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T
he Northwest Conspiracy of 1864, also
called the Camp Douglas Conspiracy,
remains wrapped in mystery. It was based
in Chicago, which contained a number of
pro-Confederacy men. One such group

were the Sons of Liberty and the Knights of the Golden
Circle.  It is speculated some of these men wanted to
stage an uprising of some sort in the Windy City, but
this is a matter of some debate. 

The ringleader of the plot was Capt. Thomas
Hines of the C.S. Army, who escaped from an Ohio
jail in November 1863 and made his way to
Richmond, where he presented President Jefferson
Davis with his plan. 

The idea: Create a pro-Confederate uprising in
several major Northern cities. Davis is said to have
committed a large amount of money to the conspiracy
and sent Hines to Canada, where some of John Hunt
Morgan’s old troops had wound up, along with Ohio
Rep. Clemet Vallandigham, living in exile. 

It was hoped to get a half-dozen or so northwest

states to secede from the union and form their own
nation, which would then recognize the Confederate
States of America.

The plotters thought Chicago would be a good
place to start, assuming large numbers of pro-South
men were there to participate. Hines hoped to free
prisoners from the Camp Douglas POW camp for
added manpower. Initially the attack was scheduled
for July 4, 1864, but had to be postponed.

Plot participants with loose lips imperiled the
effort in Canada and the American northwest, which
included Illinois and nearby states. Col. Benjamin
Sweet, commandant of Camp Douglas, got wind of
the plan and beefed up the prison’s defenses. 

In the end only 25 men were scraped together for
the plot. Hines and his little band fled Chicago and
he tried to organize another attack, but that failed to
come together. 

Although the operation came to naught, rumors
of the movement rocked the North and were a major
story in the newspapers for several weeks.              �

THE NORTHWEST CONSPIRACY

territories, most of them explicitly barred blacks or per-
mitted them only if they could prove their freedom and
post bond.3

Naturally, Copperheads were not supportive of sac-
rificing white lives for what they saw as a black man’s
cause—neither when the Union army being raised to in-
vade the South was enlisting volunteers nor when Abra-
ham Lincoln imposed a conscription act to make them
fight involuntarily.

INFLUENTIAL COPPERHEADS

One of the most influential Copperheads was Clement
Vallandigham. Vallandigham was elected to the U.S.
House of Representatives from Ohio in 1856 as a Demo-
crat. He was reelected in 1858 and again in 1860. He was
a staunch opponent of the war and believed the United
States should allow the South to secede peacefully. In 1862
the Republicans redrew his district and he was defeated.
He remained active in politics and was later banished to
the Confederacy for his vociferous anti-war opinions and
his attempts to avoid bloodshed.

Vallandigham later traveled to Canada and returned
to Ohio where, according to the Ohio Central.org website,
he was “elected supreme commander of the Sons of Lib-
erty or the Order of American Knights. Members of this
organization resided primarily in the Union and border

states during the Civil War and opposed the Union war
effort. Many members of the Sons of Liberty were Peace
Democrats and called for the immediate end to the war.
They also opposed the draft. Ohio government officials
estimated that between 80,000 and 110,000 Ohioans be-
longed to these organizations.”4

For some, the decision to join the Copperhead ranks
had to do more with economics than war. Delores Ar-
chaimbault and Terry A. Barnhart, in their article “Illinois
Copperheads and the American Civil War,” write:

Opposition to the war in some areas of Illinois arose
over worsening economic conditions. The loss of
Southern markets and the closure of the Mississippi Riv-
er in 1861 lowered grain prices, and a bank panic oc-
curred among Midwestern banks that based their paper
money upon Southern bonds. Only 17 out of 112 banks
in Illinois survived the creation of the Confederacy. The
economic downturn in agriculture and banking also re-
sulted in a commercial recession, which increased the
number of those who opposed the war and criticized the
Lincoln administration. Illinois’s “Copperhead Legisla-
ture” of 1863 is a case in point. Much of the discontent
expressed in the Illinois Legislature of 1863 centered
around economic grievances against railroads and the
operators of grain elevators, anticipating the agrarian
concerns that emerged as the Grange movement of the
1870s. In the face of economic hardships, opposing the


