
Student Handout 4-Early/Hoke Wedding 
 
Pastor: Dearly Beloved, we are gathered here together to witness the holy matrimony of David J. 
Early and Sarah E. Hoke. If anyone has any objections as to why this couple should not be 
married, let them speak now or forever hold their peace. 
 
Stephen Benjamin Schneck (Speaker 1): I do! My great grandfather, Benjamin Schneck, was a 
pastor just like you. He understood the sacredness of vows, and he would be displeased if I did 
not speak. This claim [show claim] was filed by him for real estate and property losses during the 
burning of Chambersburg in the summer of 1864.  As you can see, he lost $6,428.50 dollars in 
this terrible atrocity. These losses, which were never recovered, were caused by the orders of 
that man’s [point to groom] great-grandfather.  These losses run deep in our Chambersburg 
community.  Before you marry this couple, make sure all debts are paid. 
 
Marie Wilson (Speaker 2): Now wait-a-minute! You are not the only person who lost property 
during the Civil War. Our family hid in the cellar as General Hunter’s soldiers raided our town of 
Lexington.  We endured bullets whizzing through our house. Listen to what my relative describes 
in her letter to her father at that time: “The first shell that struck our part of town passed through 
Mrs. Johnston’s house; the next one above ours tearing a circular hole just the size of the ball. 
We were standing in the front door when the ball passed over our heads, and fearing danger we 
went to the cellar, thinking that was the safest place, and were standing on the steps when we 
heard the whizzing near us; we found that another one had passed through our garret wall and 
struck the rafter, exploding with a thundering noise… I seemed to have spent a lifetime in one 
day. I never before had an idea of the terror caused by the shelling of a town, never seemed to 
realize what it meant.” I can’t imagine the fear she must have experienced. The Yankees also 
accosted her Uncle Thomas.  He was shot in the eye and had saber cuts on his head.  Our 
losses in the South run deep too, but this was long ago, and these people love each other. 
 
Richard Shryock (Speaker 3): I agree with Ms. Wilson. There were great losses on both sides. 
Like the Southern families whose homes were destroyed by Sherman’s forces in Georgia and 
South Carolina, my paternal grandparents lost practically all their worldly goods in the burning of 
Chambersburg: their home, paper mill, and so on were destroyed. They say a picture is worth a 
thousand words. Here’s a photograph of Chambersburg after the burning by Confederate troops 
[show photograph].  Just look at the devastation! But despite these losses on both sides, the 
wedding should go on. We should not hold Early and his ancestors accountable without being 
accountable ourselves. 
 
Helen Keller (Speaker 4): While I hear what Shyrock and Wilson are saying, I must agree with 
my cousin, Stephen, that the loss was great. While the Lord looked over our relatives, the scene 
of devastation after the burning was unimaginable.  A letter from my relatives describes this: “The 
Bank, all the stores, all the hotels, every shoe, clothing, and other stores . . .  [were] all 
consumed. In most instances, little—in very many, nothing—was saved, not even a single change 
of clothing.”  Some confederates, however, did show kindness by refusing to obey their orders 
and occasionally even helping people carry out personal items from their homes.  These soldiers 
“denounced the whole procedure as outrageous and wicked.”  When you think something is black 
and white, the world is never as clear as it looks. You need to see without using your eyes.  
 
Sidney Marlin, III (Speaker 5): These people should not get married. If the groom is a relative of 
General Early’s, his family shows actions of emotional retaliation and not good reason. My great-
grandfather was a soldier under General Hunter, and he felt General Hunter was a “good 
commander.” He followed his orders, feeling reassured there were good reasons behind them. In 
fact, in a letter that the family saved, he talks about the reason they burned Governor Letcher’s 
residence in Lexington, Virginia. He guessed it had something to do with Letcher issuing orders to 
harass the Union soldiers.  He also burned the Virginia Military Institute. While he thought “it was 
a pity, he supposed it could not be helped.” It sounded like a beautiful building, as he talked about 



50 chandeliers and libraries full of thousands of volumes of books.  When his regiment was 
finished, the institute looked like this [show VMI burned photo].  
 
Pastor: Does the bride or groom wish to say anything to defend these accusations and their 
desire to marry? 
 
David J. Early (Speaker 6): I feel it’s important to defend my great grandfather, General J. A. 
Early. He chose Chambersburg for no other reason than the accessibility of the location. If 
Chambersburg had been located elsewhere, and another town closer to the border, 
Chambersburg would have been spared. In fairness, he asked for a ransom equivalent to the cost 
of the destruction he had seen caused by Union soldiers in Shenandoah. He was not obliged to 
do this according to the rules of war. He was clear in his reasons of retaliation, citing specific 
examples of Hunter’s transgressions, including specific Union actions of destroying ladies apparel 
and cutting beds to pieces. He took the time to respectfully answer inquiries from the citizens 
about his reasons for the burning. In fact, in a letter to my fiancee’s family about twenty years 
after the Burning of Chambersburg, he lists his reasons and compares his actions to the 
numerable famous burnings of Southern towns by Union soldiers. But it is my fiancee’s great 
grandfather’s words that give me peace. He understood my family’s actions in the context of war. 
What was it your great-grandfather once said, Sarah? 
 
Sarah Hoke: My great-grandfather struggled with the question of why this happened to his family 
and to the town of Chambersburg. He concluded his pamphlet “The Great Invasion of 1864, “ by 
saying, “War is a game at which the two contending parties can play, and any retaliatory or cruel 
policy inaugurated [started] by the one is invariably followed by a similar policy by the other. It 
need not seem strange, then, that the first opportunity the Confederates had of retaliating upon 
their enemies, they improved. They could scarcely have been expected to do otherwise.” 
 
Pastor: Well, this has all been so unexpected. In order to give my blessing to this marriage, I 
need to deliberate on these facts. I apologize to guests for this departure from the ceremony. 
Please enjoy refreshments awhile. 
 
Pastor [to bride and groom]: I will need a day to study the objections given. Let’s reconvene 
tomorrow. Please try and get some sleep. 
 
Pastor: [to guests]: Go home and write up your opinion as to if David and Sarah should still be 
married. Include three reasons to support your opinion. Make specific mention of primary 
resources that helped you reach your conclusion. The fate of this couple lies in your hands! 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
   
 
 
 


