Thomas J. Keating

Biography

Thomas J. Keating served as Comptroller of the Treasury from 1878-1884 as a key member of the Democratic party that dominated Maryland politics in the last quarter of the 19th century. He was a member of the “Old Guard” which consisted of Arthur Gorman, Barnes Compton, George Colton, Michael Bannon, Levin Woolford, and Jesse Hines.
 These men (with the exception of Gorman) were local figures who could deliver the votes of their counties. In return they were rewarded with state offices. Although few details of Keating’s political activities in Queen Anne’s County remain, there is certainly evidence of his relationship to many of the powerful men of the day. Moreover he was well-regarded within his county and was the recipient of many honors and several offices within the Democratic party. The time he served as Comptroller was the apex of his political career and he was considered to have been a good manager of the state finances. In the face of calls for “retrenchment and reform” on the part of the opposition, Keating can be credited with the refinancing of portions of the state debt, the repeal of the bounty tax, and a steady increase in state revenues. He also wrestled with indebtedness of the B& O Railroad and the insolvency of the C& O canal. These proved to be intractable problems and he was not the first nor the last comptroller to struggle with these troublesome state investments. Ultimately, the life of Thomas Keating reveals a man who served his state ably and loyally supported his party both in and out of office. 

Although Keating was born in Delaware on May 3, 1829 he spent most of his life on the Eastern Shore of Maryland in Queen Anne’s County. The son of Michael and Elizabeth Palmer Keating, he attended the Centreville Academy where his father was a teacher. He then continued on to Princeton University where he graduated with high honors. After finishing university in 1848 Keating returned to Centreville and began studying law under Judge Robert Carmichael. He was admitted to the bar in 1851 and according to the Centreville Record “as a trial attorney he was eminently successful, and as a criminal lawyer he had but few equals”

As Keating’s practice gained prominence he began exploring his other interests and talents. In 1857 he purchased the Centreville Sentinel changing its’ name to the Centreville State’s Rights, reflecting his advocacy of state’s rights and the southern cause. In these beliefs he was following in the footsteps of his former law teacher and possible mentor, Judge Robert Carmichael. Carmichael is well remembered for the actions he took against the encroachment of the federal government on the civil liberties of the citizens of Maryland, instructing the jurors in his court to indict anyone making or abetting arbitrary arrests. For this action he was forcibly arrested and imprisoned for six months. Keating’s actions right before and during the Civil War demonstrate similar beliefs. Not only was his paper pro-state’s rights, he was also one of those signing a call for peace in July 1861 that ultimately denounced the federal government for its violation of the constitution.
 Keating served as the Adjutant for the 38th Regiment, the Queen Anne’s militia which was organized by the end of 1859. This militia was prepared to defend the county against the federal government, but like the rest of Maryland the passage of the government into the hands of a semi-military government in 1861 stifled this movement. Keating’s unwavering support for the Southern cause did not go unnoticed and in 1863 the home guard destroyed the paper’s office for his refusal to retract some of the sentiments expressed in his paper. The newspaper continued in the same vein until 1864 when the entire office was burned for unknown reasons. 

By the time Keating left journalism his political career had taken off and demanded his complete attention. Keating’s growing prominence in Queen Anne’s County had seen his election in 1860 as the State’s Attorney. He held this office until 1876 with only one intermission. During this intermission he served as counsel for the defense in the infamous Paca murder trial. In 1867 he was elected as a delegate to the Constitutional Convention along with Richard Carmichael, Washington Finley, and Stephen Bradley. In 1874 Keating made an unsuccessful Congressional bid but was defeated at the nominating convention by Governor Thomas. In 1875 he was honored with the presidency of the Democratic State Convention. 

Keating was elected with a large majority as Comptroller of the Treasury in 1877. He was ultimately elected for three consecutive terms, each time running without serious opposition and with the full support of his party. It is generally accepted that Gorman placed officials, such as Keating, in key positions in Annapolis in order to ensure his own power base at home while he served as a Senator in Washington. As Lambert states “the fact that the other state officials elected in 1879, such as Treasurer Barnes Compton, Comptroller Thomas J. Keating, and Attorney-General Charles J.M Gwinn, were all personally loyal to Gorman ensured an administration that would be competent but not vengeful”
 Gorman allowed his rival Hamilton to be elected because his own party loyalists surrounded the governor, monitoring and checking any potentially harmful actions.  Keating benefited by his relationship with Gorman and politically Hamilton was an asset to his run for office. The Centreville Record reprinted an article commenting on the strong support for Hamilton and Keating in the county and closely tied Keating’s re-nomination to the nomination of Hamilton stating that “Keating’s friends (who are legion) are fearful if he should handicapped by such a political prodigy as Thomas, it would result in his defeat in the convention.
 Gorman ultimately expected loyalty from Keating and others and thus saw no threat in Hamilton. It appears that Keating did indeed toe the Gorman line in key votes on the Board of Public Works. There was a persistent split on the Board when it came to the issue of the C&O canal with Hamilton opposing continued state support of the canal and Keating and Compton outvoting him. The president of the canal was Gorman so the votes may have been partisan in nature. Moreover, this partisanship may have spilled over to appointments of the insurance and tax commissioners, B&O directors and the fisheries force. 

Although in many ways Keating was a political appointment his ability to perform the duties of Comptroller was never in doubt. “His probity and integrity is known and understood. His administration of the public’s money during his two year term of office has been able, prompt, thorough and an honor to the trust he holds of the people of this State, and reflects credit alike upon the people of his county as well as upon himself.”
 He worked diligently at his duties, spending most of the week in Annapolis and returning to Centreville for the weekends. He also continued to participate in his law practice, defending clients in court as time allowed. During his time in office Keating oversaw a steady increase of funds into the treasury and refinanced the a part of the state debt, saving the state thousands of dollars every year. He was also successful in reducing state expenditures through such measures as the elimination of the bounty laws, and the lowering of salaries at the tobacco warehouses and on the fisheries force. During his time in office Keating defended the rate of taxation in Maryland as necessary and among the lowest in the union, Nevertheless, he hoped to eventually eliminate direct taxation through the refinancing of state debt.
 

After leaving office in 1884, Keating made a run for the Senate but was defeated at the nominating convention. He retained the respect of his county serving as a delegate to the democratic convention in 1884 and as presidential elector that same year. He returned to his practice of law with his brother in Queen Anne’s County. From 1884-1894 he also served as president of the Queen Anne’s National Bank. In 1894 he was elected by the Board of Public Works as Tax Commissioner. He served in this office until 1898. There appears to be some controversy during his last year in office. He was apparently charged with neglect of duty and errors by his office. However, he refuted these charges as partisan in nature and was confident an investigation would reveal no wrongdoing.
 It seems there was tension between Keating and the Comptroller Graham, who preferred to see a republican in the office of tax commissioner
. He retired for health reasons in March of 1898 although there was some suspicion he was forced out earlier as he was expected to stay until the end of his term in May.
 He died June 1, 1898 of heart problems. 
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