History of Maryland 1875-1885

The decade between 1875-1885 began turbulently with charges of corruption at the 1875 Democratic state convention, dividing the party and leading to the ascendancy of the Gorman-Rasin political machine. The time period was also marked by the urbanization and industrialization of the state and the growing dominance of Baltimore on the state landscape. The growing industrialization meant the state increasingly had to deal with issues such as education, public health, and public safety. Economically, the state faced a small depression in the 1882. Moreover, it had to deal with its poor investments in both the C&O canal and the B&O Railroad. There was resistance against taxation, despite the increasing demands placed upon state government. Finally, this era saw the active hand of the state in the oyster industry through the policing of Maryland’s waters against the encroachment of Virginia oysterman. Overall, this decade saw relatively smooth political rule due to the dominance of Gorman and Rasin, but at the same time an expansion of state responsibility that it was not yet prepared to meet. The era ultimately led to the reform movement of the 1890’s and the disbandment of the “Old Guard.” 

Political Aspects

The history of Maryland between 1875 and 1906 was marked by the political rule of two men: Arthur Pue Gorman and Isaac Freeman Rasin. Rasin was the political boss of Baltimore City and Gorman held various positions within the Maryland democratic party, eventually becoming an U.S. Senator. Rasin controlled the party machinery in Baltimore City while Gorman constructed a political federation in the counties. Together they had effective control over the General Assembly and the democratic party for almost 25 years.

Gorman controlled democratic strategy in the gubernatorial election in 1875 and was largely responsible for the election of John Lee Carroll as governor in 1875. However, both the convention and election in 1875 were widely accused of being corrupt and ultimately had far reaching consequences in Maryland’s political history. The controversies of the 1875 election, which ranged from repeat-voting and the stuffing of ballot-boxes to violence, created a group of independent and reform-minded Democrats who, along with the Republicans, were committed to opposing the Gorman-Rasin machine. The opposition focused on the organization’s power and how it was used. However, most voters during the 1870’s and 80’s were extremely partisan and did not sway from the Democratic party. 

Gorman’s own political aspirations included the U.S. Senate which he obtained in 1880. However, before running he allowed a rival, William T. Hamilton, to be elected in 1880 as governor to avoid a power vacuum at home. Gorman feared losing control of the party machinery and did not want anyone in the governorship who could threaten his position of control. Ultimately, there was little threat from Hamilton’s governorship because of the election of officials loyal to Gorman including the comptroller, Thomas J. Keating. 

The Gorman/Rasin leadership dominated Maryland politics for 25 years and its primary aims were: to maintain and expand their power; to serve their constituency, ranging from farmers to businessmen; and to promote the general welfare and prestige of the state. These divergent interests often led to ineffective legislation on the part of the government for fear of alienating one sector of their supporters. For instance, there were frequent instances of attempts to appease labor by creating factory safety codes and on the other hand serve business interests by creating large loopholes in those same codes. 

The difficulties of governing Baltimore during this time period revealed the limitations of the state’s rule. Like many American cities, Baltimore saw unprecedented growth due to industrialization after the Civil War. However, the Gorman/Rasin machine believed that that manufacturers would not go where the taxes were excessive. Therefore, Baltimore had to make do with low city budgets and debt floating capital improvement loans. Schools, sanitation systems and other urban ills were thus largely neglected. This in combination with the cronyism, bribery and corruption of the Gorman-Rasin rule contributed to the rise of the progressive movement. The Baltimore Reform League was organized in 1885 with the goal exposing corruption, winning support for change, and throwing the Gorman/Rasin politicians out of office.  

Economic Aspects

The 1870’s saw a major agricultural depression in Maryland. After the civil war Maryland agriculture lost its national significance and the state experienced increasing industrialization, particularly in the manufacturing sector. Many companies were at the edge of bankruptcy in 1877 due to competition and rivalries that had gotten out of control. There were also widespread management and labor conflicts in the mining and railroad industries revolving partly around wage reductions. There was a large railroad labor strike in July of 1877 against the B& O railroad. The government came down on the side of the railroad, sending the Maryland militia against strikers in Cumberland and against rioters in Baltimore. 

The state’s biggest financial problem during this period was the debt owed to the state by the B&O Railroad. It was eventually negotiated that the railroad would be released from turning over part of its passenger revenues to the state but in return they were forced to surrender their tax-free status and had to agree to the regulation of rates on coal and other raw materials. The state then financed $500,000 in bonds in order to make up for the lack of funds in the Treasury

Legislative, Social and Other Aspects

The Old Line State states there were little political issues of note after 1880 (aside from the political maneuverings of Gorman from 1875-1880) and that overall these was a pretty quiet time in Maryland. State and local government were primarily concerned with matters of legislative and administrative routine (113). However, items of interest are listed below:

· Political lobbying began around 1882 and had an increasingly powerful effect on the legislators. Hamilton spoke out against lobbyists in the same year. 

· The labor unions had a couple of successes, primarily the passage of the Mine Safety act in 1876 and the establishment of the Bureau of Statistics and Information in 1884. 

· The General Assembly established an Insurance Bureau in Comptroller’s office in 1872 . It became a separate agency in 1878. 

· Oyster harvesting (by dredging) took off after 1865.  There was a record 15 million bushels harvested in 1884. The oyster police force was founded in 1868 but by the early 1880s it was completely ineffective and had become a job for Democrats who earned a spot on the payroll. 

· MD and VA nearly went to war over Chesapeake boundaries and the rights to oysters on the bottom of the bay. The 1877 commissioners redrew the boundaries. However, oystermen complained that the Virginian police did little to stop Virginians from crossing the line. In 1883 Marylanders shot at Virginians who came into their waters and raided their beds. The dispute over the oystering was not resolved until the 1890’s. 
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