
Student Handout 1: Description of Burning  

from Hoke’s “The Summer of 1864: The Great Invasion” 

The scenes enacted in the streets during the earlier part of the burning were distressing indeed. 
People were running wildly about in search of children and friends. The occupants of houses 
were dragging from their threatened or burning homes valuable articles, such as sewing 
machines, articles of furniture, etc. Others with their arms full of clothing, bedding, carpets, books, 
pictures, etc., were running hither and thither seeking places of safety. In some cases these 
persons were compelled to sit down and pull off their boots and hand them over to some 
cavalryman.  

In a town the size of Chambersburg there were necessarily many aged, infirm, and sick persons, 
as well as some dead bodies of friends awaiting burial. The infirm had to be assisted to places of 
safety; the sick removed; and corpses temporarily buried in gardens. In several instances 
Confederate soldiers assisted in these humane acts. In a few cases houses isolated from others 
were spared and guards placed about them, because one or more of the inmates were too ill to 
be removed; and others still were spared by paying a ransom. Had the destruction occurred in 
winter, or at night, or during a storm, the destruction of life, with other imaginable horrors, would 
have been fearful. But it was in the morning and during a perfect calm. And yet at one time a 
fearful cyclone, or funnel -shaped column, which originated in the public square, where the 
converging flames seemed to have suddenly given birth and shape to this terrible apparition, 
moved with a hissing and roaring noise eastward along the line of Market Street, carrying far up 
into the heavens innumerable flakes of fire, ignited shingles and bits of boards. In its course it 
passed over the ground surrounding a residence which was not burned, and in which clothing, 
bedding, furniture, etc., had been deposited. As this whirling, hissing, and sucking cone touched 
these articles, it instantly drew some of the lighter ones up into the air. Pillows, feather -beds, bed 
quilts, and other articles were carried up and fell at considerable distances. A little girl of probably 
four years of age was caught by the monster and lifted six or eight feet from the ground.  

The conflagration [burning] at its height was a scene of surpassing grandeur and terror. As 
building after building was fired, or caught from others, column after column of smoke rose black, 
straight, and single; first one, then another, and another. Each of these then, like huge serpents, 
writhed and twisted into a thousand fantastic shapes, until all finally blended and commingled, 
and formed one vast and livid column of smoke and flame which rose perpendicularly to the sky, 
and then spread out into a huge crown of sackcloth. It was heaven's shield mercifully drawn over 
the scene to shelter from the blazing sun the homeless and unsheltered ones that had fled to the 
fields and cemeteries around the town, where they in silence and sadness sat and looked upon 
the destruction of their homes and the accumulations of a lifetime. Add to all this the roaring and 
crackling of the flames, the sound of falling walls, the distressing cries of burning animals, as 
horses, cattle, and swine, and a picture of the terrible is seen which no one who witnessed it 
would ever desire to have repeated.  
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