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The Stout Hearts That
Founded West Virginia
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Original artwork by Jeff Pierson, other
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State Archives
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Archibald Campbell

Rev. Gordon Battelle

(Next Page) Under the leadership
of Archibald Campbell, Wheeling’s
Daily Intelligencer became the mouthpiece for the West Virginia statehood
movement.

Read more at e-WV: The West Virginia Encyclopedia. www.wvencyclopedia.org

Intelligencer would become the most militant paper in Virginia
and the mouthpiece for the statehood movement.

Virginia Secedes from the Union

Abraham Lincoln was soundly defeated in Virginia, but
nationally he won the presidency. States in the Deep South
responded by seceding from the Union. Initially Virginia’s
stance was more moderate than those states further south.
Through some political maneuvering, however, firebrands
who supported secession were able to get a convention called
in Richmond. By the time the convention met, seven states
had already left the Union. For several months the convention
supported the Union. But on April 17, 1861, after two important events—South Carolina cannons firing on Fort Sumter
and Lincoln calling for troops to put down the rebellion—the
convention passed an Ordinance of Secession, which required a
statewide referendum on May 23. When news of the ordinance
reached western Virginia, Pierpont joined with the most vocal
anti-secessionist, John S. Carlile, to condemn the actions of
the Richmond Convention. After mass meetings were held, a
convention was called for in Wheeling to discuss the situation
and to plan for further actions.
On the eve of the Wheeling convention, Pierpont delivered a rousing speech in favor of the Union that caused the
Intelligencer to proclaim,“A truer man to the cause of the Union
does not live.” Though Carlile called for the formation of a new
state on the second day of the convention, a majority thought
the proposition was premature. Behind the scenes Pierpont was
able to persuade the volatile Carlile that the secession referendum needed to take place. If Virginia went for secession, the
delegates would return to Wheeling to chart a new course.
As part of the compromise, Pierpont, Carlile, and others
were named to a central committee that remained in Wheeling.
Pierpont had planned to return to Fairmont for the secession
vote, but a visitor from Fairmont told him that Confederate
troops had moved into the area. To minimize his risk, Pierpont
devised a plan whereby a friend would send a telegram
instructing him to “buy the sugar” if it was safe to go to Fairmont
or “don’t buy” if it was too dangerous. Pierpont returned to
Fairmont on May 18 to find that his children had whooping
cough. While he was getting wood in the middle of the night
to feed the home fires, Pierpont’s neighbor informed him that
his name was mentioned among those of people to be arrested.
Covertly, he left Fairmont. On May 23, Virginia voters approved
the Ordinance of Secession. It was later revealed that many of the
ballots from the west were never counted.
On June 11, 1861, the delegates returned to Wheeling and
formed the pro-Union Restored Government of Virginia. On
June 20, the convention unanimously elected Francis Pierpont
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chieving statehood for West Virginia
was, in the words of the state’s first
governor, Arthur I. Boreman, “no
ordinary task.” In spite of the myriad
challenges, a group of men risked
their reputations, their riches, and
their very lives to achieve that goal. In
honor of their efforts and in celebration of West Virginia’s 150th anniversary, this second installment of a two-part series will examine three radicals—Francis
Pierpont, Rev. Gordon Battelle, and Archibald Campbell—
whose actions and words changed the course of our state’s
history.
When Francis Pierpont of Marion County reached college
age in 1835, there wasn’t an institution of higher education in
Virginia west of the Allegheny Mountains. In order to receive a
higher degree, Pierpont, like others in western Virginia, looked
to Allegheny College in Meadville, Pennsylvania. The school,
affiliated with the Methodist Episcopal Church, also attracted
students from across the Ohio Valley. One of those students,
Gordon Battelle, dined with Pierpont regularly.
Pierpont received his degree from Allegheny in 1839 and
Battelle earned his the following year. After college, both men
became teachers. In the years that followed, Pierpont became a
lawyer in Fairmont. Battelle became a Methodist pastor with a
strong commitment to education.
While in college, Pierpont developed outstanding oratory
and debating skills. Those skills served him well in the courtroom and in the court of public opinion. During the 1840s, he
became involved with the Whig Party, which had formed in opposition to the policies of Andrew Jackson and the Democratic
Party. In support of his party, Pierpont penned biting attacks
that were published in a number of Whig newspapers in
western Virginia. Stung by his rhetoric, the Democratic press
labeled Pierpont a radical “black Republican,” “abolitionist,” and, in one comical editorial, “the big-bellied slander of
Fairmont.”
One paper that carried Pierpont’s attacks was a new
Republican daily paper in Wheeling, the Daily Intelligencer. In
1855, John McDermont and upstart Archibald Campbell took
over the Intelligencer from the paper’s founder. Campbell was a
generation younger that Pierpont and Battelle and had gravitated to the newly formed Republican Party. When the Whig
Party splintered over slavery, Pierpont was left looking for a new
party, but he was unwilling to take the leap to the Republicans.
Instead, he supported the Constitutional Union Party in hopes
of keeping the Union together. Campbell and the Intelligencer
bravely endorsed Abraham Lincoln for president; indeed, it was
the only paper in Virginia to do so. Over the next few years, the
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With Campbell’s encouragement, Pierpont agreed to
send one final telegram. While Campbell sat at the governor’s desk and Pierpont paced around the room, they
composed these words: “President Lincoln: I am in great
hope you will sign the bill to make West Virginia a new State.
The loyal troops from Virginia have their hearts set on it; the
loyal people in the bounds of the new state have their hearts
set on it; and if the bill fails, God only knows the result. I fear
general demoralization and I must not be held responsible.”
The telegram worked. Pierpont later reported that
Lincoln told him that it was the telegram that helped him
make the final decision. In his own justification for statehood, Lincoln wrote, “We can scarcely dispense with the aid
of West Virginia in this struggle; much less can we afford to
have her against us, in Congress and in the field. Her brave
and good men regard her admission into the Union as a matter of life and death. They have been true to the Union under
very severe trials. We have so acted as to justify their hopes,
and we cannot fully retain their confidence, and cooperation,
if we seem to break faith with them. In fact, they could not
do so much for us, if they would.”
West Virginia was welcomed to the Union on June 20,
1863. The importance of Francis Pierpont, Rev. Gordon
Battelle, and Archibald Campbell in the state’s formation
cannot be overstated. Campbell gave the statehood movement its voice and kept it going forward in challenging and
dangerous times. Without Pierpont’s leadership, the fledgling
state might not have made it through the early days of the
war. And Battelle’s moral guidance on the issues of education
and slavery guided West Virginia’s citizenry toward a more
enlightened future. Along with Waitman T. Willey, Arthur I.
Boreman, and John S. Carlile, these stalwart men made the
nearly impossible idea of West Virginia possible.
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as governor. Pierpont bravely took the reins of a state that
was in open rebellion and without a military to defend itself
or any treasury to fund its operations. In the months that
followed, he coerced loans from several local Wheeling banks,
loans that he and Peter Van Winkle, a Parkersburg attorney and president of the Northwestern Virginia Railroad,
personally guaranteed. He also obtained federal funds that
the Virginia Legislature had previously refused to accept.
Additionally, he sent soldiers to capture money held in
a Weston bank for use in the construction of the TransAllegheny Lunatic Asylum. Through Pierpont’s efforts, the
Restored Government remained financially viable, allowing
the statehood movement to go forward.
After voters approved the creation of a new state, a
convention was called to write a constitution. After much
discussion, the name “Kanawha,” which had been approved
by the voters during the referendum, was abandoned and
West Virginia was chosen. Rev. Gordon Battelle charted
a progressive course for the education of citizens in West
Virginia by securing a provision in the constitution for free
public schools. He also introduced a resolution that would
gradually emancipate West Virginia slaves and prevent slaves
from being brought into the new state. This controversial
measure was immediately tabled. Ultimately the constitutional compromise read: “No slave shall be brought, or free
person of color be permitted to come into this State for
permanent residence.”

Senate Requires Emancipation
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Battelle and Campbell were upset by the outcome. Campbell
expressed his displeasure in the Intelligencer and warned that
the measure could doom the state in Congress. Battelle
voiced his disapproval in a pamphlet called “An Address
to the Constitutional Convention and the People of West
Virginia.” Voters later approved the constitution, and
Pierpont and the Restored Government gave their blessing. The fate of statehood was then left in the hands of the
United States Congress.
As Campbell had warned, the United States Senate required that gradual emancipation be added to the state’s constitution before West Virginia could become a state. Battelle
must have been gratified to learn that his proposal for gradual
emancipation was added to the bill. Unfortunately, Battelle
would not live to see West Virginia achieve statehood. Less
than a month after the bill passed the Senate, he was stricken
with typhoid fever and died at the age of 48.
On December 10, 1862, the House of Representatives approved statehood with gradual emancipation and sent the bill
to President Lincoln. Lincoln, concerned about the constitutionality of the bill, asked his cabinet to discuss the measure.
The members split evenly on the matter and it appeared to all
concerned that the bill may be vetoed.
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For more about West Virginia’s founding, visit West Virginia State
Archives and History’s Sesquicentennial website, “Child of the
Rebellion,” at www.wvculture.org/history/sesquicentennial.html.

Public historian Bryan Ward Jr. is a lifelong student of West Virginia
history. He received degrees in history and education from West
Virginia University in the 1990s. His work includes publications on
Arthurdale and New Deal communities, the 1960 West Virginia
Presidential Primary, and numerous other West Virginia history-related
topics. He currently serves as the assistant director of the West Virginia
State Archives.
Catherine Breese, a public school teacher for 20 years, holds a master’s
degree in English from James Madison University. She currently teaches American Literature and AP Language and Composition at St.
Albans High School, where she is the English Department chairperson.
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Published in Harper’s Weekly on
June 15, 1861, this cartoon followed
Virginia’s statewide referendum on
whether to secede from the Union.
Voters approved the Ordinance of
Secession on May 23, 1861. Many ballots from the western part of the state
were never counted.
This circa 1870s drawing gives a
bird’s-eye view of Wheeling as it appeared in the Civil War era.
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