
	 In a recent pictorial history of Moultrie County, Captured Moments, 2018, the authors assert that 
during the Civil War Sullivan was “pro-South” and that hundreds of local Democrats called 
“Copperheads” were  members of a secret, subversive group which committed “seditious” acts and 
“promoted insurrection” in an attempt to help the Confederacy win the war.   They claim that a local 
Democratic lawyer, John R. Eden, instigated a riot of Copperheads in Charleston, and that his brother, 
Joseph Eden, a Sullivan merchant, hosted a cartridge-packing party for hundreds of Copperheads in his 
tavern across from the Sullivan court house.  This theory of the authors is unsupported by the facts, as 
shown in Fragments of the History of Sullivan, Illinois, 2018, at 367, et seq. 

	 A recently-discovered newspaper article in the Decatur Decatur Herald, August, 29, 1906, 
confirms that John R. Eden, one of the leaders of the local Sullivan Democrats during the Civil War, was 
not “pro-South.”  Along with other leading Sullivan Democrats, he did not favor a Confederate victory.  
To the contrary, he recruited troops for the Union army. 

 It was the fall of 1862.  President Lincoln had called on the Northern States to enlist soldiers for 
the Union armies.  Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, had questioned the President’s war 
aims.  President Lincoln replied to Greeley on August 22, 1862, in a letter that was printed in the Tribune 
and widely publicized throughout the North.  Lincoln wrote: 

 I would save the Union. I would save it the shortest way under the Constitution. The sooner   
 the national authority can be restored; the nearer the Union will be "the Union as it was." If 
 there be those who would not save the Union, unless they could at the same time save   
 slavery, I do not agree with them. If there be those who would not save the Union unless   
 they could at the same time destroy slavery, I do not agree with them. My paramount object   
 in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could   
 save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all   
 the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I   
 would also do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it   
 helps to save the Union; and what I forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help   
 to save the Union. I shall do less whenever I shall believe what I am doing hurts the cause,   
 and I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing more will help the cause. I shall try to   
 correct errors when shown to be errors; and I shall adopt new views so fast as they shall   
 appear to be true views. 

 I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; and I intend no    
 modification of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men every where could be free. 

John R. Eden, then a young Sullivan lawyer, was running in that fall of 1862 for the central 
Illinois 19th Congressional district that included Moultrie County.   Local authorities were recruiting 
young Moultrie men for a new Illinois regiment.   John R. Eden went to Bullards Point in Moultrie 
County to encourage the young men there to enlist.  

Four decades later, in a ceremony at Freeland Grove in Sullivan, near where the Sullivan Civic  
Center now stands,  John R. Eden — then 80 years old — spoke to a reunion of old soldiers and settlers 
about the events of 1862.  A large crowd (“almost the entire population of Sullivan turned out …”) was in 
attendance for his August 1906 speech, including J. H. Crowder of Bethany.   

I went and the regiment was raised.  I spoke on the letter of Lincoln, [apparently referring 
to Lincoln’s letter to Greeley of August 22, 1862] which had brought down a storm of 
criticism by those of the ultra minded, and told them that the Republicans had in part 
gone back upon their old friend [Lincoln] and that it was the part of the Democrats to fall 



into the breach and support the man who would free their land.  The result was that every 
man enlisted was a Democrat and I did not lose a vote [in the Congressional race].  With 
a tribute to the faithful of the Moultrie county boys in which he said that not one of them 
ran except toward the enemy.

 Eden’s speech was reported in the Decatur Daily Herald, August 29, 1906.  The newspaper report 
appears below.

A few weeks after his Bullards Point recruiting talk in 1862,  John R. Eden was elected to 
Congress, the first of his five terms.   John R. Eden would not have misrepresented what he said in his 
1862 recruiting talk to his audience in 1906, many of whom (including J.H. Crowder, a sturdy 
Republican) were old enough to remember events in Moultrie County during the Civil War era.   
Moreover, it is inconceivable that Eden’s recruitment effort among Democrats in Bullards Point would 
have been so successful (“every man enlisted was a Democrat”), or that Eden could have been elected to 
Congress with strong Moultrie Democratic support,  if Sullivan — or most Democrats in Sullivan —had 
been “pro-South” in 1862.

In 1906 Eden paid tribute to the Moultrie County soldiers — “not one of them ran except toward 
the enemy.”

The “enemy” was the Confederacy.  Sullivan was not “pro-South.”   








