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The great battles of the Civil War were dramatic and horrific. It is
understandable that we have studied them, memorialized, even romanticized them
over the years in popular fiction, film, and visual art. But the battlefield was not the
only front where war was being waged in the 1860s and the years previous. Perhaps
equal in importance was the battle waged for the hearts and minds of the American
people. This battle occurred in the halls of political power, across the Homefront
North and South, through the pages of a disparate, passionate press that would often
distort facts to favor one side or the other. And it was the power of the press which
most likely affected the greatest number of regular folks.

What is sometimes forgotten is that throughout the war, throughout the pre-
war years, a large portion of Northerners harbored secessionist views for one reason
or another. Almost every town, certainly every large city in the North, boasted
newspapers for both sides. There would be a Republican-leaning newspaper (and
editor) who supported Lincoln, his views, his cronies in Congress and the Cabinet,
and executing the War itself without compromise. There would be a Democratic (or
Copperhead) news sheet which did just the opposite. When these papers and their
readers were in conflict it sometimes resulted in violence. It certainly resulted in
polarizing the citizenry (not unlike today when opposing media outlets continually
vilify their opposition).

Sensible, cooler headed men in the press, attempted to stand up for freedom
of speech and question what being “patriotic” truly meant. Pennsylvania was no
different than any other Northern state. The following excerpts from Pennsylvania
newspapers report on violence, conflict, and dissent in the Commonwealth and
neighboring states. It sounds eerily familiar.

The Democrat and Sentinel (Ebensburg, Pennsylvania)
Wednesday, September 4, 1861
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“The business of mobbing, or to use a phrase which has now become
fashionable, the ‘ridding out’ of Democratic printing offices, has been the favorite
occupation during the last two or three weeks of lawless ruffians, and unhanged
vagabonds in various parts of the country. In Easton and West Chester in this State
... Democratic newspaper offices have been broken into and destroyed, and private
citizens and their families, have been exposed to the grossest insults. But the worst



feature of the case is, that many of the influential Republican papers in town and
country, justify the acts of these violators of law and order, and the liberty of the
press. They certainly do not entertain a very exalted regard for the golden rule, which
teaches us to do unto others as we would have them do unto us. And yet they pretend
to be the only true friends of the Constitution and the Union in the land. If they are
the only true patriots at the present time, well may the Genius of American Liberty
exclaim, ‘Save me from my friends.””

The Gettysburg Compiler wrote about the same violence in their Monday,

August 26, 1861, edition.
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... “What are we drifting to? Surely this mob policy cannot do the Union cause
any good. It must, on the other hand, result in incalculable evil. Good citizens
everywhere should set their faces against it, because when law once ceases to be
respected, all men are in danger—not only of one party, but of all parties—because
violence begets violence, arousing the worst passions of our nature, and provoking
to revenge and retaliation. Mobs are always dangerous playthings, in more ways than
one.”

But it didn’t abate. As the war grew in ferocity, so did the attacks on the
Democratic newspapers in the North. The Lancaster Intelligencer ran a story on
Tuesday, March 17, 1863, that summarized mobbing and destruction occurring in
Chicago, Columbus, Ohio, and New York. They ended with a plea to the Republican
Press.

... “Of course it will come to this unless the Republican press help form a public
opinion among their rowdy adherents against these scandalous and dangerous
practices. We have indeed fallen upon evil days when office-holding editors call upon
government to arrest their rivals in business, and newspaper offices are sacked by a
brutal mob with the open or tacit approbation of half the journals of the land.”

What were the Copperheads writing that drew such ire from their Republican
Unionist neighbors in the North? The list is long, and one can quite understand it
might drive men to violence (especially if their own sons, brothers, cousins were
wearing Union blue.)

The Copperhead newspapers continually raised a great hue and cry against the
large debt accumulated since the beginning of the war. The Adams Sentinel in
Gettysburg called them on it in October 1863.

... “they never say that if they had induced their Southern friends to submit to
the regularly and legally elected President of the United States, we should have had
no large debt.”



There was an inexplicable opposition to the work of the Sanitary Commission
and its fairs held throughout the North. The Copperhead newspapers were “dead set”
against them. On May 28, 1864, the Sunbury Gazette (Sunbury, Pennsylvania) took
them to task.

The Cops (Copperheads) vs. Sanitary Fairs

“It may not be generally known by loyal men and women who have not
recourse to them, that Copperhead newspapers are ‘dead set’ against the operations
of the Sanitary Commission. Such, however, with a very few exceptions, is the case.
We scarcely know why it is, for the agents of the Commission are instructed to
minister to the wants of wounded rebels as well as those of Union soldiers. ...

“Such sneaking inuendoes upon the efforts of honest people to sustain so great
and humane a cause would disgrace anything but a Copperhead. ..."”

Within its article the Gazette reprinted a paragraph from the New York Day
Book, one of the Copperhead publications.

“The Sanitary Fair—The great vanity fair, built on shoddy and greenbacks, is
over. It raised about one million of dollars, but the expenses, it is announced, will be
very heavy! Just as we expected. The silly award race, in which Grant and M’Clellen
were pitted against each other, ended in the Loyal Leagues coming in at the last hour
and stuffing the boxes with greenbacks, just as they expect to fill the ballot boxes
next fall. How much the soldiers will get of all the money no one knows, and none
will care to inquire.”

The rhetoric was heated and must remind a modern reader of the turmoil
existing in the America of today. Political turmoil that begets tribalism, distrust, and
violence. The Copperheads were accused of systemic lying, trying to debase the
national currency, and interfering in the fair election of 1864. All the charges turned
out to be sadly true.

The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette published a compelling piece on June 21, 1864,
showing that falsehoods were deliberately printed in the press to influence not only
the people on the Homefront but our European allies.

Systematic Lying

“The Copperhead press is busy in giving currency to the story that Grant has
lost 100,000 men since he crossed the Rapidan. The mendacious correspondents of
the London press, in New York, first started this wholesale lie, and now the
Copperhead newspapers are taking it up and giving it circulation at home. A letter
from ‘Malakoff’, the Paris correspondent of the N.Y. Times, shows that there is system
in this lying. He says:

‘The Secessionists are constantly gaining ground in their attempts at
corrupting and controlling the city of New York. They have collected enough money
and men of talent to be able to pursue their work systematically. ... It is these agents



also who are filing the European press with false reports on the progress of the war,
and on the situation of affairs at the North.” ...”

The most repulsive effort to affect the course of history, in my view, was to
suppress a free and fair presidential election in 1864. The Copperheads were
desperate to deny Lincoln a second term, believing that their candidate, George
McClellan, would negotiate a peace with the Confederacy.

The Record, a newspaper from West Chester, Pennsylvania, loudly repudiated
these efforts and the supporters of the Democratic Party in their November 5, 1864
edition.

A Fair Election

“The Copperheads have been loud in professions of their desire for a free and
fair Election. They do not want any oath of allegiance—they are opposed to any
interference of the soldiers with the polls. These pure patriots are also in favor of the
soldier voting—now that they cannot prevent it! They are also opposed to depriving
the Union Lincoln soldiers of the right of voting; but they are quite willing that
McClellan votes may be fraudulently substituted in place of them. Witness the
startling frauds of Governor Seymour’s New York Commissioners, whereby these
scoundrels sought to substitute McClellan votes for Lincoln votes by the cartload.

“This explains how these honest men expected to carry the great State of New
York against the Administration. It was one of the most stupendous schemes of fraud
ever concocted.

“The wonder is that fair minded men are willing to act with a party that seeks
to destroy the liberties of the country by such high-handed outrages. (How) can they
do so?”

(As I write this, we are at the brink of the presidential election of 2024—an
election that will be studied for generations to come. I cannot get past those final
two sentences written 160 years ago by an editor in West Chester and wonder why
we are still fighting the same battles. It’s as if we have learned nothing.)
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