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No state faced war between the North and South with more uncertainty 
than Kentucky. Slavery and culture bound the state to the South; family ties 
and trade held it to both sections. In the summer of 1861 , Kentucky , not wanting 
to choose between the North and South, desperately tried to remain neutral. But 
neutrality soon proved impossible; Northern and Southern armies invaded the 
state in the fall. Kentuckians were forced to take a stand and most of them, 
devoted so long to the Unionist politics of men like Henry Clay and John J . 
Crittenden, chose the North or rather the old Union of Washington and J ef­
ferson. 

Still , there was considerable division of sentiment in this border state. 
Counties , towns and even families were torn apart by conflicting loyalties. The 
breakup of famili es over the question of Union or secession was one of the most 
tragic aspects of the war in Kentucky. 

Senator John J. Crittenden , probably Kentucky's most outstanding Unionist, 
had sons in both armies. Thomas L. was a Federai general and Eugene a 
colonel. But their older brother George B. was a Confederate general. 1 

. The Breckinridge family , prominent in Kentucky affairs throughout the 
first par t of the nineteenth century, was bitterly split. John C. Breckinridge, a 
former congressman, vice-president and one of Kentucky 's senators when the 
war began , was a rebel as were his three sons. Breckinridge became a general 
in 1861 and Confederate secretary of war in 1865 . 

. But J ohn Breckinridge's uncle Robert, a fire and brimstone Presbyterian 
minister , was an uncompromising Union man. One of Robert Breckinridge's 
sons was a Federal officer and another was a West Point cadet. Two others 
were Condederate officers. His son-in-law also was a rebeJ.2 

C Interestingly , William C. P. Breckinridge, colonel of the Ninth Kentucky 
avalry, C. S. A., captured his Yankee brother Joseph during the battle of 

Atlanta in July 1864. According to Confederate General Joseph Wheeler , the 
Breckinridge brothers " passed the night following that sanguinary battle with 
as . much warmth of fraternal affection as though visiting each other from 
neighboring armies engaged in the same cause. " 3 

J Henry Clay 's oldest son Thomas was a staunch Unionist but a younger son, 
sames B. was one of General Breckinridge's staff officers. Four of Clay 's grand­
t~ns _were Confederate officers and three were Federal officers.' His cousin. 
de fiery abolitionist Cassius Marcellus Clay, was a Yankee general and Presi­
e ent Ltncoln 's minister to Russia. The rift between Cassius and James B. was 
~Pecially personal. Back in 1845, James B. had led a Lexington mob which 

cosed down Cassius ' antislavery newspaper. 5 

A brother, three-half brothers and the husbands of three half-sisters of 



Mary Todd Lincoln were in the Confederate army; another brother was in 
Federal army.6 Her Confederate brother Alexander was killed in the ba 
of Baton Rouge in August 1862. Just over a year later, General Ben H 
Helm, husband of her half-sister Emily, fel( at the bat!le of Chi_ckamauga I 
ing the Kentucky Confederate "Orphan Brigade" agamst a brigade compo 
largely of Unionist Kentuckians. President Lincoln was particularly fond 
Ben Hardin ; in 1861 , he offered him a ~ommission in the Federal army. 
Lincoln had so hoped he would accept 1t because she wanted Emily to live 
the White House with her. When President Lincoln heard of General Helm 
death, he wa_s overcome with grief. Supreme Court Justice David Davis recall 
" I never saw Mr. Lincoln more moved when he heard of the death of his yo 
brother-in-law. I called to see him about 4 o'clock on the 22nd of September· 
found him in the greatest grief. 'Davis,' he said, ' I feel. as David of old w ' 
he was told of the death of Absolom.' I saw how grief stricken he was," Da 
concluded, "so I closed the door and left him. " 7 

General D. Prentice, the sharp-penned editor of the Louisville Journal nev 
wavered in his support of the Union but his wife was a outspoken secessionist. 
Their two sons Courtland and Clarence joined the Confederate army. Court) 
was killed in the battle of Augusta , Kentucky , in September 1862.9 

Confederate General Adam R. Johnson of Henderson had two brothers 
the Yankee army and a mother devoted to the Union cause. But when 
visited his family in early 1862, they were glad to see him. He found his moth 
with a " loving heart no difference of political sentiment could estrange." J 
son's brothers got leave from their regiment to come visit him. " We walk 
and slept and talked freely together," the general remembered; "there be' 
no concealment on my part as to my military connections, and there ensued 
brotherly understanding that we would do all we could to protect each other 
the war. " 10 

Another rebel general , William Preston of Louisville, had distinguish 
Yankee in-laws. His father-in-law Rober~ Wickliffe edited the staunchly p 
Union Lexington Observer and Reporter.11 In addition , Preston 's son-in-Ia 
John Mason Brown was colonel of the For·ty-fifth Kentucky Federal Infantry.12 

John Hunt Morgan and his brothers-in-law Basil Duke and A. P. Hill w 
Confederate generals of considerable reputation. But another Morgan broth 
in-law, Sanders D. Bruce, commanded the Twentieth Kentucky Federal 
fantry .13 

The Wicklifte and Pirtle families also had fathers opposing sons. Char 
A. Wickliffe of Bardstown was a Unionist congressman but his son John 
lieutenant-colonel of the Ninth Kentucky Infantry Regiment of the "Orp 
Brigade."14 John R. Pirtle, one of Louisville's most prominent doctors, I 
his surgical talents to the Federal army. His son too was an officer in 
"Orphan Brigade." 15 

These and countless other Kentucky families were tragically divided · 
1861-65. But when the war ended , most of them were reunited in the comrn 
effort to put the state back together. Sadly, however, the strain of war pro 
too much for others like the Moss family . 

Hughie Moss fl ed from Union sympathizing Wayne County after killing t 



Union soldiers. All of his family except his son Jack came with him to pro­
Southern Graves County. Two Moss brothers joined the Confederate army while 
Jack enlisted with the Yankees. So bitter was the feeling against Jack that he 
did not even try to see his family after the war. 16 

In addition to families , nearly everything else in Kentucky was divided by 
the Civil War. The press is a prime example. Several Kentucky cities had rival 
Unionist and secessionist newspapers. 

In Louisville, the Journal and Democrat trumpeted loudly for the Union 
while the Courier kept the Southern cause before the people. In a move indica­
tive of a reunited postwar Kentucky, the three papers merged into the Courier-
Journal in 1868. ' · 

\ 
At Frankfort, the state capital , the Yeoman championed the South while the 

Commonwealth stood squarely for the Union. In Lexington, the Observer and 
Reporter was thoroughly Unionist and the Statesman was devoted to the Con­
federacy. Maysville, Bowling Green and Henderson were other cities with both 
Union and Confederate newspapers. 

Kentucky churches also split over the issue of Union or secession. The 
Presbyterians were especially at odds. Robert Breckinridge led the Unionist 
faction of the church and Stuart Robinson headed the secessionist element. 
Federal authorities arrested Robinson in the fall of 1862 and suspended for a 
time his publication, The True Presbyterian. This same journal was suppressed 
again in November 1864 and Robinson fled to Canada to avoid another arrest. 1 7 

The coming of the Civil War also divided the state government. Beriah 
Magoffin , Kentucky 's governor when the war began, was a Southern sympath­
izer as was his secretary of state Thomas Ben Monroe, Jr. 18 State Treasurer 
James H. Garrard was a Unionist. 

The special session of the General Assembly which met in January 1861 to 
decide Kentucky's actions quickly split into Unionist and secessionist factions. 
Although the Unionists were in the majority in both houses , eleven counties 
had Unionist senators and secessionist representatives or vice-versa. 19 

Senators Walter Whitaker and Lovell H. Rousseau became Federal generals 
while Representative George B. Hodge was a Confederate general. 20 

Kentucky's congressional delegation in 1861 numbered six Unionists and 
four secessionists. Congressman Laban T. Moore helped recruit the Fourteenth 
Kentucky Federal Infantry and Congressman Henry C. Burnett raised the 
Eighth Kentucky Confederate Infantry. 2 1 Burnett and Congressman William 
E. Simms later served as Kentucky 's two senators in the Confederate con­
gress.22 

:robably the best gauge of the relative strength of Union and Confederate 
~ntiment in Kentucky is the number of men furnished to the armies.· Accord­
~g to a statement of the Kentucky adjutant-general published in the Frankfort 

eoman just after the war, the state provided 89 ,413 men to the Federal army. 
Also, 13,526 served as Kentucky state troops. 23 Confederate totals are less 
exact, but based on an adjutant-general 's report made in 1911 , a fair estimate 
Would be about 30,00024 Among the Kentuckians in blue were sixty-seven 



generals; thirty-eight Kentucky Confederates were generals. 25 

Thus, the Civil War in border state Kentucky was especially tragic. In 
North and in the South, families and friends marched off together to fight 
enemy they had never seen. But in Kentucky it was different ; the enemy acr 
the battlefield was sometimes a friend or neighbor or even a father or broth 
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