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 The Ripley Cannon in the yard of the Union Township Library. Illustration 91
                                            “The Ripley Cannon”
     Early in the Civil War, Confederate Cavalry General John Hunt Morgan took his command on several raids through the Commonwealth of Kentucky. As on his later raids he was to confuse communications, slow transportation, and tie up as many Federal troops in chasing him as he could manage. Morgan was doing just that in the town of Cynthiana, Kentucky when a large force of militia from Ripley joined the fight and drove the rebels off.

        Morgan’s second in command, Colonel Basil Duke of Old Washington, Kentucky, was credited with this threat after the defeat; “I’ll ride to that damned abolitionist hellhole and burn it down.” The people of Ripley took that threat to heart and soon purchased a cannon and trained a volunteer crew.

      The cannon first saw action only a short time later. The news came to Ripley on December 1st, 1861, that the 12th OVI was going to pass by town on their way from camp to West Virginia. The 12th had two companies from Brown County, Co. H was from Ripley. The townspeople thought the regiment might even stop and set up sentries to watch the river. An alarm was to be sent up when the steamer was seen. As each steamboat was seen a crowd ran to the wharf but they were all false alarms. The following morning the rumor persisted so the cannon and a smaller signal gun 
were moved to the wharf to act both as a salute and as a signal to the townspeople. Finally, between 9 and 10 AM both cannons fired and the rush to the wharf was on. 

      They flocked pell-mell; men, women, and children across vacant lots, down alleys, and over fences at breakneck speed. The ladies struggled with the six inch mud in the streets in their hoop shirts. They held them high as they ran and a report in the ‘Ripley Bee” said, “It looked like an army of enchanted umbrellas moving along the streets”. Everyone reached the wharf in time to wave at the boys of the 12th but it was the 70th Indiana Infantry aboard the steamer. The local boys of the 12th never passed that day. A week later it was learned the 12th had been in camp in West Virginia the entire time.
       During the summer of 1862, Morgan was moving through Kentucky again. After the Battle of Augusta, Morgan’s troops were camped near Brooksville. They had captured a large number of prisoners and thought they were safe from attack when the throaty sound of a cannon stopped everyone in place for a moment. It was the Ripley Militia again. Men too old and too young for the front had crossed the river and marched all night in the rain. At daybreak they launched a surprise attack but this time with the help of the Ripley Cannon. Again this turned the tide and Morgan’s men retreated.

       In July of 1863, Morgan crossed the Ohio River west of Louisville and began his “Great Raid”. By the 15th the raiders were in Brown County. The main force was riding through the middle of the county but scouts of the 14th Kentucky Cavalry were thundering down the Georgetown-Ripley Road (Old 68) on the way to the Ohio River.       

      Most years a horseman could ride across the ford at Ripley to Kentucky without getting wet during the dry months of summer. The scouts were to see if that was possible. Kentucky would provide the raiders with relative safety if they could just get across the Ohio River. When the raiders grew near to the river they had to pull up short for they saw a cannon behind several fallen trees. It was the Ripley Cannon and the crew appeared to be standing their ground. The cannon never fired that day but the sight of the cannon, 1,500 militia on the ridge, and Federal gunboats drifting in the river convinced the raiders to turn back and join the main force at Locust Grove in Adams County. 

      Following the war, Generals Grant and Sherman visited Ripley and the cannon fired a volley in salute. Veteran Jesse Bloom of Battery F fired the cannon during Ripley’s 1912 Centennial. The cannon was restored in 1962 by the Ripley Women’s Club and was part of the Sequa-Centennial Parade. The scrap drives of WWI and WWII that took so many old artillery pieces somehow never claimed the Ripley Cannon. The cannon tube was actually on the truck during a WWII scrap drive but was taken off by a local resident and saved. It can be seen today at the Union Township Public Library guarding downtown Ripley against any future invading force as it has for the past 150 years.

