franklin County. The Spirit would not have been able to stay in business if it did not have 

enough readers.  The Spirit would not have had enough readers if a large enough portion of 

Franklin County did not find the Spirit's views on racial discrimination appealing 

 The issue of emancipation was perhaps Abraham Lincoln's greatest challenge of 

the Civil War, yet it is also his greatest legacy.  Emancipation often is explained as inspirational 

in the North and enraging in the South, changing the wartime mission from repossession of the 

seceded states to a re-envisioning of the nation.  Beyond its sectional controversy, the dramatic 

nature of the Proclamation produced a wide array of reactions at the local level.  But, the 

dramatic nature of the Proclamation entered into the collective consciousness of America, 

resulting in a wide array of reactions.  In Franklin County, a small publication called the 

Waynesboro Village Record, which shared a readership with the Repository, wrote that “it is not 

an argument, or a defense, or a declaration; it is simply the frank announcement of a brave and 

frank man.” The Record went on to elaborate that the Proclamation “made the country of our 

children the country of freedom,” and that it “adds a reserve force to the army of the Union, and 

makes three million of slaves three million of able-bodied recruits.”19 

A response in the Spirit, as could be reasonably expected, took a very different stance.  

“We may say…that we regard this pronunciamento, to use the language of the President himself, 

as impracticable as the 'Pope's bull against the comet.'  It is unwise, ill-timed, outside of the 
                                                            
  19 Waynesboro Village Record, “The Proclamation,” Jan 09, 1863.  
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Constitution and full of mischief.”20  The article continued on, attacking the claim of 

emancipation proponents that the Proclamation would end the war in thirty days because the 

“heart of the rebellion had been struck,” and countered that “its effect will be more thoroughly to 

unite and exasperate the whites of the South in their resistance to the National Government.”  

The article ended with a sardonic “Drive on, 'Massa Linkun,' we are anxiously awaiting the 

result.”21 

The Valley Spirit had been correct in predicting in 1860 that the election of Lincoln 

would precipitate a war.  Two years into the war, comments by the county’s newspapers on what 

the goals of the war should be show that the war’s divisions were hardly only sectional.  The 

Repository maintained that they “have but one article of faith—the positive and unconditional re-

union of the States under the regularly constituted authorities of the Government,” and that “it 

will resist alike armed treason, as disaster to the living—as dishonor to our heroic dead.”22  The 

Spirit, on the other hand, argued that northerners such as Charles Sumner were as guilty as 

southern secessionists in the disunion, stating “Higher law doctrines, Nullification doctrines, the 

vague notion of Liberty which characterizes modern radicalism, all of these are the elements of 

enmity to the Constitution as it now is, and of course will forbid any new Union when the old 

one is destroyed.”23  The Spirit went on to claim that the Union is “stealing niggers” from the 

south, with the plan to “put arms in their hands so they could butcher the women and children of 

the south,” reaffirming the Spirit's belief that African Americans in the southern states were little 

                                                            
  20 Valley Spirit, “The Emancipation Proclamation,” Jan 07, 1863.  
 21 Valley Spirit, “The Emancipation Proclamation,” Jan 07, 1863. 
  22 Franklin Repository, “The Franklin Repository,” Jul 08, 1863.  
  23 Valley Spirit, “The Constitution of 1789,” Mar 05, 1862.  
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more than the property of white men, which the Union was unlawfully stealing, and insinuating 

that the abolitionist northerners were the true traitors.24 

Franklin County's border location and its internal political tumult have been offered as 

possible explanations for why the county voted for George McClellan in 1864 when virtually the 

entirety of the Union voted Abraham Lincoln to the winning ticket in one of the most one-sided 

elections in American history.  Franklin County had always shared a border with Maryland and 

those southern sympathies which transferred from the border slave state were likely present in 

the 1860 election, when Franklin County voted for Lincoln by a sizable margin. In fact, in 1864, 

Abraham Lincoln won the state of Maryland, so its influence could not singularly account for 

Franklin County's political change of heart.  In regards to the role of the press, wars between 

newspapers have never been unique to Franklin County, Pennsylvania, or the United States for 

that matter.  The Repository and the Spirit are merely an example of partisan politics playing out 

as a public spectacle.  Geography likely planted the southern leanings which were present in the 

1864 election, and the Valley Spirit certainly fanned the flames, but what pushed Franklin 

County to vote differently from most of the rest of the Union?  Something had clearly changed in 

the four years since the 1860 election, something that is not completely addressed by geography 

or the influences of newspapers. 

The answer is contained in a single word: Chambersburg.  Lee's Army of Northern 

Virginia spent eleven days in Chambersburg prior to the Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863.  The 

Confederate Army arrived exhausted and pitifully low on provisions.  Lee's initial orders to his 

Army for requisitioning supplies, General Orders No. 72, were unremarkable, commanding his 

                                                            
  24 Valley Spirit, “A Hero Wanted,” Mar 05, 1862.  
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junior officers to purchase supplies from locals in Chambersburg at a fair market price.  If the 

locals refused to relinquish the provisions, the items were to be taken.  Damage to civilians and 

civilian property was to be kept to a minimum.25  

The first Confederates to arrive were primarily officers, members of cavalry units.  The 

officers considered themselves gentlemen, and as such, were generally respectful and obeyed 

Lee's orders.  However, General Richard S. Ewell showed up two days later with 47,000 

Confederate troops.  The town leaders of Chambersburg met and voted not to comply with 

Confederate demands, partly out of principle, but mainly because they did not have even one-

third of the amount of supplies that Lee's Army was demanding.26  The state of affairs 

predictably devolved from that point.   

Rampant looting, theft, and armed robbery occurred.  According to the Repository, Major 

Alexander Todd, Mrs. Lincoln's brother, was seen directing the Confederate troops in the 

looting.27  A Confederate Lieutenant Colonel named Rows reportedly took the horse of a 

Chambersburg resident after finding out that the man had voted for Lincoln.28  Townsmen were 

reportedly robbed at gunpoint, including a Reverend Schneck, who was relieved of the prized 

gold watch given to him by his family in Germany.29  Stevens Iron Works was burned to the 

ground, as were countless civilian homes belonging to those who either failed to provide what 

the Confederate troops demanded or simply happened to catch a soldier with a torch and a foul 

mood.30  Most shockingly, a farmer named Strite was robbed at gunpoint on his farm.  He 

                                                            
  25 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion! The Whole Rebel Army in Franklin County!,” Jul 08, 1863. 
  26 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion! The Whole Rebel Army in Franklin County!,” Jul 08, 1863. 
  27 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion! The Whole Rebel Army in Franklin County!,” Jul 08, 1863. 
  28 Franklin Repository, “Invasion of Pennsylvania!,” Jul 08, 1863.  
  29 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion!,” Jul 08, 1863.  
 30 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion!,” Jul 08, 1863. 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surrendered all he had, and then shortly after was approached by two more Confederate soldiers, 

who attempted to rob him, but finding he had nothing left, murdered him and buried his face in 

manure.31  Interestingly enough, the Valley Spirit’s account merely gave a list of the materials 

requisitioned by Lee’s army and described the general behavior of the Confederate Army as 

“civil and quiet.”32  The Spirit listed nothing of the human cost and very little of the theft and 

arson. 

Many northern voters saw the horrific images of bloated corpses at Gettysburg in the 

widely distributed photographs after the battle.  The residents of Franklin County, however, 

many of them a day's ride from Gettysburg, saw the wounded being carted back from the battle.  

Franklin County residents heard the screams coming from tents where amputations were being 

performed without the benefit of anesthesia.  They smelled the rotting bodies of the dead.  Much 

of Chambersburg had been put to the torch.  Homes had been looted and items of immense 

personal value were carted away.  Farms and businesses, the very livelihoods of the people of 

Franklin County, were razed and burned.  Franklin County saw what many of the southern states, 

but very few of the northern states had witnessed: the Civil War.  Franklin County had a reason 

to desire the cease-fire promoted by the Democratic Party in 1864, even at the cost of not 

securing a victory.  Franklin County had barely survived its brief encounter with the Confederate 

Army.  Many citizens were left wondering if they would be able to survive another. 

The Civil War continued after the burning of Chambersburg, redefining not just who was 

an American, but America itself, despite Franklin County using the power of the vote to voice 

their dissatisfaction with the Lincoln administration and the four years of Civil War precipitated 

                                                            
  31 Franklin Repository, “The Invasion!,” Jul 08, 1863. 
  32 Valley Spirit, “The Rebel Invasion,” Jul 08, 1863. 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by the previous election.  Abraham Lincoln still won the 1864 election without the help of 

Franklin County.  Franklin County's role in the national impact of the Civil War was minor.  

However, George McClellan's victory in the county during the 1864 election is representative of 

a Union which was far from united.  The Union, not only America itself, was far too large to 

share total commonality.  Regional influences, fierce partisanship, and wartime experiences were 

different for every northern region.  Franklin County was close enough in proximity to the slave 

states, such as Maryland, to create roots of strong southern sympathy for many citizens.  These 

southern sympathies allowed the Valley Spirit to attract a large leadership in Franklin County.  

The Spirit was correct when it asserted that the election of Lincoln in 1860 would bring a war, 

and the Spirit’s readership grew and shaped the opinions of voters.  Franklin County’s Civil War 

experience culminated in its burning at the hands of Confederate forces.  In Franklin County, 

these factors combined to shift the popular opinion which gave Lincoln such a large victory in 

1860.  Yet, in keeping with the great disunity within the Union, Lincoln lost the popular vote in 

Franklin County by thirty-eight votes.33  Much of the county had shifted against Lincoln, and 

with good reason, a reminder of the complications and internal tensions of a democratic country 

at war. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                            
  33 Valley Spirit, “Franklin County—Full Official Returns,” Nov 30, 1864.  
 


