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The Transition from Capitalism in the
Chesapeake Bay Region, 1607-1760:
An Interpretive Model

JAMES E. MCWILLIAMS

ew issues have polarized historians of colonial America as radically as the

“transition to capitalism” debate. When did America become capitalist?

When did its economic framework permit a majority of free settlers to pur-
sue profit in an increasingly unregulated environment? When did the individual-
istic concerns of the capitalist supercede the communal ones of the subsistence
producer? Differing answers to these questions have proliferated to the point where
the historiography has managed to spawn its own historiography.'

Two general arguments predominate. One group of historians claims that
seventeenth-century settlers fostered a simple, subsistence-oriented economy in
which “men and women were enmeshed . . . in a web of social relationships and
cultural expectations that inhibited the free play of market forces.” This environ-
ment fostered “the pre-industrial yeoman,” a man for whom “[tJhe maximization
of profit was less important . . . than the meeting of household needs and the
establishment of social relationships within the community.” The salad days of
subsistence, however, were brief. Eighteenth-century colonists ushered in an elite
merchant and planter class, embraced generous overseas credit extensions secured
by profitable staple crops, and dove headlong into the expanding transatlantic
economy in a quest to match or even exceed metropolitan levels of wealth. The
eager quest for material profit thus subsumed the older subsistence mentalité un-
der a crashing tide of capitalistic pursuits and luxury goods.

A competing school of thought dismisses this transition altogether and argues
that the pursuit of profit within a collective capitalistic mindset—if not an actual
framework—characterized colonial life from the outset. The “drive toward per-
sonal aggrandizement and the impulse toward anarchic individualism” was “pow-
erfully evident” among the settlers as they crossed the Atlantic to seek opportunity
on the periphery of the British Empire. Colonial America, according to this per-
spective, was a “postfeudal society without a precapitalist past.” Capitalism, in
short, was present at the creation.”

Left, a detail from John Speed’s A Map of Virginia and Maryland, 1676. (Maryland Historical
Society.)

James McWilliams teaches American history at Southwest Texas State University.
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A critical assumption common to both arguments holds that, no matter when
the transition to capitalism emerged, capitalism went on to become increasingly
entrenched throughout the course of the colonial era. Indeed, the assumption of
capitalism’s intensification makes perfect sense when considered through a narrow
economic lens. The economic decisions made by colonial American planters, arti-
sans, farmers, and merchants clearly confirmed a rising acquisitive impulse, a
pressing desire to obtain and expand capital for investment, and the constant
search for overseas markets. With the possible (and unlikely) exception of New
England, every region of colonial British America experienced substantial eco-
nomic growth and development, and there is every reason to attribute that progress
to the savvy and self-interested management and maximization of land, labor, and
capital. John McCusker and Russell R. Menard remind us that “the traditional
notion of a severe, chronic deficit for the colonies has been discarded,” and that,
among white colonists, “the rich got richer [while] the poor prospered as well, but
at a slower rate.” All things considered, “the years just before the American Revolu-
tion were a ‘golden age.” As long as “each British colony was harnessed to its for-
eign sector,” prosperity was widely shared among colonists as they forged a society
rooted in an increasingly capitalistic foundation.?

From this perspective, the assumption of capitalism’s intensification seems
unassailable, but upon taking into consideration the larger social, cultural, and
political developments occurring throughout colonial America—developments
that were manifested most explicitly in the Chesapeake Bay region—the claim
falters. While an identifiable transition to capitalism in colonial America may or
may not have taken place (most likely not), there were a number of other broad
transitions that historians of the Chesapeake region have spent the last twenty
years substantiating.# A number of these, six to be exact, collectively complicate
the assumption that capitalism intensified throughout the colonial period. To-
gether, in fact, they suggest quite the opposite—that, for an increasing percentage
of the population, developments in the Chesapeake colonies did not foster
capitalism’s growth so much as dismantle the preconditions required for the un-
regulated and open exchange of land, labor, and capital.

To summarize: First, the Chesapeake evolved from a place of fluid and un-
stable political relations to a society grounded in narrow and stable political con-
solidation. Second, the region went from lacking an established and recognizable
social and cultural elite to being bound by a clearly defined group commanding
disproportionate social authority and deference. Third, what was once a society
characterized by a flexible (if small) labor force became a place structured by an
inflexible (if more plentiful) pool of workers who were tightly circumscribed by
gender and race. Fourth, a settlement society that once primarily stressed the
internal economic development of a “wilderness” evolved into an export-based
society focused on carving a wide niche in a preexisting transatlantic economy.
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Fifth, a land-rich colonial periphery characterized by excessive and easy mobility
became an environment strained by land conflict and geographical constraint.
Finally, a relatively decentralized system of adjudication yielded to a more cen-
tralized legal apparatus run by and protective of elite interests.

As these six themes suggest, the argument presented below hinges not on the
size of capitalistic ventures, but rather on the issue of access to entrepreneurial
opportunity. Specifically, it rests on the premise that capitalism can only be said to
have intensified when increasing numbers of settlers enjoyed the freedom to pursue
profit through entrepreneurial activity. When a small minority of settlers pursued
capitalistic endeavors that generated greater wealth for a few, capitalism was not
so much intensifying as it was consolidating. There is a difference. A society that
calls itself capitalistic must foster a capitalistic mentalité as it develops the struc-
tural preconditions that nurture a capitalistic frame of mind, the pursuit of pri-
vate initiative, and the creation of a useful outlet for competitive propensities. The
Chesapeake region from 1620 to 1700 was a place where the barriers to economic
progress through capitalistic strategies were lower, more fluid, and easier to hurdle
than they would be between 1700 and 1760, when the burgeoning colonial American
economy hemmed itself in with rigid social, political, and legal constraints. An elite
few may have been behaving in a conspicuously capitalistic fashion by the mid-
eighteenth century; few historians would deny that reality. But the social and politi-
cal actions of these planters ultimately ensured that only a small cadre of capitalists
would come to dominate colonial Chesapeake society. In light of this refined
conceptualization of capitalism, the transition that colonial economic historians
should thus seek is not the transition to capitalism, but rather away from it.

The Chesapeake’s Real “Golden Age” of Capitalism: 1620-1700

The eventual rise of political stability in the Chesapeake Bay region estab-
lished the basis for an economic system that carefully rationalized the production
and marketing of tobacco (and, to a lesser extent, wheat) to generate wealth for
hundreds of large planters and merchants. Such stability, however, was primarily
an eighteenth-century development. Before 1700, Virginia and Maryland experi-
enced what some considered an alarming degree of political discontinuity, erratic
leadership, and diffused political authority. In Maryland, neither the Lords Balti-
more nor the crown successfully imposed a stable council rooted in conspicuous
wealth, ability, and loyalty prior to 1715. The obvious lack of “men of Estate and
Ability” hampered proprietary efforts to build a council that commanded appro-
priate deference and power. As David W. Jordan has demonstrated, “A particu-
larly rapid turnover of membership was highly characteristic of the council” dur-
ing the colony’s proprietary era. The council’s revolving door of authority spun
rapidly enough to prevent a single commissioned councilor from surviving the
first decade of his appointment. Almost half of the councilors who assumed their
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posts before 1660 served for less than two years. Sons very rarely inherited the
council positions of their fathers, a condition influenced by the fact that 70 percent
of provincial officeholders from 1660 to 1689 were immigrants from Europe. An
abbreviated life expectancy, the shock of a new environment, and “wavering alle-
giance and overt disloyalty” all conspired to keep Maryland mired in seemingly
perpetual political instability.’

A similar situation prevailed in Virginia, where the inadequate and inexperi-
enced political authority of the colony’s first immigrant families resulted in a po-
litical precariousness that peaked temporarily in 1660, only then to revive and
persist until 1720. Public affairs in the seventeenth century were “riven with rife and
discord.” Open struggles for power in an “extremely fluid social and economic
environment” characterized political life until the Restoration, after which an-
other, even more harmful, conflict developed. With the crown reestablished, its
attempt to assert greater control over the Chesapeake colonies raised issues that
split the nascent gentry into warring factions. Their disputes “led to the expulsion
or removal of one governor after another for the next fifty years.”® Bernard Bailyn
describes an early Virginia political environment in which leaders “had little op-
portunity to acquire the sense of public responsibility that rests on deep identifica-
tion with the land and its people.” They accordingly “lacked the attributes of public
authority,” and their equally rapid turnover reflected “a profound disorganiza-
tion of European society in its American setting.” Carole Shammas elaborates on
this point when she writes that, during this era, “no one really pursued a political
career as such.”” As in Maryland, Virginia was devoid of solid political authority
for most of the seventeenth century.

Closely related to the region’s frequent political turnover was its lack of an
established social and cultural elite whose future emergence would subsume the
region’s early and relatively unfettered economic development under its consoli-
dation and control. As J. H. Plumb has shown for England at the end of the seven-
teenth century, the political maturity of governing institutions demanded first
and foremost the active approval by the community of the men elected or ap-
pointed to the region’s traditional ruling apparatus. Not only was such an appara-
tus yet to be firmly established, but such approval was long in coming for the
small, roughly organized communities dispersed along river banks out on the
colonial periphery. The emergence of a landed social and cultural elite—men whose
concerns exceeded more than just material gain—was a slow process.® The con-
spicuous markers of genteel status that had traditionally helped command a defer-
ential stance from the “lesser sort” were so rare as to be meaningless. Furthermore,
the events that would later be the venues through which to display those mark-
ers—court days, musters, weddings, and cock fights—had yet to become routine,
highly publicized cultural activities, hampered as they were by bad roads, poor
communication, and other infrastructural problems.?
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The base pursuits of the region’s putative leaders struck many settlers as strange.
Denizens of the English empire were inveterately accustomed to deferring to the
social authority of men whose family name glowed with landed interest and wide-
spread recognition. The relatively clean slate of the seventeenth-century Chesa-
peake, however, made it anyone’s guess just who that might be.”® The principle
forces of order and stability—an economically established planter class, the county
court, and the established church, to cite only a few examples—had yet to be
exercised by an identifiable class of gentry-like individuals to confirm their status
and structure the social order. In fact the current leaders were men whose author-
ity rested precariously on nothing more than their early success in achieving an
observable level of crude material accumulation. They hardly commanded defer-
ential responses from their fellow settlers, in part because their motives were so
blatantly transparent: they sought office to protect their individual economic
interests. Bailyn described Virginia’s early council members. “They were tough,
unsentimental, quick-tempered, crudely ambitious men concerned with profits
and increased landholdings, not the grace of life.” They went about their days
seeking profit, drinking excessively, gambling, barking profanities, and generally
behaving in a conspicuously ungentlemanly fashion. In so doing, they belied the
august image of the graceful gentility that would later come to structure Chesa-
peake society and reinforce it as one in which, as in England, everyone more or less
had his place. To the average settler seeking a competence on the colonial frontier,
these men seemed more like economic competitors than social betters, and thus, in
their open quest for economic gain, far too familiar.”

A third factor reflecting the early Chesapeake’s predisposition to the unfet-
tered pursuit of wealth was the fluidity of its labor force. Racial lines had yet to
solidify around slavery, leaving planters the option of working free blacks and
white servants together on the same task more flexibly and efficiently than later
slave codes would permit. In Northampton County, for example, free blacks cov-
ered the social and economic gamut much as whites did. In the decades before slave
codes, some blacks worked under strict servant contracts, others owned land, and
still others followed the natural ebb and flow of the economy in and out of servi-
tude and independence in the ongoing quest for material improvement. As Stephen
Innes and T. H. Breen explain, Englishmen and Africans could interact with one
another “on terms of relative equality for two generations.” While the social impli-
cations of a genuinely multiracial society have been amply explored, we must also
recognize that this social arrangement had a substantial impact on local economic
behavior: it opened the quest for private initiative to black men.

Consider a free black like Anthony Johnson. In overcoming his original bond-
age, Johnson, who arrived in Virginia in 1621, acquired property, engaged in mixed
commercial farming, and, through the dint of a little luck and a lot of hard work
achieved a measurable level of success. Innes and Breen go so far as to say that he
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even may have touched upon “the American dream.” Johnson was, of course, ex-
ceptional. Nevertheless, as an example of the relative racial fluidity prevailing at
the time, he forces economic historians to consider the implications of such fluid-
ity for the region’s collective economic structure. The fact that he and others like
him enjoyed opportunities to obtain land and pursue mixed agriculture implicitly
highlights the comparatively stringent alternative of working as legally sanctioned
lifetime laborers toiling on increasingly consolidated tobacco farms. The latter
scenario, as historians of nineteenth-century slavery regularly point out, would
have been less conducive to the unrestricted pursuit of economic self-interest, if
not outright anti-capitalistic.” When Johnson lived and worked, though, such a
pursuit was still possible.

Although its impact on the region’s economic structure was less dramatic (or
at least less explored) than the racial fluidity that prevailed, the flexibility of gen-
der roles further contributed to an environment supportive of a relatively open
pursuit of economic gain: English women in the early Chesapeake encountered a
rugged new world lacking the strict gendered division of labor that shaped work-
ing life back home. In England, a deep tradition insured that, as the seventeenth-
century poet Thomas Tusser put it,

Good Husbands abroad, seeketh all well to have:
Good Housewives at home, seeketh all well to save.
This having and saving, in place where they meet,
Make profit with pleasure such couples to greet.

Women pursued work within the household while men worked beyond the
domestic realm. While the distinction might appear overstated, Kathleen Brown
reminds us that “many English women would have found these maxims to ring
true,” but such was hardly the case in the early bay colony. On a rugged colonial
periphery lacking the most basic rudiments of “civilization,” the process of build-
ing a society from the ground up demanded that wives liberally extend their tradi-
tional working habits beyond the home and into the male-dominated sphere.
Brown, for one, recognized “the ability of individual women to take advantage of
these disruptions to wield influence in a society still committed to patriarchal
forms of authority,” but generally historians have mined the cultural and social
implications of this gender fluidity without considering its economic impact. While
it would later become “the self-appointed task of colonial officials” to restore tra-
ditional patriarchal roles, those officials, as we have seen, had yet to consolidate
the requisite authority to undertake such a comprehensive social and cultural
reconstruction. As a result, married and unmarried women were released from an
exclusive dedication to domestic tasks and ushered into the strange new worlds of
farm building, fuel gathering, and market transactions. They would indeed later
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be relegated to “women’s work” that contributed indirectly to the perpetuation of
an export-based economy, but early on they worked in an economic environment
where supply and demand functioned without the interference of gender and race.
Women’s early, direct contribution to the primary economic endeavor of building
amixed commercial farm on the colonial periphery offers a small but telling piece
of evidence that the seventeenth century was a time of economic freedom for an
unusually wide range of settlers.”

Fourth, this more fluid labor force existed symbiotically with the type of eco-
nomic endeavors that most planters engaged in before the unqualified and singu-
lar dominance of tobacco: replicating the basic economic infrastructure, as it ex-
isted in England, from scratch. We tend to overstate the weight of tobacco farm-
ing. Of critical importance, according to James Horn, was the fact that “the major-
ity of men and women who lived in Maryland and Virginia during the seventeenth
century were born and raised in England.” Why is this demographic condition so
important? Because early English settlers in the Chesapeake hailed from a diversi-
fied agrarian economy that stressed a wide mix of economic endeavors aimed
toward achieving a modest competence—endeavors including raising cattle and
sheep, growing corn, and making small crafts. Families formed the most funda-
mental unit of production while male farmers individually managed their pas-
ture, arable land, and woodland tracts in an attempt to make the most out of these
potentially profitable pursuits.

That pattern was not easily abandoned in the new world, where land was
much cheaper. As they did in the West Indies before the onset of sugar production,
settlers in the Chesapeake worked diligently to replicate the mixed economy they
knew from home and tried with admirable persistence to adapt the old habits of
economic improvement to a new environment. As Paul Clemens explains, “Land
was plentiful and many inhabitants acquired large tracts of undeclared wood-
lands, but they actually cultivated no more than they would have on a twenty-acre
farm in England.” Rather than immediately embracing tobacco and the transat-
lantic market, as many analyses suggest they did, inhabitants instead turned to the
more mundane task of building a farm. Many settlers, after building that farm,
worked it to achieve modest competence and a secure place in the local economy
through inherently entrepreneurial strategies.” In Talbot County, as Clemens dem-
onstrates, the conscious decision on the part of many recent settlers not to em-
brace the tobacco market reflected their ambition to establish instead a mixed
farm on the English model rather than take a risk on a venture with which they had
no experience. Even during the boom years of 1697-1701, tobacco exports from
Talbot County did not exceed 1.8 million pounds a year. Had every planter been
exporting tobacco, that figure would have been as high as 3.1 million pounds. This
line of reasoning should not suggest that tobacco was unimportant in the Chesa-
peake economy during the seventeenth century, but rather that a significant num-
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ber of English farmers continued to pursue traditional versions of composite farm-
ing and local market exchange, even as the transition to slavery and tobacco inten-
sified. In so doing, they transformed what was in England a pursuit that promised
modest returns into one that had, in the unregulated context of the new world, a
greater potential to offer a more substantial payoff. Speaking for Maryland, one
group of scholars called the mid-seventeenth century the “age of the small planter.”™

The experience of one Maryland settler, Robert Cole, illustrates the initial
impact that local economic concerns placed on a planter’s production decisions.
When Cole acquired 250 acres in 1652, he would have preferred to dedicate the
entire plot of land to tobacco. However, not only was the labor too expensive, but
the Cole family first had to develop a basic plantation consistent with what English
settlers believed to be an adequate English farm. Although he knew that he could
not “carry on the kind of husbandry in which he had been trained in England,” he
nevertheless pursued a pattern of farm building that approximated the rough
outlines of an English homestead. The family first built an orchard to grow fruit
for cider. Next, Cole purchased a sow and pigs, a few chickens, and a cow. His sons
then helped their father clear six acres of land for planting corn. Mrs. Cole dedi-
cated her labor and that of her daughters to the demanding tasks of milking,
making butter and cheese, and planting beans, pumpkins, and barley. Only when
these critical components of an English farm were in place did Robert Cole finally
clear six more acres of land in order to pursue modestly the very un-English habit
of growing tobacco. The vast bulk of the Coles’ economic activity always centered
on the production of goods for the family and the local market. Indeed, it was not
to the tobacco trade that we first find Robert turning but to the vagaries of local
economic exchange. In an economy that was still rapidly expanding as a result of
farm development, a ready market existed for cattle, corn, dairy, and other basic
products. This local economy was more open, required fewer intermediaries, and
was less subject to labor and price manipulations than the single crop tobacco
economy would later become.® In choosing the familiar over the exotic, Cole was
not only expressing his cultural familiarity, but also contributing to an economic
structure that was far friendlier to capitalistic pursuits than it would later become.

A fifth factor contributing to the relatively unencumbered pursuit of eco-
nomic gain by a large proportion of the population was the widespread availabil-
ity of land. Seventy percent of the immigrants to Maryland between 1634 and 1681
arrived as indentured servants. While the verdict is still out on the question of how
many indentured servants survived their indenture, those who completed their
time of service were, before 1681, entitled to a fifty-acre land warrant. The land
they received, while not extensive or especially fertile by Chesapeake standards,
nevertheless provided the necessary foundation for productive and independent
participation in the region’s nascent economy. As Lois Green Carr and Russell R.
Menard explain, “most servants who migrated to Maryland from the 1630s through
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the 1650s, if they escaped early death, achieved considerable property and status
and were fully integrated into the community as small planters, masters of fami-
lies, and participants in local government.” Those who migrated to the region as
free colonists also enjoyed a favorable land market. Large landowners lacking the
labor to improve their holdings rented and sold land to small, independent farm-
ers like Robert Cole on highly generous terms. When Cole arrived in Maryland in
the 1650s, for example, he was able to rent three hundred acres of land (for a
meager three barrels of shelled corn a year) and begin building his farm on St.
Clement’s Manor, where “good unclaimed land was still available.” He was also
able to patent land in Charles County—which he later sold to more recent arrivals.
Settlers who purchased land before 1700 could augment their plantations with rela-
tive ease. In Surry County, Virginia, 10 percent of land sales between 1620 and 1690
involved the augmentation of an existing plantation. With so much cheap land
available, farmers could adjust rapidly to new economic circumstances. Land, as a
result, regularly changed hands more than once within the course of a decade.”
The final factor contributing to the early Chesapeake’s deregulated economic
environment involves the structure and maturity of its legal system. There was
precious little structure and less maturity before 1700. The immediate demands
posed by local infrastructural development, the minimal interaction of planters
dispersed over a large geographic region without adequate roads, the absence of
towns, and the lack of legal expertise inhibited the concentration and refinement
of legal authority in the Chesapeake region for many decades. The county courts
that would later prove so essential to the promotion of local social, economic, and
political authority existed throughout most of the seventeenth century not as
authoritative replicas of the English judicial system, but as ad hoc, situational, and
generally weak responses to provincial concerns. Of the sixty or so criminal entries
listed in the Accomack-Northampton County Court records between 1632 and
1635, the vast majority of cases dealt with minor trespasses, slanders, and defama-
tion. Seven commissioners appointed by the governor met every month to decide
civil cases for a community of 650 persons, most involving small debts between
neighbors. In Kent County, Maryland, according to Bradley Chapin, “proceed-
ings were loose to the point of disorder.” Over sixteen years of operation, one finds
only “fifty-two incidents that could by any standard be related to crime or control
of behavior.” These records, he concludes, leave the impression “that the planters
expected to operate their plantations and control their families and servants with-
out outside interference.” Marylanders evidently did as they pleased “with little
prospect or fear of judicial discipline.” A comparison to New England highlights
the relative inactivity of the region’s judicial systems. Between 1622 and 1629 the
Virginia General Court heard sixty-seven cases; between 1630 and 1660 the Mary-
land Provincial Court listed a hundred cases; from 1630 to 1643, by contrast, the
Massachusetts Assistants Court heard 290 cases, while Plymouth’s superior court
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heard 260 cases from 1633 to 1660. In short, most seventeenth-century Chesapeake
Bay residents had little contact with the region’s judicial system, further evidence
that they were free to pursue their economic goals with minimal oversight.”

The absence of an identifiable and authoritative political structure, the lack of
a social elite, a fluid labor force, the widespread pursuit of mixed agriculture, the
vast availability of land, and a weak legal infrastructure all insured that rapid
economic development occurred over a wide area, in a large portion of the popu-
lation, and with minimal regulatory intervention. Rather than pursuing “an alter-
native to capitalist development,” as several historians have suggested, early set-
tlers in the Chesapeake Bay dove into the work of not only achieving a compe-
tency, but of accumulating resources that could potentially lead to economic
profit.® These six factors—all of which were pre-existing conditions rather than
conscious designs—expanded the scope of private initiative and entrepreneurial
quests. They enabled many to pursue their economic interests in an environ-
ment where social, economic, cultural, and legal barriers to the widespread in-
dividual pursuit of economic independence had yet to cohere. They were, in
other words, the structural preconditions that allowed a man like Anthony
Johnson to prosper.

Scholars have marked the transition from seventeenth- to eighteenth-century
Chesapeake economic life by highlighting the region’s remarkable stabilization.
Indeed, the region’s sex ratio balanced out, the Chesapeake became a healthier
place to live, emerging social networks tied settlers into coherent communities,
family structure tightened, and a new creole elite provided the region with a more
entrenched identity. While these developments undoubtedly transformed the
Chesapeake region into a more livable and secure society, they also collectively
provided the foundation for several constrictions upon the preconditions for eco-
nomic independence described above. As society stabilized, an exclusive political
system emerged, a social elite consolidated its authority, the labor force solidified
along racial and gendered lines, mixed farming yielded to the monocultural pur-
suit of tobacco (and wheat), land grew less available, and a legal system arose to
enforce these changes for the benefit of the few. The outcome was an economic
environment wherein a small cadre of men successfully pursued great wealth and
power at the expense of the vast majority. The result was a world where a man like
Anthony Johnson had an assigned place on a plantation, toiling for an owner,
legally excluded from the most basic quest to achieve a competence, and without a
political voice. It is to this world that we now turn.

The Constriction of Capitalism, 1700-1760

The emergence of political stability and the corresponding rise of a native elite
proved to be essential factors in the region’s constriction of entrepreneurial en-
deavors. Throughout the seventeenth century, men—usually immigrants—be-
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came provincial officeholders for short periods. From 1660 to 1680 officeholders
in Maryland came from social backgrounds that generally reflected the popula-
tion at large. Annoyed that a more visible distinction between the people and their
representatives was not evident, Cecil Calvert suggested that assemblymen don
“medals or otherwise” to designate their status. With three-quarters of the provin-
cial officeholders worth less than £500, and with almost half owning estates under
a thousand acres (the mark of a substantial planter), Calvert’s concerns were not
unfounded. In the 1660s after all, six former servants served as delegates.

After the Glorious Revolution the social composition of the Maryland assem-
bly underwent a dramatic change. As David Jordan explains, “accessibility to high
office after 1700 depended increasingly upon one’s family name and connections as
well as upon high economic status.” A “rapidly emerging oligarchy” formed be-
tween 1700 and 1715 to restrict political authority to those with wealth, family
connections, and status as native creoles. Intermarriage among Maryland’s elite
families furthered the tightening connection between privilege and politics. Be-
tween 1695 and the end of the royal period, only two of the sixteen delegates from
Prince George’s County owned less than a thousand acres at election time. Through-
out the century, these leading families consolidated their authority by passing laws
that excluded absentee office-holding and the election of men who had not lived in
the colony for at least three years. In its “quest for power” the Maryland assembly
established the right to choose its own officers, control its internal organization,
and acquire more influence over patronage and finances. These powers more often
than not passed to the next generation of sons for whom “posts in the provincial
governments would come as almost a natural right”>°

Virginia followed a similar pattern. Whereas seventeenth-century figures of
political authority rose to power by wringing a notable profit from a stubborn
wilderness, those in the eighteenth century secured their political positions through
their seemingly self-evident social eminence. Whereas Virginians once would have
heaped ridicule upon provincials who aped the English political elite, they now
respected, rather than emulated, those men whose social pretensions now con-
firmed their ruling status. Small planters, who once sought political power as a
temporary means to secure their immediate interest, now viewed politics as a
career and an interest in and of itself. By the end of the seventeenth century, Bailyn
writes, “there was an acceptance of the fact that certain families were distinguished
from others by riches, in dignity, and in access to political authority.” With the
emergence of effective lieutenant governors such as Hugh Drysdale and Sir William
Gooch, men who “managed largely through the force of their own moral and
political leadership,” a “rural elite governed unchallenged” in Virginia from 1729
until the end of royal control.* Men in positions of authority enjoyed the political
deference of their constituents because, as native-born leaders, they remained sen-
sitive to the concerns of the voting populace. They did so while at the same time
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exhibiting a gentry-like image of entitlement in the ongoing effort to replicate the
political forms of the mother country.*

Closely linked to the rise of a political elite was the growing dominance of a
social and cultural elite, a group whose monopolization of the powerful public
sphere further limited capitalistic pursuits to a few. An exclusive class of men arose
whose access to metropolitan cultural and social norms conferred upon them the
refined status of provincial gentry. Fully aware that “economic life cannot be sepa-
rated from the culture that invests it with meaning,” these social arrivistes com-
manded and received the respect of the “lesser sort” while explicitly associating
their cultural standing with their economic privilege.* As Rhys Isaac has demon-
strated, these men reiterated their authority by conspicuously making themselves
available for displays of sport and deference at ceremonial public affairs like court
days, cock fights, horse races, and musters. As men from all social ranks (except
slaves) converged upon these public venues, ritualistic displays of friendly compe-
tition and cooperation simultaneously stressed the racial bond uniting these men
and the class distinctions dividing them, thereby strategically encouraging both
deference and identification.

The cock fight perhaps best illustrates the point. Although it might have been
considered a “vulgar pastime” by some, it was not “beneath the attention of gentle-
men.” To the contrary, they traveled great distances to watch their birds fight duels
to the death. The Marquis de Chastellux recalled that “when the principle promot-
ers of this diversion [probably gentry] propose to match their champions, they
take care to announce it to the public. . . . this important news spreads with such
felicity that planters come from thirty or forty miles around, some with cocks, but
all with money for betting, which is sometimes very considerable.” Why make the
trip? Isaac explains, “The gentry, having the means and the assurance to patronize
sport and to be seen playing grandly for the highest stakes, were well placed to
ensure that their superior social status was confirmed among the many who took
part in these exciting activities.” Such events gave the gentry a chance to draw a line
in the sand that spoke to their essential differences from commoners while still
assuring them that both groups shared the same ground. The line, however deli-
cately drawn, could not be crossed without serious social consequences.*

A third factor contributing to the constriction of capitalist pursuits among an
increasing portion of the population involved the solidification of the Chesapeake’s
labor force along gender and racial lines. As blacks became more numerous in the
Chesapeake, and as tobacco became the crop of choice for more planters, the
region’s white authorities perceived, as Kathleen Brown explains, “a need for a
concept of difference that would transcend shifts in status from slavery to free-
dom.”* Slave codes, established from 1660 through 1705, helped instill this differ-
ence by legally codifying a category of workers who could not participate in en-
deavors that they could improve, innovate, expand, and contract according to the
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dictates of supply and demand. The legal categorization of slaves as property con-
signed the possibility of “a genuinely multiracial society” that allowed inhabitants
to pursue private initiative in a diverse Chesapeake economy to the status of an
item on a tobacco farm’s balance sheet. Slaves gradually evolved from “black Eng-
lishmen” to chattel. In so doing, it became their “tragic fate” to fuel the economic
drive toward a narrow economy that thrived not only on high tobacco prices, but
on limiting the number who could reap the benefit of those prices. Paul Clemens
describes the process of upward mobility in early Maryland as a series of steps:
“forming a household, renting land, purchasing a plantation, and eventually ob-
taining servants and slaves.”?® The last step, securing slaves, must be appreciated as
more than a horrific economic response to labor shortages. It must also be seen as
the fatal step that sealed the Chesapeake’s fate as a society destined to make a small
minority of men wealthy by constricting the quest for capitalist gain to a few large
land- and slave owners. The wealthy might have earned their profits through
capitalist means, but in forcibly denying a huge portion of the workforce similar
opportunities, they helped structure a society that was becoming less capitalistic
in orientation.

The range of economic pursuits available to white women similarly declined
as the Chesapeake evolved from a society with slaves into a slave society. The social
fluidity prevalent during the seventeenth century was due in large part to the
Chesapeake’s nascent economic condition and families’ subsistence needs. With
local economies to develop; roads, bridges and ferries to build; farms to establish;
and laws to create and impose, colonial authorities had little choice other than to
permit women to abandon traditional roles in order to remain solvent in a land
chronically short of labor. The early Chesapeake, as Mary Beth Norton explains,
was a place where “environmental and economic factors conspired to prevent pa-
triarchal family practices (as opposed to ideals) from taking root.” The stabiliza-
tion of Chesapeake society—a stabilization, as we have seen, directly connected to
the rise of slave labor—established the precondition for a reversion to older—
more English—ideals. As Norton warns, it may indeed be misleading to describe
the transition away from this initially fluid situation as the decline of a “golden
age.”” Nevertheless, with the rise of the tobacco economy, the formation of a tight
relationship between the family and the state, and the emergence of working fe-
male slaves as a negative cultural contrast—black women working in the field
rendered fieldwork anathema to white women—many market-oriented activities
once open to women slammed shut. Patriarchal heads of households complemented
their customary power over their nuclear families with statutory authority and, in
the process, carefully defined the sphere where women could wield influence.
Women, in turn, limited their economic endeavors to bartering butter and eggs,
producing small manufactures for household use and consumption, and educat-
ing their children as productive members of society. Not unlike slaves, white women
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had their work routines tailored to the ultimate demands of a tobacco economy
dominated by a male planter aristocracy.

The rise of a social elite, political stability, and the constriction of the labor
force dominated Chesapeake life between 1700 and 1740, limiting access to capital-
istic pursuits. The consolidation of land into the hands of a few and the emphasis
and reliance on tobacco figured as well. Talbot County, Maryland, provides a
representative look into these linked transitions. Between 1680 and 1704, free Tal-
bot County residents enjoyed extensive availability of land in the back country.
Clemens explains that “geographical mobility increasingly became the means by
which the lower classes of an older region, such as Talbot, improved their eco-
nomic condition.” These back country “safety valves” structured economic oppor-
tunity for indentured servants who managed to live through their indenture, prom-
ising them hope for “eventual integration into the community that they served.” By
1730, however, land had been consolidated into the jealous grip of a handful of
planter-merchants. In the 1680s only one settler could be classified as a “wealthy
merchant-planter”; by 1733 that figure had climbed to fifteen, the wealthiest of
whom owned £20,000 in real estate compared to the £2,000 high point for 1680s
wealth. Whereas a couple of hundred acres was a substantial plantation in the
1680s, the planter-merchants in the 1730s owned estates ranging from three hun-
dred to a thousand acres. The planter elite, according to Clemens, “thus gained
even greater control over agricultural production in Talbot.”* By 1730 former
servants who would once have obtained land, settled, built a farm, and pursued a
competency through private initiative were shunted out of the coastal regions,
where the chances for economic gain were the greatest. These proto-capitalists
became, as a result, “of minor importance in the society of Maryland’s tobacco
coast.”* They would never have the chances that Robert Cole had in the 1640s to
achieve a modestly rising level of wealth by working a diversified farm. The new
economic environment had no use for the scrappy innovations of such a man.

The final factor limiting access to capitalist endeavors was the consolidation of
the region’s legal authority. The Virginia General Court consciously avoided the
trappings of formal judicial procedures in favor of an approach that emphasized
“determining of everything by the Standard of Equity and good conscience.” Such
a standard was not grasped by everyone. When a man like Landon Carter declared
that cases should be decided by “Good reason and Justice” rather than by the
“Mechanical knowledge” of attorneys, we might well suspect that the
“impertinineces of Form and Nicety” were jettisoned to the aristocracy’s legal ben-
efit. Indeed, as Rhys Isaac explains, planters opposed the “strict, literal application
of what was to be found in the law books and assert[ed] a substantial role for the
common sense judgements of men of affairs—gentlemen who would bring their
experiences of life and the wisdom of a generalized higher learning to bear on the
cases before them.” The usurpation of legal control by wealthy planters speaks to a
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common argument among legal historians that the law in the colonial South em-
phasized the instrumentalism of the law. That is, as Terri L. Snyder phrases it, “the
law was a tool used by planters to fashion an economy of slavery that served their
needs and shap[ed] a distinct social structure.”

The transitions sketched in this essay are not comprehensive. Nonetheless,
they collectively complicate an assumption that has long been central to the histo-
riography of colonial British America. Situating the “transition to capitalism”
debate within the impressive scholarly work done on the Chesapeake economy
and society over the last twenty years highlights an often forgotten premise. Eco-
nomic development follows the course it does, not because of the hidden laws of
historical change, the workings of an invisible hand, or the “natural order of things,”
but flows from the decisions that men and women make in the social, cultural, and
political environment they have established: decisions to seek political stability
through a nascent gentry; to designate a recognizable social and cultural elite; to
structure work according to the dictates of race and gender; to allow and perpetu-
ate land consolidation; and to concentrate legal authority in the hands of a few.
These choices—made on the periphery of an empire when regulation was lax and
the slate was relatively clean—did not establish the preconditions for a capitalistic
society but limited capitalist opportunity to the ambitious reach of an elite group
of merchants and planters. There was nothing inexorable about the process. His-
torians who understand American economic development as a steady progress
toward capitalism must confront the strong possibility that, throughout the eight-
eenth century, the colonial society that best captured the essence of colonial Brit-
ish America—the Chesapeake—was one in which, during its early stages, the ob-
stacles to pursuing individual initiative diminished substantially for the vast ma-
jority of its people. We should move beyond the “transition debate” and begin to
examine the processes behind, and the implications of, this critical transition.
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Fells Point: Baltimore’s
Pre-Industrial Suburb

LAWRENCE A. PESKIN

istorians rarely discuss the existence of suburbs in pre-industrial Ameri-
can cities, nor do they show much interest in manufacturing suburbs. By

and large the story they tell is that of the rise of residential suburbs,
reflecting the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American dream of the
single-family house on a tree-lined street in a neighborhood of prosperous
homeowners. These suburbs, historians argue, became possible with improved
transportation and the increased separation of work place and residence, both of
which were effects of the Industrial Revolution. In this story, pre-industrial sub-
urbs, when they are discussed at all, serve chiefly as a point of contrast, for, unlike
residential suburbs, they performed a variety of functions, serving as work places
as well as residences.' Yet, the existence of pre-industrial manufacturing suburbs
such as Fells Point suggests that the currently accepted dichotomy of pre-indus-
trial and industrial cities may be overstated.

Suburbs of various sorts proliferated around the major American cities before
1815.% In addition to Fells Point, Baltimore had at least one other, Old Town.
Southwark, Northern Liberties, Kensington, Moyamensing, Germantown, and
others surrounded Philadelphia. Brooklyn and Out Ward were two early New
York City suburbs, and Cambridge, Charlestown, and Roxbury were suburbs of
Boston. Although their total population was small, these suburbs contained a
significant proportion of the population of American metropolitan areas. By 1790
at least 35 percent of Philadelphia’s population lived in suburbs, and nearly one of
every five Baltimoreans lived in Fells Point in 1796.

It was not at all unusual for pre-industrial suburbs to function as manufactur-
ing areas. Fells Point was a shipbuilding center, as were Philadelphia’s Southwark,
New York’s Out Ward, and Boston’s Charlestown.® Baltimore’s Old Town was a
manufacturing suburb specializing in the leather trades. The Philadelphia sub-
urbs of Germantown, Moyamensing, Kensington, and Northern Liberties also
served as manufacturing suburbs before 1815.4 It therefore would appear that the
existence of at least one type of specialized urban district—the manufacturing
suburb—was common before the industrial revolution.

Because pre-industrial manufacturing suburbs served an often highly special-
ized function, they do not fit well into the current view that pre-industrial cities
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were characterized by non-differentiated urban areas, unlike the highly differenti-
ated industrial cities. Sam Bass Warner captured this dichotomy when he wrote,
“Indeed the presence of vast tracts of distinctive character, ethnic ghettoes, bed-
room suburbs, a downtown, and so forth, distinguished the industrial metropolis
from its more jumbled predecessor, the nineteenth-century big city.” In fact, Fells
Point had a distinctive character as early as the late eighteenth century: it was a
highly specialized manufacturing neighborhood where the economy was depen-
dent to a large degree upon the maritime trades, particularly the building, repair-
ing, and operation of ships.

Recent developments suggest a second, more presentist reason to examine the
pre-industrial manufacturing suburb. In the post-industrial world of the late twen-
tieth century a new urban model began to emerge: the large urban core surrounded
by a group of smaller “edge cities”® Edge cities are quite different from the classic
residential suburb. Composed of office towers and apartment buildings as well as
single-family homes and townhouses, they serve as both work place and residence
for a diverse group of people. In this sense, then, post-industrial suburbs are more
closely reminiscent of the pre-industrial suburb with its mix of work place and
residence than of the industrial city’s bedroom suburbs. The pre-industrial sub-
urb is an important precursor to the modern edge city, just as much in line with the
mainstream of American urban history as the more frequently studied residential
suburbs.

This essay uses Fells Point as a starting point to examine the general contours
of the pre-industrial manufacturing suburb. The urbanization of Fells Point be-
tween 1776 and 1796 suggests a four-part definition of the pre-industrial manufac-
turing suburb. First, pre-industrial manufacturing suburbs were closely connected
politically and economically to a nearby urban core. Although physically sepa-
rated from Baltimore’s center by about one mile of marshy land, Fells Point was
closely connected to Baltimore politically and economically. It produced ships for
the city’s merchants and was annexed to Baltimore in 1781.” Second, pre-industrial
manufacturing suburbs were urban areas. Fells Point’s population increased al-
most five-fold during these twenty years, contributing to Baltimore’s status as the
fourth largest city in America.® Fells Point not only grew during this period, it also
became more densely populated.

Third, and perhaps most important, pre-industrial manufacturing suburbs
were functionally specialized. That is, their growth stemmed from a specialized
function. In the case of Fells Point this function was the building, repair, and op-
eration of water-borne vessels. Functional specialization was the key to Fells Point’s
rapid growth between 1776 and 1796, because shipbuilding attracted migrant arti-
sans seeking work in their areas of expertise. The influx of artisans and shipyard
laborers created forward linkages, demands that provided work for others. In this
way, specialization created growth and urban development.
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Although separated from Baltimore by approximately one mile, Fells Point served as the
manufacturing hub of the city’s shipping industry. A. P. Folie’s Plan of the City of Baltimore and
Its Environs, 1792. (Maryland Historical Society.)

Finally, the case of Fells Point suggests that pre-industrial manufacturing sub-
urbs had a truncated structure of wealth. Virtually no merchant-capitalists or
professionals called Fells Point home.® Instead, the suburb was dominated by mid-
dling artisans, small shopkeepers, and propertyless laborers, many of whom were
not free. Although Fells Point’s residents were not rich, the evidence suggests that
the process of functional specialization did offer them a level of economic oppor-
tunity that was not available in the surrounding countryside.

Shipping caused Fells Point to boom. Baltimore’s Basin, now known as the
Inner Harbor, initially was adequate for the small city, but, as ships became larger
and commerce increased, it began to fill up with silt. By 1753 the problem became
so severe that Baltimore’s commissioners made it an offense punishable by a five-
pound fine to throw earth, sand, or dirt into any branch of the Patapsco River or
into the shore at any location where it might wash into the river. By 1763, Edward
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Fell, the son of a wealthy Baltimore ships’ carpenter, had surveyed and patented
the area now known as Fells Point under the name of Fell’s Prospect, and he began
selling lots the next year." As the son of a ship carpenter, Fell probably was aware
that his new town’s deep, silt-free harbor would be ideal for commerce and would
be a fine setting for shipyards, which would have the ability to launch large vessels
and also would be accessible for any ships, large or small, in need of repairs. A
plentiful supply of the white oak, cedar, and locust timber needed to build ships’
frames was close at hand, and Baltimore had thriving iron works and foundries
that could supply the materials for the iron work in the vessels’ hulls.”

Not surprisingly, some of the first men to purchase lots in Fell’s Prospect were
involved in maritime trades. Benjamin Nelson of Cecil County in the northeastern
corner of Maryland appears to have been the first shipwright in the new town,
purchasing one of the original lots in 1764 and opening a shipyard in waterfront
Philpot Street. Nelson likely brought apprentices and farm youths from Cecil
County along with him to start up the business. Other migrants from Cecil County
during this period included several merchants: Isaac Grist, Abraham VanBibber,
Jesse Hollingsworth, and Hollingsworth’s and VanBibber’s brothers.”

By 1776, Fells Point had 675 free white residents, the bulk of whom had English
and Irish surnames and many of whom, like Nelson, Grist, the VanBibbers, and
the Hollingsworths, were from other parts of Maryland and Virginia. The nearby
towns and countryside probably supplied a number of skilled craftsmen, for ear-
lier in the century shipwrights and other craftsmen settled in the small Chesapeake
towns that dotted the Maryland and Virginia countryside. These same rural places
also provided a supply of young apprentices for the urban craftsmen.**

Of the 409 adult free whites in 1776, 222 (54 percent) were men and 187 (46
percent) were women. There were also 266 free white children.” The white popula-
tion thus appears to have consisted mainly of families. Of the 821 inhabitants,
seventy-four were listed by census-taker William Aisquith as servants. These prob-
ably were indentured men brought to work in the shipbuilding industry. At mid-
century Chesapeake shipbuilders had imported skilled English workers serving
prison sentences to work in their yards. Baltimore merchant-manufacturers such
as William Lux also imported skilled servants.® Of the seventy-four servants, all
but twenty were men, indicating that the indentured labor force consisted mainly
of single men. There were also sixty-five black slaves on the Point in 1776. They were
nearly evenly divided by gender and between adults and children. Seven free blacks
were listed in the census.

In the two decades after 1776, Fells Point continued to grow rapidly, despite
inflation and the post-war recession. In 1779 the shipbuilding community was
considerably enlarged by a group of new residents who moved north from Ports-
mouth, Virginia, after British forces destroyed the Gosport shipyard. David
Stoddard, formerly a shipbuilder in Portsmouth, began to ply his trade in Fells
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Edward Fell (1735-1766), son of a ships’
carpenter, saw the economic promise in
the tract known as Fell's Prospect. (Mary-
land Historical Society.)

Point, and presumably other craftsmen as well as his slaves moved north with
him.” By 1783 the tax assessor found 1,522 residents on the Point, nearly double the
1776 population.® By 1796 that figure had more than doubled again. Growth was
slowing a bit, but the area was still a boom town.

Slaves were the most rapidly increasing portion of the population in the 1770s
and 1780s. Between 1776 and 1783 the slave population had more than quadrupled,
from sixty-five to 276. The use of slave artisans and laborers was a regular feature
at southern shipyards, and much of the increase in slaves at Fells Point can be
attributed to the growing shipbuilding industry.” It is possible, too, that slaves
were beginning to replace indentured servants.”® Shipwrights were among the larg-
est slaveowners. David Stoddard owned twelve in 1783, and John Steele owned
eight.” Thomas Worthington, whose rope walk supplied rope to the shipyards,
owned fifteen slaves. Only Doctor William Hays, with eighteen slaves, owned more
than Worthington. He probably rented them to shipbuilders and other craftsmen.

Less information is available about foreign immigrants, but many foreigners,
especially Germans and Scots-Irish, migrated to Baltimore in the late eighteenth
century (some coming by way of Pennsylvania), and it is likely that some of these
also found their way to Fells Point. Also, in 1793 a group of French refugees arrived
in Baltimore from San Domingo, fleeing Toussaint L’Ouverture’s rebellion. The
1796 city directory indicates that some of the refugees settled in the Point.»

The population boom was accompanied by a remarkably high degree of geo-
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Notice of ship sales appeared frequently in local newspapers. (Federal Intelligencer and Baltimore
Daily Gazette, December 30, 1794.)

graphical mobility. In the three years between 1773 and 1776, the population nearly
tripled, rising from 300 to 821. But of the male taxable residents named on the 1773
tax list, only thirty-six (40 percent) were found in 1776 by the census taker, and
only eleven of the 146 heads of household (7.5 percent) listed in the 1776 census were
named in the 1796 city directory.” Thus, at the same time that large numbers of
people were moving into the new community, many also were leaving. Some may
have joined the steady stream of Marylanders moving west to Kentucky and the
Ohio Valley in this period. Others may have moved from the Point to downtown
Baltimore or other urban areas. Overall, the picture is one of tremendous growth
and flux.

As new people flooded into Edward Fell’s peninsula, they transformed it into
a densely built, urban, manufacturing neighborhood. In 1776 the Point was sepa-
rated from Baltimore by nearly a mile of empty land. It covered a fairly small area,
and population densities were relatively low. Even within the settled area there
were undeveloped lots, and some residents were still running farms.

The property owned by Isaac Hall and described in an inventory when he died
in 1778 suggests the low density of population during this period.* Hall owned six
lots, four of which were undeveloped. One empty lot stretched a full block from
Market Street to Apple Alley and contained twelve thousand square feet. Another
empty lot of six thousand square feet was at the corner of Market Street and
Aliceanna Street. The existence of such large, undeveloped lots in the heart of Fells
Point would appear to indicate that there was still plenty of room for new houses,
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and a good deal of open space remained. Further, Hall’s own brick house was
situated on a two and a half acre lot; no property of that size would exist in the
neighborhood in the 1790s.

By 1796 empty lots were being filled in as more houses were built, and the
average lot size was only 2,504 square feet, far less than even the smaller of Hall’s
lots.* The suburb remained physically separate from the rest of the city, but the
two population centers were fast merging as both expanded their edges of settle-
ment. The influx of shipyard workers and sailors brought on the beginning of
residential segregation. Certain streets, particularly the narrow alleys, were no-
ticeably poorer than others. On Apple Alley, for example, seven of twenty-eight
residents were mariners, the least skilled and least remunerative classification for
sailors. The relative poverty of these people also is suggested by the fact that only
three of the twenty-eight heads of household on Apple Alley owned their own
homes. These were all small, one-story frame houses valued at $110 each, about the
least expensive of any on Fells Point.

Alleys also tended to have fewer inhabitants than other streets of the same
length. This apparent anomaly may be due to the fact that the 1796 city directory
omitted African Americans. It is quite likely that these seemingly empty alley lots
actually were inhabited by free blacks, the invisible people of Fells Point.” If that is
true, then poor whites and blacks were segregated into these narrow streets to live
in cheap, crowded housing.

The rest of Fells Point’s streets showed fewer signs of residential segregation. A

Fells Point merchants supplied the growing town with imported and local food and building
materials. (Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, May 20, 1777.)
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street with relatively expensive housing, such as lower Bond Street, contained a
wide range of craftsmen, storekeepers, innkeepers, and sea captains. More than
likely the craftsmen were master craftsmen, the businessmen were among the
neighborhood’s more prosperous, and the sea captains had made successful com-
mercial investments.?® A less successful family would often share a house with an-
other clan on these streets to make ends meet. The waterfront streets tended to be
rather more heterogeneous than the inland ways, with a mix of shipyards, wharves,
specialty shops, inns, and housing of all types and prices. Shopkeepers and ship-
wrights here lived side by side with common laborers and dock workers. This mixed
neighborhood probably resulted from the need of both rich and poor to be close to
the waterfront. Specialty stores could thrive here because these streets at the heart of
Fells Point’s commerce were the neighborhood’s most heavily trafficked.

Between 1776 and 1796 Fells Point had become an urban community. From a
thinly settled town with open spaces that reminded residents of Maryland’s agri-
cultural heritage, it had evolved into a densely built, complex city neighborhood.

As Fells Point grew and urbanized, it increasingly served the specialized func-
tion of a shipping center. As late as 1778 some farming also existed side by side with
more urban trades. John Smith, for example, seems to have lived a life more akin
to a prosperous rural Chesapeake farmer than to a Baltimore merchant or me-
chanic judging from the evidence in the probate inventory compiled at his death in
that year.® He owned a large home with stables and other outbuildings. In his
stables were two horses and riding equipment. He also owned two cows, but he
does not appear to have had any other livestock. Also in the stable was a good deal
of farming equipment, including two plowshares, as well as spades, hoes, a dung
fork, and a pitch fork. Fells Pointers continued to own farm animals into the 1790s
(especially milk cows), but their inventories do not reveal a comparable quantity
of farm equipment and supplies. Even in 1776, Smith’s farm was exceptional in Fells

American privateers and naval vessels, many of them built and outfitted in Fells Point, caused
significant damage to the British fleet and economy during the revolution of 1776. (Maryland
Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, May 6, 1777.)
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Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, May 6, 1777.

Point, but as the neighborhood would continue to urbanize throughout the next
two decades, his way of life would completely disappear.

Shipbuilding on the Point benefited from the fact that the Chesapeake Bay
remained open to trade through much of the war and that Baltimore, therefore,
continued to function as an important port. When, in 1776, Maryland’s revolu-
tionary government contracted to have seven galleys built for the new navy, four
of them were constructed at Fells Point, two at George Wells’s yard, and two at the
yard owned by prominent Baltimorean Archibald Buchanan. The frigate Virginia
and the sloop Defence were also built at Fells Point by Wells, and the Wasp and
Hornet were armed and fitted there. Many privateering vessels doubtless also were
built and fitted at the Point.”

Clearly, Fells Point was becoming an important shipbuilding center by 1776.
This growth came at the expense of other Chesapeake shipbuilding areas and Phila-
delphia. Shipbuilding had not been important to Maryland before 1740, but after
mid-century, as the market economy expanded and merchants became more pow-
erful and involved in a wider circle of trade, it became a major industry. Initially
shipbuilding was scattered throughout rural areas, especially those where the qual-
ity of tobacco was low and the crop not profitable. As Baltimore and other towns
began to grow, they attracted much of this trade. Because shipbuilding was a
highly labor-intensive industry, and since the flow of orders for new ships was
sporadic, it was probably more efficient for several shipyards to be located in a
single neighborhood where a large pool of skilled workers would be available and
could be funneled into the yard or yards that had work. At mid-century, when
Baltimore emerged as the region’s largest population center, it became logical for
shipbuilding to concentrate at the city’s harbor, or in this case at the available
waterfront acreage on Fells Point.”

A good indication of the influence of shipping in Fells Point is the predomi-
nance of shipbuilders and sailors in the 1796 city directory.”* Ships were large,
highly complex products, and building one could easily involve one hundred or
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more workers.? At least two hundred (34 percent) of the neighborhood’s 590
household heads were directly involved in building, fitting, and sailing ships.>*
These people practiced a wide range of occupations, from the sea captains and the
shipwrights who commanded the sailing and the building of ships to the ships’
carpenters who laid their planks, to the ships’ bakers who supplied them with
bread, to the pilots who guided them to and from the harbor. Another forty-six
Fells Point residents who performed such occupations as cooper, carpenter, and
common laborer probably played a part in the shipping industry at least periodi-
cally. When these individuals are added, nearly 44 percent of Fells Point’s heads of
household could have worked in the shipping industry at some time during 1796.

Only sixty-three of the area’s 216 craftsmen were involved in trades that were
definitely not shipping-related in 1796. The largest number were cordwainers and
tailors. Many probably made their living by shoeing and clothing their neighbors
rather than by creating products for wider distribution. Likewise, the innkeepers,
grocers, and retailers who lived on the Point also served the tertiary function of
providing goods and services to local people and to sailors and others temporarily
in the area.

Due to its dependence on orders from merchants or the government, shipyard
work could come in spurts. Joseph A. Goldenberg found that over a period of one
hundred weeks in the 1750s a single Massachusetts shipwright worked only 455
days. He worked anywhere from three to six days a week, presumably depending
on the amount of work available.” A craftsman living in a small town and working
in such a fitful industry would have had difficulty supporting himself on this type
of work alone, and he no doubt would have performed other sorts of labor or
farmed some land when the demand for shipbuilding labor was low. This no doubt
became more difficult as Maryland agriculture became less profitable and the
shipyards became concentrated in the city in the late eighteenth century.

In a functionally specialized city neighborhood such as Fells Point, a crafts-
man would be more likely to find skilled work in the many shipyards, in which
several shipbuilding projects might be going on simultaneously. Also, carpenters,
masons, and other skilled workers presumably could use their special skills at
other sorts of jobs. For example, Fells Point was experiencing a building boom as
its population grew, yet only three men were listed specifically as house joiners in
the 1796 city directory. Presumably, ships’ joiners and even ships’ carpenters would
sometimes work in house construction during slack shipbuilding periods, con-
structing houses for themselves or others.

The concentration of specialized craftsmen in the area created a demand for
support services, including inns, boarding houses, grocery stores, dry good stores,
barbers, and a number of highly specialized luxury crafts such as umbrella maker
and furrier. Also needed were watermen and carmen to move goods between port
and downtown. Finally, a few government officials and professionals—seven rev-
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Fells Point shipyard owners profited from revolutionary war contracts. (Maryland Journal and
Baltimore Advertiser, February 18, 1777.)

enue officers, five schoolmasters, five doctors, and two constables—served the
Point’s residents.

The initial need for shipbuilders brought skilled workers into Fells Point. New
residents, in turn, created a demand for workers to assist them by performing less
skilled labor. All of these people created a demand for support services such as
inns, groceries, and other businesses of the sort found in any city neighborhood.
These were the forward linkages necessary for economic development that ship-
building created.

Population growth, urbanization, and functional specialization were accom-
panied by a truncating of the range of wealth in Fells Point and a decline in per
capita wealth. This relative impoverishment is illustrated by an examination of
probated inventories and property ownership rates during the final quarter of the
eighteenth century.

In the 1770s, Fells Point’s residents were often quite prosperous. Several wealthy
merchants lived there, most notably Jesse Hollingsworth and Abraham VanBibber
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Baltimore merchants such as William Patterson, right, bought luxury items directly from the
ships’ captains and auctioneers. (Federal Intelligencer and Baltimore Daily Gazette, December 23,

1794.)
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and their brothers, and a sample of inventories of residents showed an average
wealth of £658.7 In addition, 45 percent of those residents were worth above £225 at
their deaths, enough to make them fairly wealthy, and 10 percent were quite rich,
worth over £1,000.”® The largest of these estates was that of George Wells, an impor-
tant shipbuilder worth £7,626 at his death.”® Wells owned thirty-seven unimproved
lots and four that contained structures. He also owned seven slaves, numerous pieces
of mahogany furniture, a large collection of china, and luxury items such as books,
pictures, and mirrors. Although his fortune was, perhaps, not comparable to that
of Baltimore’s merchant elite, it was nevertheless impressively large.

A second indication of the relative wealth of Fells Point in 1776 is the fact that at
least 85 percent of Fells Point’s residents owned their own homes.* The twenty
heads of household in the 1776 sample collectively owned a total of sixty-seven lots.
When George Wells and his forty-one lots are dropped from the sample, the re-
maining nineteen people owned a total of twenty-six lots, or nearly 1.4 per person.
Thus, nearly everyone who could afford it owned real estate, and many people
owned multiple lots as investments in their rapidly developing neighborhood.
Even Michael Reardon, a poor boat maker, owned a small house and lot, which
was about all that he owned.*

By 1796, Fells Point had become distinctly plebeian, with virtually no mer-
chants living there despite a much larger population, and inventories indicate that
even the wealthiest residents in 1796 were not truly rich.#* Average wealth had
declined from £658 in 1776 to £260, and only 22 percent of the 1796 residents were



166 Maryland Historical Magazine

worth more than £225, down from 45 percent in 1776.# The two wealthiest men in
the sample were Samuel Cleland, with an estate of £2,241, and ships’ baker James
Fortune, with an estate valued at £1,140.4

Neither Fortune nor Cleland lived lavishly. Cleland, who appears to have
been a small merchant or a ships’ chandler, lived quite modestly. His inventory
lists no furniture other than a bed, two desks, and two tables. His most valuable
possessions were a slave family and a sloop. Among his few personal luxuries were
an umbrella, seventeen books, a guitar and violin, some music books, and a clock.
Fortune lived somewhat better, although not opulently. Like Cleland, no real
estate was listed in his inventory. Unlike Cleland, Fortune owned a wide variety of
furniture, most of it high quality mahogany. Among his more expensive personal
possessions were two slaves, a pistol, a sword, a watch, and some books. For the
most part his estate was tied up in his business and in debts due. He was without
such luxuries as a coach, or even pictures on his walls. Although certainly prosper-
ous, he was not in a league with the merchants of Baltimore Street, or even with
George Wells.

Fells Pointers at the bottom of the ladder in 1796 had very few possessions
indeed. John Wilson, a rigger, was worth only £24 when he died.# The bulk of his
estate was in cash, which he kept in the house. The rest consisted almost exclusively
of clothing, including six pairs of trousers, five jackets, and three pairs of drawers,
as well as shirts, stockings, handkerchiefs, and other items. Since he lived with
cabinetmaker Robert Berry, he had no need of furniture or real estate. Possibly he
was a young, unmarried man just starting out and trying to save money, or an old
man who was no longer able to do much work. At any rate, he probably lived in
reasonable comfort. The truly poor may not have appeared in the probate records
at all. Neither did the slaves and servants who did much of the heaviest labor and
were for the most part without property.

By 1798 the percentage of Fells Point residents owning real estate had dropped
to 53 percent, down sharply from 85 percent in 1776.4 This decline in owner-occu-
pancy is the second piece of evidence of an overall drop in the level of affluence on
the Point. As the neighborhood became increasingly urbanized, property grew
more expensive and after the initial boom probably appreciated more slowly.
Thus it became more difficult for less affluent investors to buy property, and even
if they could afford to do so, the relatively slower appreciation of real estate would
have made it a less attractive investment. With real estate less accessible to the poor
and the Point increasingly dominated by less affluent people, property ownership
naturally became more heavily concentrated among the few wealthy people on the
Point and among affluent absentee landlords.

Nonetheless, there were still several wealthy Fells point residents who owned
large tracts of real estate. Joseph Bias, for example, owned seven houses on the
point in addition to his own. And some residents who owned no property were,
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nevertheless, relatively wealthy. Some of the men whose inventories showed them
to be the area’s wealthiest owned little or no property. These and other well-off
people must have rented buildings. Renting was certainly not always a sign of
financial failure.# Shipwright Lewis DeRoachbroom, for example, rented a build-
ing despite the fact that he owned two others.® Other renters may have been saving
to buy a home later. The increase in renting indicates that life in Fells Point was
becoming economically more complex at the same time that the level of affluence
was dropping.

Overall, by 1796 Fells Point was a community with no truly rich people, a large
number of middling artisans and mariners, and with most of the very poor en-
slaved, apprenticed, or otherwise dependent.

It is important to note that the relative impoverishment and the drop in prop-
erty ownership in Fells Point as a whole during twenty years of rapid growth do
not necessarily indicate that urbanization brought poverty to individuals. Ex-
tremely high mobility meant that the more plebeian 1796 inhabitants were almost
an entirely different group from those of 1776.

Thus, whether individual Fells Pointers of 1796 were better off than those of
1776 is not necessarily the same as whether Fells Point as a whole was better off.
Without information on the newcomers’ lives before they arrived at the Point, one
cannot know with any certainty. It is impossible to know for certain where most of
the newcomers came from or what their lives might have been like had they not
found their way to Fells Point, but the evidence suggests that many of them prob-
ably came from the surrounding countryside and from other, smaller, Chesapeake
ports. If this is the case, then these newcomers may well have been better off in Fells
Point than at home, for in smaller towns they were less likely to find the sort of
skilled work they might find in the city, and with Maryland’s weak agricultural
economy it was not easy to support one’s family by farming. Paradoxically, urban-
ization created increased economic opportunity for some at the same time that it
created a generally lower standard of living than had existed in the earlier, less
urban environment.

Fells Point grew because of functional specialization. The initial development
of Baltimore as a grain processing and shipping entrep6t provided the area with a
pool of artisans, laborers, and sailors from the beginning. Additionally, merchants
such as Jesse Hollingsworth, Abraham Van Bibber, and Samuel Purviance were
able to provide the capital for new maritime ventures on the Point. Blessed with its
excellent harbor, a pool of skilled labor, capital, and wartime naval orders, Fells
Point boomed, attracting still more workers in the core shipping trades as well as
the shopkeepers, innkeepers and others needed to support this new population.

This new, more urban Fells Point was very different from what had preceded it.
From a relatively sparsely populated area with a wide range of residents—farmers
and merchants as well as sailors and shipbuilders—it had grown into a densely
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built manufacturing suburb with a population composed mainly of the lower and
middling sorts who worked in shipping-related industries. Although the 1796 popu-
lation was poorer than that of the 1770s, it consisted in large part of newcomers.
These people, except, of course, the growing enslaved population, probably found
more economic opportunity in their new home than they had previously in a
depressed economy. Living in a shipping center with several shipyards and docks
within walking distance, they had more jobs to choose from and were less likely to
go without work for long than they were in a town with less activity or in the declin-
ing countryside. Their very presence created still more jobs for people who provided
support services. Thus, despite the apparent impoverishment of Fells Point, the cre-
ation of the pre-industrial manufacturing suburb really offered opportunity.
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APPENDIX 1: Occupations of Fells Point Residents in 1796*

Innkeeper (43)
Sea Captain (43)
Ship Carpenter (38)
Carpenter (21)
Cordwainer (20)
Grocer (20)
Rigger (18)
Laborer (15)
Seamstress (15)
Tailor (15)
Pilot (13)
Tavern/boardinghouse
keeper (12)
Carman (12)
Blacksmith (12)
Sailmaker (11)
Shipjoiner (9)
Cooper (7)
Revenue Officer (7)
Waterman (7)
Painter and glazier (6)
Huckster (6)
Baker (6)
Physician (s)
Blockmaker (5)
Washerwoman (5)
Merchant (5)
Schoolmaster (5)
Shopkeeper (5)
Shipwright (5)
Barber (3)
Ship chandler (3)
Boat Builder (3)
Hairdresser (3)
Watchmaker (3)
Drayman (3)
House joiner (3)
Clerk (3)
Bricklayer (3)
Brickmaker (3)
Hatter (3)

Butcher (3)
Potter (2)
Sawyer (2)
Plasterer (2)
Joiner (2)
Constable (2)
Tallow Chandler (2)
Attorney (1)
Cutler (1)
Stevedore (1)
Tobacco Spinner (1)
Rope store (1)
Millener (1)
Locksmith (1)
Mathematical instru-
ment maker (1)
Shipbaker (1)
Waggoner (1)
Surgeon/apothecary (1)
Nailmaker (1)
Chairmaker (1)
Plumber (1)
Porter bottler (1)
Starchmaker (1)
Anchor smith (1)
Nailor (1)
Oysterman (1)
Shingle dresser (1)
Stage driver (1)
Caulker (1)
Turner’s shop (1)
Rope maker (1)
Smith and furrier (1)
Street paver (1)
Umbrella and trunk
maker (1)
Ship’s baker (1)
Justice of the Peace (1)
Inspector (1)
Wharfbuilder (1)
Cabinet maker (1)

Armorer (1)
Bottling cellar (1)
Mantua maker (1)

*Based on 1796 city directory. Number in parentheses indicates number of people in each
Y Y- P peop

occupation.
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APPENDIX 2: Methodology

This project analyzes two sets of inventories: one of residents who lived in Fells
Point in 1773 and 1776 and a second of Fells Point residents in 1796. Because of the
small number of residents in the 1770s, I was forced to use inventories for some
people who lived in Fells Point in the 1770s but died in the 1780s. All of the deceased
were white males. The group from the 1770s represents 14 percent of all heads of
household in 1776, and the 1790s group represents 5 percent of all heads of house-
hold in 1796. Inventories have biases and are not entirely representative of the
population of white males; they are biased toward the more affluent (who have
estates to be probated), and they are biased toward the more elderly (who often
have accumulated more possessions than younger people). Nonetheless, many of
these estates belonged to very plain people indeed. The following table lists the
names of the deceased and their dates of death. The original inventories are lo-
cated in the Maryland State Archives in Annapolis, Maryland. Years in parenthe-
ses are the year the inventory was taken.

Henry Bride (1781) Richard Clark (1783) Thomas Conely (1780)
Joseph Cromwell (1782)  Robert Forsyth (1777) Isaac Hall (1777)
Patrick Hannon (1784) Edward Harriss (1773) Micajah James (1782)

James Kingsbery (1782)  Robert Long (1779) Thomas Long (1782)
Bazil Lucas (1779) Robert Moreton (1781) Michael Reardon (1778)
Christian Reese (1784) George Robinson (1784)  John Smith (1778)
Philip Smith (1782) George Wells (1784)

Michael Allin (1798) John Bush (1797) Samuel Cleland (1797)
James Dudley (1798) George Farrel (1797) James Fortune (1797)
William Gardner (1796)  John Hay (1796) Nicholas Hopkins (1798)
Thomas B. Hugo (1798)  Matthew Hulse (1797) Nathaniel Jenny (1797)
William Johns (1797) Andrew Kelly (1796) George Knox (1797)
John Lawrence (1798) Jonas Osborn (1797) John Pannels (1797)
Anthony Pons (1797) James Pratt (1796) John Smith (1796)
Richard Smith (1797) Thomas Smith (1797) William Stacy (1798)

Pearse Veal (1798) Francis White (1797) John Wilson (1797)
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Book Excerpt

“On Afric’s Shore”

RICHARD L. HALL

he following is an excerpt from Richard L. Hall’s “On Afric’s Shore”: The

Story of Maryland in Liberia, to be published by the Press at the Maryland

Historical Society in April 2003. Based on extensive research in the records
of the Maryland Colonization Society in the library at the Maryland Historical
Society, original manuscripts elsewhere, and scientific sources, the book is an ac-
count of the dramatic struggle of a few hundred former slaves to establish a settle-
ment on the coast of Africa at Cape Palmas. This chapter examines the hardships
imposed on native African (Grebo) and American settler alike by the realities of
African agriculture, and the violence that resulted when food became scarce.

“A Prey Unto Themselves”

Russwurm* was, as he said, barely over seasickness after his return from Monrovia,
when he had to face an unprecedented palaver’ brought by the Grebo states in
unison. They had met during his absence to discuss trade. Stores of rice had run
low in April, which was nothing unusual. Greboes had long since accustomed
themselves to shortage as the previous year’s crop was consumed and the new one
matured. The harvest of 1836 had been poor, though, and the shortfall was unusu-
ally severe. Settlers depended on African farmers for rice, their staple, but Greboes
would feed themselves first.!

Freeman* dictated new prices for rice and palm oil, about double what they
had been, speciously justified as an attempt to improve the lot of impoverished
bush states. Russwurm knew too well that inland towns would receive no benefit
from the increase. He was inclined to resist but considered the power arrayed
against him. “The prices demanded were most unreasonable,” he wrote Latrobe**,

* John B. Russwurm was the first African American governor of the Maryland colony. He was
the second black college graduate in the United States (Bowdoin) and had co-founded the first
black newspaper in the country, Freedom’s Journal,

A pidgin word from the Portuguese meaning a discussion to set policy or resolve disputes.
¥ King Freeman, or Pah Nemabh, leader of Gbenelu, the Grebo state centered at Cape Palmas.
**John H. B. Latrobe, prominent Baltimore lawyer and corresponding secretary of the Mary-
land State Colonization Society.
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“but as we had not 10 croos* Rice on hand, with the new emigrants and all the sick
who were entirely dependent on the Agent, I saw no way by which I could sur-
mount the difficulty than by partially agreeing to pay it until I could do better”
John Wilson® argued on behalf of the colony, but Greboes were unmoved. “They
knew we had no rice on hand, or cassadas or potatoes to any extent in the ground:
we must therefore either give their prices or starve.” Russwurm asked for a small
vessel for trade outside Grebo territories. He hoped, vainly, that the higher prices
might force settlers to raise more food on their farms.?

Prices would normally have fallen off again as the harvest was gathered in
October and November, but the crop of 1837 was even worse than that of the previ-
ous year. Greboes and Americans alike contemplated the possibility of famine.

During the summer of 1837, the settler Alexander Hance traveled through his
old neighborhood in southern Maryland with the Rev. John Kennard, the society’s
traveling agent. Hance had been a prosperous free farmer in Calvert County be-
fore emigrating to Cape Palmas on the Bourne, which left Baltimore in December,
1834. When he reappeared, a citizen of Liberia, in equal standing with his white
fellow traveler, both of them speaking in religious meetings of a glorious new life
waiting in Africa, the appeal was powerful. Many volunteered, and Hance was
able to return with eighty-one old friends and neighbors aboard the Niobe, which
cast anchor off Cape Palmas on January 12, 1838. This was the largest group yet sent
to the colony, and twice the number carried on the Niobe’s first trip.

Any addition to the populace would normally have been welcome, but the
Niobe’s arrival caused some difficulty. Russwurm could scarcely provide for those
already on shore, much less full rations for the newcomers. He complained of the
high proportion of women and children in the group, fearing they would be a
burden. The emigrants suffered their fevers in the society’s shabby housing with
personal attention but little more.> Hance they thought had tricked them into
coming to this ramshackle, hungry place, though he shared their chagrin. “I with
many others am deceived as you promised that Emigrants should be furnished
with every thing necessary,” he wrote Kennard, telling him to have emigrants bring
all they have to Africa, “for every thing is wanted here.” He reported the scanty
supplies given settlers: “C. Gross, 5 Plates only for seven in family the others got
from 2 to 3 plates only no Knives forks nor any thing Else.”*

The new settlers brought him before the Methodist elders for lying, and he was
hard pressed to defend himself. In letters home, he begged Kennard to publish the
journal of their travels to prove he had told the truth.

* A croo was roughly equivalent to one-half bushel.

 John Wilson, Congregationalist missionary sent by the American Board of Commissioners
for Foreign Missions to establish a mission in Liberia. He and Russwurm became antagonists
almost upon meeting.



176 Maryland Historical Magazine

On February 22, 1838, Maryland in Liberia celebrated its fourth anniversary.
John Revey gave an address at the Methodist Church, and settlers enjoyed a mod-
est picnic at the Agency House. The following morning, Russwurm left to retrace
Hall’s* trip up the Cavally River. Denah’s King Neh, who had once hosted Hall,
had continued to invite the Marylanders to establish a base near his town. Now,
with rice scarce and the beach towns exerting pressure on the settlement, Russwurm
hoped to expand his sources of food. He took with him King Freeman, Anthony
Wood, and twelve Grebo men. Though Freeman was sometimes an adversary,
Russwurm thought his presence would enhance the mission’s prestige. Gbenelu
was also hungry, and a successful venture would certainly promote peace.’

The party encountered some delays on the beach, but they got to Grand
Cavally about eight at night. A canoe had delivered their baggage earlier in the
day. Baphro was hospitable, and they tarried for two days, giving time for news of
their expedition to ascend the river. While at Grand Cavally, delegates from Half
Cavally earnestly urged Russwurm not to go any farther. They used all sorts of
arguments, but they were transparently jealous of the interior trade. Baphro ad-
vised Russwurm to ignore them, and they left.

Early Monday, the travelers set out in a large dugout canoe. As they passed up
the lagoon, Russwurm relaxed and took in the lush fields and forests on its banks.
The Grebo boatmen, accustomed to the ocean, kept a swift pace against the slug-
gish current. Soon they approached Ploroh, where Hall had encountered some
trouble during his exploration. Opposite the first of the satellite villages, a muske-
teer fired at them. Immediately they heard the deep pounding of war drums in
other villages, and at once forty or more canoes, each with three men armed with
machetes or muskets, filled the river. They quickly moved around the dugout,
which was helpless against them.

For a brief moment, the travelers braced themselves, perhaps to die, or at least
to suffer a beating. The brief calm ended when someone snatched a prize. A free-
for-all ensued. Freeman, Russwurm, and Wood were all thrown in the water. Wood
was severely beaten and almost drowned. King Freeman received similar treat-
ment until his oarsmen could save him. Russwurm, whom Greboes accorded spe-
cial rank as if he were a white man, fared a little better. Three men pulled him from
the water, only to confiscate his clothing, but otherwise they left him unharmed.
Somehow, everyone reached shore, deprived of all but a few threads of clothing.
They walked up to Ploroh to complain to Toureh, whose subjects had robbed
them. He listened politely but pretended that he had no knowledge of the incident
and could do nothing about it. He provided a boat to carry them back to Grand
Cavally that afternoon.

* Dr. James Hall, first governor of Maryland in Liberia (1834-35).
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Detail of Map of the West Coast of Africa, compiled by John Arrowsmith, 1842. (Maryland
Historical Society.)

Baphro received them with apparent sympathy, giving them food and dry
clothes. He sent word to Cape Palmas, and called a general palaver for the next
day. Freeman and Russwurm remained overnight, hoping to get redress. At the
palaver, Grand Cavally and Robookah blamed Toureh for the whole thing. Free-
man would rather have believed the story, but Russwurm did not. He thought that
Half Cavally and Grand Cavally must have conspired with Toureh to keep the
Americans from interloping on the river trade. He regretted giving Baphro op-
portunity to divert responsibility. In any case, the palaver was inconclusive. Free-
man and Russwurm went home and found their constituents united in outrage
against Toureh. Many advocated an immediate campaign, but the two leaders
successfully opposed so rash a plan. They chose instead to await an opportunity
for revenge.®

[In the summer of 1838 the colonial agency was involved in a bitter dispute
with missionaries over whether mission staff should have to perform militia duty
as all other settlers were required by law.]

The quarrel between Russwurm and Wilson took place in an atmosphere of
general irritability and contentiousness as food supplies steadily dwindled. Greboes
and Americans alike faced starvation. Had Russwurm’s venture up the Cavally
River been successful, rice might have been forthcoming from Denah. Garroway, a
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few miles to windward, provided some, but factional strife there, bordering on
civil war, combined with difficulty of transport, limited the relief. The agent went
to Garroway and declared peace, but trade improved scarcely at all. At Cape
Palmas, rice and other African produce again doubled in price. Tobacco, the prin-
cipal colonial currency, declined in value: so much had been paid out for provi-
sions that Greboes had little interest in accepting more.”

John Wilson blamed everything on Russwurm. On April 26, on the heels of the
dispute over Banks*, he wrote his brother-in-law in Columbia, South Carolina:
“Since the election of a Colored man to the office of Governor of this Colony, and
another for Liberia proper, the progress of Colonization has been a rapid and
fearful decline; and I look upon it, at this moment, as on the verge of a ruinous
precipice.” He promised to publish an exposé which would show that, “Coloniza-
tion as conducted at present, is little less than a system of iniquity and oppression.”
He added, “The Colonists of this place have become idle, vicious and turbulent in
the highest degree: and must starve to death unless they commence a career of
plunder and robery of the property and persons of the native inhabitants: and this
latter event is by no means improbable, unless the natives of the Country, should
combine and overwhelm them.”®

More moderate members of the community believed that the failure of settlers
to raise their own food had caused the present difficulties. After more than four
years of hard work, the record of settler agriculture was one long disappoint-
ment.® Many settlers regarded farming as slaves’ work, beneath their status as free
men. Moreover, their efforts to raise crops often failed miserably. Most settlers,
therefore, had to find other employment. Many cut lumber, though they knew the
activity was unhealthy and dangerous. Others engaged in petty trade or practiced
crafts learned in America. “We have been too negligent about our farms,” Oliver
Chambers, master of the public school, wrote Ira Easter in a letter of July 10,
voicing a popular opinion: “Yes Sir, we have shamefully thrown our Farms A way
and Greedily Grasped the hammer and Saw and declare ourselves Carpenters for
the sake of a little currency because it is An immediate reward, and depend upon
the Natives for our food But we begin to discover that our Natives are not fools, if
we buy of them we have to pay well for the Article or starve.”” He hoped that his
fellow citizens would learn a lesson from their adversity.

Colonial officials frequently criticized the aversion to agriculture, which they
blamed on laziness or improper ideas of liberty, but the causes were deeper. The
society tried to recreate agriculture as practiced in Maryland or on southern plan-
tations. They assigned fixed plots of land for intensive cultivation. Many crops
that the agency promoted would not thrive at the Cape, or individual settlers
could not grow them in sufficient quantity to repay their efforts. Settlers, who did

" John Banks was a settler employed by the mission as a teacher.
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not know better, also tried to farm according to their experience, in a manner
inappropriate for conditions at Cape Palmas. Cotton required just the right soil
and weather to flourish, with extraordinary labor—and for all that, weevils de-
stroyed most of the bolls. Cape Palmas tobacco was inferior. Coffee flourished,
and young plants or seeds were available to any settler who applied. Few asked for
any quantity, though, because several years were required before a harvest was
possible. The oil palm was also plentiful. Greboes gathered enough for domestic
use and usually had a surplus to sell to the agency. Russwurm and Hall both advo-
cated its cultivation, but settlers again resisted. The international market for palm
oil was just developing, and settlers would not plant and cultivate trees when they
could collect the fruit all around them. Until they could identify a crop that would
grow without extravagant inputs of labor and money and could find a consistent
foreign market, settlers were unlikely to devote more than marginal attention to
their farms. This was only common sense."

The failure of colonial agriculture was essentially the result of ecological con-
ditions. Greboes also faced difficulties, which only a few Americans seemed to
recognize. Launcelot Minor, an Episcopal missionary, addressed a letter on the
subject to Latrobe in 1838. He noted that acquaintances had “entered into a series
of calculations to prove that this country is incapable of supporting more than the
native population.” He apparently accepted the contention, but he thought that
improved technology and more suitable crops would alleviate scarcity and permit
higher population densities.”

Paradoxically, Americans found Greboesin possession of a country that seemed
to be fertile and underused. Yet now, with the addition of only about four hundred
individuals, chronic food shortages were developing. Geography and the ecology
of food production help to explain what was happening. A successful agricultural
system must produce enough to meet the needs of a community consistently over
years and generations. These needs are related to the size of a population, its di-
etary preferences, and its economic habits. Overpopulation is a relative term,
having ecological significance primarily in terms of land degradation, which oc-
curs by any of a number of processes in which the physical structure or chemical
composition of the soil is altered, resulting in destruction of the numbers and
variety of living things or in reduction of productive capacity of the soil. For
example, the coastal savannahs are a product of degradation: where once had
been forest, agriculture had worn out the soils and left barren scrub.”

Scholars have argued that precolonial Africa was generally underpopulated,
and that the land could have supported larger populations, but did not largely
because of the slave trade.™ This may have been the case in many areas, devastated
by slave-raiding campaigns, but the historical record for Cape Palmas indicates
overpopulation instead.” The beaches offered economic advantages that tended
to draw larger concentrations of people. At the same time, the salt air and poor
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marine soils made them less productive than areas farther inland. This is reflected
in the keen struggle for land among the Grebo towns, and seasonal hunger. The
Grebo states were sparsely populated, but their system of agriculture could not
have supported many more people than it did when the Americans landed in 1834.

Using nineteenth-century estimates of Grebo population and of the extent of
their territory, in combination with modern information on nutritional require-
ments and the production of upland rice under shifting cultivation, some crude
calculations, perhaps along the lines of those mentioned by Rev. Launcelot Minor,
are possible. Sources estimate the Grebo population between twenty and twenty-
four thousand, tending toward the latter figure.'® The total area occupied by the
several Grebo states was about ninety square miles—about twenty-three miles
along the coast from Fishtown to the Cavally River, with a boundary about four
miles inland.”

Grebo farmers grew rice and other crops in a system of bush fallow rotation,
which required extensive tracts of land but also maintained sustained yields. Their
farming achieved an ecological equilibrium, nevertheless, yields were probably
not very high. Horatio Bridge, who visited Cape Palmas in 1843, learned that
Grebo farmers planted about two bushels of rice per acre, hoping to harvest thirty.
Greboes generally planted their rice on hillsides and riverbanks rather than swamps
and marshes, despite the fact that upland rice produces substantially less than
lowland varieties. Lowland rice typically produces forty or fifty bushels for every
two planted, though disease and parasites associated with the lowlands make their
cultivation less attractive. Only a fraction of the Grebo territories were suitable
for rice, for the seacoast soils were less fertile. Grebo farmers concentrated their
activities two or three miles inland, along the northern edges of their states, or on
isolated hilltops closer to the coast.’®

The principal goal of shifting cultivators is to grow enough to feed themselves,
with a surplus to offset a poor harvest or to sell for goods that cannot be made in
the household. Agronomists estimate that one-third hectare planted in upland
rice will sustain an adult for a year, and further that for every five adults an extra
one-third hectare must be planted: that is, two hectares are necessary to support
five adults.” Greboes of the nineteenth century probably planted similar propor-
tions. If we take the lower population figure of twenty thousand, then eight thou-
sand hectares of upland rice would produce the necessary subsistence and a small
surplus. Shifting cultivation demands territory. With a fallow period of ten years,
ten times more land would be needed to support a population over the long run
than would be needed to feed it for one year. Eight thousand hectares annually in
an area of ninety square miles would allow field rotation in a period of between six
and seven years. This is fairly fast: agronomists agree that eight to ten years of
fallow is generally necessary to avoid degradation in a tropical rainforest environ-
ment. What is more, the actual area suitable for growing rice would have been
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much less than ninety square miles. As noted, Greboes confined rice cultivation to
the northern fringes of their territories, where soils were better and the salt spray
not so damaging. Perhaps only forty-five square miles were actually available. If
this was the case, then fields would have to be reused every three to four years, an
unsustainable rate.>°

Gbenelu was the largest of the Grebo states, comprising about thirty-five square
miles, with the highest proportion of interior land. A population of about four
thousand was concentrated in three towns. Taking the ratio of two hectares for
every five adults, then sixteen hundred hectares would be cultivated every year. If
all of Gbenelu territory could be farmed, then farmers would reuse fields every
twelve to thirteen years. Deduct one-third as unsuitable, and the cycle must have
been closer to eight years, which is still reasonable. On the other hand, if the other
Grebo states are taken in aggregate, then fifty-five square miles, much of it close to
the beach, would have had to support sixteen thousand people. Thus, 6,400 hect-
ares cultivated every year, and fields recleared every four or five years, at best; or,
allowing for unsuitable land, perhaps every two or three years.

These are rough estimates, but they demonstrate that the Grebo states could
not have produced all the rice they needed, though Gbenelu may have made enough
for bare subsistence. The beach towns sacrificed an easy food supply, and perhaps
less hazardous disease environments, for the economic benefits of access to the sea.
The Grebo people were not starving. Cassava, bananas, and other crops would
make up a large part of their food deficit. Fish, game, and livestock provided more
food. Trade with neighbor states in the interior accounted for the rest. For this
reason, Greboes were extremely protective of their interests in the bush.”

Despite hard times, Russwurm encountered little trouble with Greboes. He
and Freeman shared an interest in vengeance upon King Toureh and the Barboes
of Cavally River. Lulled by a sense of friendship, Russwurm broached the topic of
moving Big Town, which straddled Maryland Avenue between Harper and the
village of Latrobe. So many bumptious, heathen Africans upset the sensibilities of
straight-laced settlers.”> The agent thought that a physical separation of the two
peoples was a reasonable means of ensuring peace, but he misjudged the issue’s
sensitivity. “The natives are becoming exceedingly uneasy at the amount of land
appropriated by colonists,” John Wilson warned Latrobe. “They are apprehensive
that they will be crowded out of their reservations.” They had asked him repeatedly
whether the society would send out an agent to investigate the situation and pro-
tect them. Settlers were experiencing the effects of this unrest. Thefts, with their
political overtones, increased as the supply of food dwindled. Greboes continually
taunted settlers as “slaves” and took advantage where they could.”

They picked out some settlers for particular bullying. One was Eben Parker, a
freed slave from Queen Anne’s County, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. He had
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emigrated to Maryland early in 1836 with his wife and five young daughters. In
Africa, he had toiled and suffered, crippled with arthritis. Two of his children
died.* In spite of hardship, Parker was one of the few settlers committed to farm-
ing. His neatly cleared, fenced lot on Maryland Avenue, opposite Mt. Vaughan,
was a model. Early in 1838, he chose to grow rice for himself rather than buy it. This
was too much for Greboes, who regarded the lot as one of their former rice fields,
reluctantly ceded in their confrontation with Holmes* in 1836. If Parker could
make a success of rice, others might follow and measurably reduce their depen-
dence on African produce. The sedibo’ decreed that no African could work for
Parker, a blow, but the old man made due with the help of his wife and girls. He
carried a stool with him, which he put down whenever he needed rest, and weeded
whatever lay within arm’s reach. Greboes systematically badgered Parker and his
family. They stole whatever they could, and when he resisted, they resorted to the
colonial courts, repeatedly calling him to answer petty charges. Once, a Grebo
woman accosted Mrs. Parker and a child on Maryland Avenue as they returned
from visiting a neighbor. The woman menaced them with a billhook, cutting the
little girl’s arm, then threw the mother into a ditch alongside the road. Eben Parker
saw the scuffle, hobbled out, and wrestled with the woman while his family es-
caped. She went straight to Harper to file a complaint, and Parker was fined for
assault. Nor was this the end of his troubles. On another occasion, a Grebo broke
into his house and stole a gun. Mrs. Parker followed the thief, satisfying herself of
his identity and residence. She went to Thomas Jackson, justice of the peace, to
complain. He was sympathetic and went with her to recover the weapon, but the
thief was not prosecuted for fear of raising a palaver.”

On June 16, the agent and council discussed the growing incidence of thefts.
They urged settlers to be more vigilant—empty advice to a community that did
not lock doors. More pragmatically, they posted night watchmen throughout the
settlement, with instructions to shoot any suspect disobeying orders to halt. Early
in July, some palaver among the Grebo states shut off the supply of cassava for a
few days, and the prospect of famine grew more vivid.*

The schooner Columbia anchored off Cape Palmas on July 2, with thirty-six
slaves from Savannah, Georgia, the property of Mrs. John Wilson and her brother,
Nicholas Bayard. When their opinion of Maryland in Liberia had been more fa-
vorable, the Wilsons had arranged to settle them at Harper. Bayard delayed their
departure while he rented the slaves to Savannah for public works, but finally he
sent them to Baltimore to emigrate.”” Wilson wrote Bayard in April to dissuade
him from the plan, but the letter arrived too late. These new emigrants arrived at
the worst possible time. Wilson and Russwurm were hardly on speaking terms,

* Dr. Oliver Holmes was the second governor of the colony, from 1835 to 1836.
T The body of men of military age in a Grebo state.
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Map of Harper from the Maryland Colonization Society Papers. (Maryland Historical Society.)

though the missionary had to rely on the agent. There were scarcely any provi-
sions on hand: settlers were daily begging for food, and even this small accession
was more than the agency could provide for. To his credit, Russwurm did all he
could for Wilson’s people, and they did not fare too badly. Wilson could only cast
blame, however, condemning Russwurm as “short-sighted and improvident.” His
policies and incompetence had rendered the colony dependent upon African pro-
duce. “If the natives should demand two dollars this year for a croo of rice instead
of one it will not surprise me — and they may mabke it five unless the colonists will
render themselves independent by their own industry,” he added. “The time was
when rice could be shipped from the place, but the demand now exceeds the
amount produced.”*

About the middle of July, a Grebo man broke into a house and stole various
articles, including a good hunting gun. Grebo constables detected and jailed him
to await trial. The following Sunday afternoon, July 22, Russwurm heard of a plot
to free the prisoner. He called the militia to arms and declared martial law for the
next three days. He was determined not to be humiliated as in the summer before.
War seemed imminent, but settlers were braced for whatever might come. Greboes
did not hazard an assault.”
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On Tuesday morning, the twenty-fourth, a man from a bush town, Barrakah,
walked along Maryland Avenue with a sheep and other articles to trade at Harper.
Eben Parker stopped him and bought the sheep, then continued his chores with
little thought about the transaction. He was surprised late that afternoon to see
the Barrawe at his front gate. The African wanted his sheep back, claiming that the
price was not enough. Parker argued, but to no end. The bushman was determined
to take his animal home again. Parker went into the cabin for his musket, and the
Barrawe man walked off with the sheep. When Parker came to the door, they were
out the gate. He took aim and fired. The heavy lead slug caught the bushman in the
shoulder, throwing him down, seriously but not mortally wounded.

The gun’s echoing report attracted Africans and settlers in the vicinity. Greboes
carried the wounded man to Harper. Settlers retrieved the sheep and stood in the
yard to sympathize with Parker, who was nearly in a frenzy. He declared that he
would shoot any officer who might try to arrest him. They shared his sense of
abandonment. If the law would not protect them, they were resolved to take care
of themselves. At the Agency House, the noisy entry of the wounded man with an
outraged entourage disturbed Russwurm and Freeman in a palaver concerning
the threatened jailbreak. The agent ordered Parker’s arrest, then resumed his con-
versation with the king.

Sheriff William Hawkins received the warrant early in the evening, but it was
too late in the day to act. He was aware that Parker was armed and prepared to
defend himself. The next morning, July 25, men of Gbenelu carried the Barrawe
man back to his town, where he told an angry story of having been assaulted for no
good reason, and without redress. His bearers corroborated the story and em-
broidered the details, using the chance to raise even more trouble for Parker.
Barrakah’s sedibo, consumed in a flash of rage, quickly decided to send a war party
to set the palaver.

An accident that same evening fostered their object. Somewhere in the laby-
rinthine streets of Gbenelu, a neglected cooking fire spread sparks into a house
thatch. In moments, a spectacular blaze, visible miles away, consumed the major
part of the town. Few if any lives were lost, though the general panic and destruc-
tion of property was immense. Normally, looting would have followed such a
misfortune, but agent and king were both anxious to prevent it. The militia mus-
tered once again, to spend yet another wakeful night at their guns—now to pro-
tect those whom a few hours before they were prepared to fight.>°

At dawn on July 26, a troop of some fifty Barrawe men approached the drowsy
garrison at Mt. Tubman on Maryland Avenue. They carried clubs and machetes
(many of the latter received by trade with the agency), and the united movement
of so many men toward Cape Palmas should have aroused suspicion. When the
chief officer questioned them, they indicated that they had come to see the damage
at Gbenelu and commiserate. This satisfied him, and the pickets let them pass. The
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settlement was just then rising to the new day. At Mt. Vaughan, John Payne ob-
served them trotting along the thorn fence in front of the mission. Across the road,
Eben Parker also watched, sensing danger, but unwilling and unable to do other
than face it. He called a warning to his wife and children, telling them to stay inside
the house. The Barrawe soldiers entered the yard. One hit Parker with a club, and
another slashed him with a cutlass, and then the rest took turns at his body. Some
others went after Parker’s wife and daughters. Mrs. Parker climbed out a back
window and fled with her youngest in her arms. She managed to escape, though
she was wounded. Two other girls were cut down as they ran, one killed and the
other left as dead. The Africans rifled the house and set fire to it, then rushed into
the bush behind Mt. Vaughan. A column of black smoke marked the ghastly site, a
contrast to the lush, vivid green rice field, gray with dew, that grew behind the
homestead.

In moments, word passed the length of the settlement, “murder” and “African
rebellion” on everyone’s lips. The Greboes’ terror of the previous night now fell
upon settlers. Naturally, the report grew more confused and extreme with repeti-
tion, and the news that reached the main garrison at Latrobe was absolutely hor-
rid. The moment he heard the report, without knowing precisely what had oc-
curred, Charles Snetter® picked a small detachment of his men and hastened to
Parker’s farm. As they approached the spot, they intercepted a group of Grebo
men and boys. At least one of them had a musket. They were very likely suspects, in
Snetter’s opinion, though in fact they were innocent, merely returning from their
farms to survey their losses in the previous night’s fire. Snetter questioned them
but got no satisfactory answer. He ordered them to turn and walk ahead of his
men, who carried muskets with fixed bayonets, toward Parker’s farm.

Other settlers came up, pointing at the Greboes and identifying them as kill-
ers. The captives had good reason to fear that the growing crowd might lynch
them. They walked a short distance, but as they reached a cross street, they saw
another troop of militia coming toward them from Parker’s. In an instant, they
darted from their captors and scrambled for the bush. Captain Snetter ordered his
men to fire, though he was too late: a volley of musket balls was already leveled at
the fleeing Greboes. Three of the escapees were hit in the back. One fell dead, and
two wounded, one mortally. The rest got away in the underbrush.

The crackle of gunfire jarred the whole neighborhood. Within minutes, armed
settlers and Greboes gathered at the scene, prepared for a pitched battle. For a few
moments, war seemed inevitable. Only the concerted efforts of Russwurm and
Freeman to calm the crowd averted disaster.

For the next few weeks, the militia was on full alert. The pressure would have
been taxing under any circumstances. On the verge of starvation, with no relief

* Charles Snetter, a settler from South Carolina, was the leading military officer in the colony.
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likely for another two or three months, the settlers’ uncertainty and stress were
near intolerable. On two occasions in the first week of August, men of the night
watch at Mt. Tubman, under command of Charles Snetter, slaughtered Grebo
bullocks. Freeman immediately protested, for livestock were money to Greboes.
Russwurm investigated. Some of the Tubmans informed him that Snetter had
dined with them—tasting only rice, they said—while the rest feasted on beef-
steaks. When questioned, Snetter claimed to know nothing of the affair. The officer
left Russwurm and straightaway met a group of sympathetic settlers. He read from
the eighth chapter of Joshua, which described the Israelites’ destruction of a
Canaanite town and the taking of booty and cattle, “for a prey unto themselves.”*

Charles Snetter was a clever, energetic fellow, and a stirring speaker with an
attractive South Carolina lilt. Freely employing Biblical language and analogy, he
articulated the anxiety of many settlers who believed that their government ca-
pitulated to Grebo demands too easily. Russwurm, who never responded grace-
fully to criticism, rather disliked Snetter. In his opinion, the man was an ignorant
fraud—one who pretended to accomplishments of which he was incompetent. He
saw Snetter as a demagogue, whose intention was to mislead and manipulate pub-
lic opinion for his own benefit, amply demonstrated in the persecution of James
Thomson.* Snetter rose to shrill extremes of rhetoric, urging settlers to extermi-
nate their heathen neighbors, just as God had ordered the Israelites to overrun
Canaan.*

On the morning of Parker’s murder, settlers hailed Snetter as a hero. Even
Russwurm had to excuse his actions, though mistaken, under the circumstances.
In the next two weeks, however, he changed his mind. As those involved in the
shooting discussed the incident, a more sinister story emerged. Some speculated
that Snetter ordered his men to fire even though he knew that his prisoners were
innocent, maybe even before they began to run. Russwurm was predisposed to
think the worst of Snetter and grew more disgusted with each report. He suspected
Snetter of countenancing the thefts of bullocks but could prove nothing. On Au-
gust 8, he and the council met to repudiate the shooting and the thefts. It was
resolved that any violation of military discipline must be treated with utmost
severity.® Russwurm appointed a “Court of Inquiry,” though the colony’s consti-
tution provided for no such thing. A court-martial would normally hear such a
case, but the agent apparently believed that no military court would convict so
high and popular an officer. He therefore resorted to means outside the normal
process of law.

Early on August 18, a Saturday, the court convened. There were ten judges:

* James Thomson, a settler from Monrovia, hailed from British Guiana and had studied at
Cambridge. The Episcopal Missionary Society in the United States had hired him to create a
mission at Cape Palmas, until dismissed amid scandal.
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Russwurm at the head, associated with James Thomson, Alexander Hance, Ben-
jamin Alleyne, John Revey, and other loyal citizens. They first questioned Launcelot
Minor, an Episcopal missionary, who had spoken with the party of Greboes just
before Snetter’s men intercepted them. The soldiers from Snetter’s detachment
testified, with small differences of detail. They all agreed, however, that Snetter
had given the order to fire after the captives had begun to run. Snetter did not
testify. Meeting privately on Monday, the court concluded that Snetter had no
right to order the shooting of his prisoners. They criticized all such actions on “the
spur of the moment” but acknowledged that the excitement and confusion then
prevailing mitigated the case. The court then deferred the case to Russwurm for
disposition.

The tables had turned completely, and Snetter was now at the mercy of his
enemy, Russwurm, delivered by the agent’s hand-picked judges, among whom was
James Thomson, whom Snetter had nearly destroyed less than a year before. Ques-
tions of legal technicality were irrelevant, for Russwurm and the court were deter-
mined to ruin Snetter. The agent held the court’s resolutions until August 26, when
he sent a copy of them to Snetter. He enclosed them in a letter informing the
captain that his civil duties were terminated and that he had thirty days to settle
his business in the colony. At the end of that period, he must take up residence in
Harper and leave Maryland at the first opportunity.>* The man who had before
endeavored to have Thomson banished now found himself under the same sentence.

The proceedings were patently unfair, and settlers reacted angrily. Snetter
augmented the fervor, walking the length of the colony to tell his story. In a com-
munity in which everyone knew everyone else’s business, he was the principal sub-
ject of conversation. Early in September, citizens convened at the militia’s central
station, in the township of Latrobe. Snetter was absent at first, but a group of
settlers went to get him. In the meantime, citizens took turns voicing concerns for
their personal safety and the future of their country. When Snetter arrived, the
crowd received him warmly and listened attentively as he read Russwurm’s letter
and commented upon it. In response, they nominated five men “to draw up a
remonstrance Such and one as their weak abbility will allow to show that a large
majorrity of citizens took task at that movement as a high handed measure and
Consider it the first move to give the lives of our wives and Children into the hands
of the Savages around us who thirsts for our Blood.”s

The committee set about its task vigorously. None of them were fully liter-
ate—three at least could not sign their names—and the document they produced
was awkward. Even so, they demonstrated a clear understanding of the colonial
constitution and their rights as citizens. They cited, by article and clause, the pro-
visions they believed the agent had violated in Snetter’s case. They argued that the
law guaranteed citizens due process in prosecution; that citizens were entitled to
bear and use arms for their own and their country’s defense; that military offenses
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must be tried in a court-martial; and that only a court, not the governor alone,
could impose a sentence of banishment. Their petition expanded from a defense of
Snetter to a critique of Russwurm’s administration. They asserted that he had
overstayed his term of office, contrary to law. They complained that the governor
treated citizens with contempt and showed too much favor to Africans. Though
they shared Russwurm’s anger over the robbery on the Cavally River, they were
more upset that one of their own, Anthony Wood, was nearly killed than for the
agent’s humiliation. They believed that Greboes had plotted the incident and con-
demned Russwurm for relying on them to assist his revenge. As an instance, they
related that shortly after Parker’s murder, the agent sent John Bowen with guides
supplied by Freeman to offer King Neh of Denah money to kidnap some of Toureh’s
people on the Cavally River. On the first evening, the party halted at a town, which
Bowen presently suspected was Barrakah. Fearing for his life, he fled back to the
Cape. Finally, the committee accused Russwurm of catering to Freeman’s whims,
namely to sacrifice Snetter, the best military man in the colony, “To oblige this
savage who sirround us we are to be deprived of our Right Eye and then to lay
down and die. We the undersigned say that we solomnly protest in the name of the
Maryland State Society as well as the welfare of this colony (an do plainly say that
he is not for us is against us) against Capt Chas Snetters leaving at all under that
decree and otherwise untill we are better settled with our affairs.” The men pre-
sented their report on September 12. Fifty-six attached their names. They handed
a copy to Russwurm, posted another publicly, and mailed a third to the board of
managers in Baltimore.’

Indeed, Russwurm had acted outside of strict accordance with the law, par-
tially to take revenge for Snetter’s persecution of James Thomson, but also because
the man was a hothead, a dangerous individual in a tenuous community which
emotional manipulation could sway. The agent was much more sensitive to the
real power of Greboes than were most citizens, who entertained naive ideas of
sweeping them away. He had little affection for Grebo culture, yet he realized that
settlers must live with it or be destroyed. He therefore did what was necessary to
preserve peace without conceding too much.

The turbulence hurt Russwurm’s feelings, though there was truth in the set-
tlers’ criticisms. He reacted with characteristic choler, adding more enemies to his
list. When someone informed Freeman that he was unqualified to be governor—
because Russwurm was not really a white man—and the king challenged him,
Russwurm reached his limit. He informed the board that he intended to resign as
soon as they could find a replacement.”

During the months following his conviction, Snetter wandered the colony,
offering apocalyptic visions to a receptive audience. At night meetings he was
known to pray for the agent’s salvation, and when agitated to shout, “Fire, fire!
Fire! Fire from heaven!” as he moved on his knees from chair to chair. Major
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Anthony Wood made a similar campaign, though with less verve. At length, they
went too far, and more sober members of the community rejected their extrem-
ism. Wilson expelled Snetter from his congregation, so he joined the Methodists.
Francis Burns, their new preacher, took up the case and even preached a sermon
portraying Snetter as a martyr for the cause of righteousness.®® In late January,
Snetter at last sailed for Monrovia, leaving debts and an unhappy memory.

NOTES

1. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Feb. 12,1837 (cntd. on April 10), p. 16, MSCS Archive:
“This scarcity will [ hope, be alesson to our colonists not to depend so much on the natives for
ricein the future”

2. John B.Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Nov. 14, 1837, pp. 1-3, MSCS Archive. Henceforth, the
prices were fixed at: “3 Romaul Handkerchiefs or 2 yds Satin Stripe or Blue Baft or 3 yds Cloth
or 2 bars Iron or crockery for one croo Rice, and 3 bars of every description of goods for one
croo palm oil”

3. Niobe expedition: Emigrant List; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Jan. 18, 1838;
Benjamin Alleyne to J. H. B. Latrobe, Jan. 18, 1838; Mathias Appleby to Ira Easter, Jan. 18, 1838,
allin MSCS Archive.

Problems caused by Niobe: Alexander Hance to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 7, 1838; Alexander
Hance to John Kennard, April 7,1838; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 26,1838, pp.
1—2; “Annual Election at Cape Palmas,” March 6, 1838, all in MSCS Archive.

4. Alexander Hance to John Kennard, April 7,1838, p. 2, MSCS Archive.

5. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 26, 1838, p. 18 (describes anniversary celebra-
tion), pp. 610 (recounts the trip to the Cavally River), MSCS Archive.

6. King Freeman to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 27, 1838, MSCS Archive. The King asked for boats
to attack the Cavally River towns.

7. References to hard times: John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 26, 1838, pp. 3-6, 13,
15; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 28, 1838, p. 3; John B. Russwurm to Oliver
Holmes, April 28, 1838, pp. 1, 3, all in MSCS Archive.

8. John L. Wilson to N. L. Bayard, April 26, 1838, as quoted by Bayard in a letter to J. H. B.
Latrobe, Savannah, July 10,1838, p. 2, MSCS Archive.

9. George McGill to ]. H. B. Latrobe, Dec. 25,1837, p. 2, MSCS Archive.

10. O.A. Chambers to Ira Easter, July 10, 1838, MSCS Archive.

11. John B. Russwurm’s reports are filled with accounts of activities on the Public Farms,
including attempts to introduce new crops, to use draft animals, and to plow the soil. Settlers
constantly asked for garden seeds and tools in their letters home, often noting their frustration
at not being able to farm the way they had in America. The agent urged settlers to follow the
Grebo lead in planting and harvesting times, but many resisted any change.

See A. G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Africa, chapter 11, especially pp. 27—43 for
a good discussion of the political economy of precolonial agricultural production.

12. Launcelot B. Minor to J. H. B. Latrobe and Ira Easter, n.d. but probably April 1838. In a
similar vein, Stephen Smith wrote Zachariah Tippett, his old master, on July 6,1838, that he
was “not pleased with the arrange ment of the co[lJoney and the reason is that wee are all
among the natives and thear is a nuf of them heare to tend evry foot of land that is heare and
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tha heave as much rite to the land as wee heve and as thea become inlightened theare woold
requier more room and wheare is it to come from.” MSCS Archive.

13. Land degradation is the key to understanding the relative concept of overpopulation.

14. See for example, A. G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Africa (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1973)

15. Opportunities for estimating critical densities of population in an historical context are
scarce. Africa poses particular problems, because its agricultural systems are relatively unfa-
miliar to Westerners, and specific facts about production in the past are hard to find, as are
reliable demographic data. Maryland in Liberia’s records are exceptionally detailed, however,
and the circumstances they indicate encourage the researcher to consider the problem of
chronic systemic food shortage. The analysis of such a situation in Grebo country is based on
simple premises which are discussed at length in William Allen’s, The African Husbandman,
and other works, including numerous FAO-UN publications.

16. Estimates of Grebo population: John Payne, quoted in Scott, Day-dawn in Africa, p. 55:
25,000; Lynch, Report, p. 52: 20,000 in 1853; T. Savage, in The Spirit of Missions, Vol. 111, p. 148:
60,000 to 70,000 within a fifty mile radius of Cape Palmas in 1838.

17. James Hallto J. H. B. Latrobe, Feb. 9—16, 1834, pp. 4—5. A large manuscript map, “Maryland
in Liberia,” dated 1839, is in MSCS Archive. Another useful document, “Map of the Grebo
Country, Cape Palmas West Africa. 1841,” appeared in The Spirit of Missions, Vol. VIIL.

18. Lowland varieties of rice were probably unknown to Grebo cultivators, never having been
developedlocally, though the lowland crops typically yield much more (forty or fifty bushels
for every two planted). Horatio Bridge, Journal of an African Cruiser (repr. London: Dawsons,
1968), pp. 46—47. This is supported by Charles Rockwell, Sketches of Foreign Travel (Boston:
Tappan and Dennet, 1842), 2:265. See also, Schnell, Plantes Alimentaires, p. 78; and V. A.
Ovyenga, Agriculture in Nigeria, An Introduction (Rome: FAO-UN, 1967), p. 194.

19. P.W.Porter, “Liberia,” in The World Atlas of Agriculture (Novara, Italy: Istituto Geographico
de Agostini, 1976), 4:291-92, gives detailed figures on the subject.

20. P. W. Porter, “Liberia,” p. 292, reports that the rate observed in Maryland County in the
1970s was sixteen years.

21. John Payne, quoted in The Spirit of Missions, Vol. VI, p. 17. Early commentators indicate
that the rice trade with the interior was voluminous and jealously guarded. “Unlike the natives
of Cape Palmas,” John Payne wrote of Grand Cavally, “this people, having no American
settlement amongst them — having a poor, exhausted soil to cultivate, situated at the mouth
of the river on the seacoast, are in every respect interested in maintaining an extensive and
uninterrupted intercourse with the interior natives; while the latter depending upon them for
salt, as well as all foreign manufactures, are equally interested in cultivating it.”

22. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, April 28, 1838, p. 1, MSCS Archive.

23. John L. Wilson to Ira Easter, July 5, 1838, p. 4, MSCS Archive. In a letter to J. H. B. Latrobe,
dated July 5, 1838, Nathan Lee complained bitterly about the contempt with which Greboes
treated settlers: “it is Sir much as ever we can do to pass without being terribly abused. it is the
cry of the Natives Most Special these young lads [i.e. mission scholars] calling us Slaves” (p. 2,
MSCS Archive).

24. Eben Parker: Emigrant List; Census of 1837, both in MSCS Archive.

25. The most detailed account of Parker’s troubles, from which this narrative is drawn is a
remonstrance to the Board of Managers, January 8, 1839, pp. 2—3, MSCS Archive. See also,
John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, August 21, 1838, pp. 2—3, MSCS Archive, for a more
critical account of Parker.
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26. Poor relations between colony and Greboes: Minutes of the Agent and Council, June 16,
1838; Benjamin Alleyne to Ira Easter, July 10, 1838, p. 4, MSCS Archive.
27. N.]J. Bayard to Ira Easter, Savannah, Ga., March 4, 1837, reports reasons for delaying the
emigration of his slaves.
28. John L. Wilson to Ira Easter, July 5,1838, MSCS Archive. Other references to the difficult
times may be found in: E. Byron to Ira Easter, July 4,1838; Alexander Hance to Ira Easter, July
5,1838; Jane Wilson to Oliver Holmes, July 5, 1838; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, July
7,1838; B. Alleyne to Ira Easter, July 10, 1838; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Nov. 1,1838,
Pp- 34, allin MSCS Archive.
29. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Aug. 21, 1838, pp. 2—3; Snetter, et al. to the Board of
Managers, Jan. 8, 1839, pp. 2—3, MSCS Archive.
30. Attack on Eben Parker’s homestead: “Extract from John Wilson’s Diary,” August 13, 1838;
John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, August 6, 1838; “Proceedings of a Court of Inquiry,”
August 18 and 20, 1838; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, August 21, 1838, pp. 23, all in
MSCS Archive.
31. Joshua, Chapter VIII, v. 26-8: “For Joshua drew not his hand back, wherewith he stretched
out the spear, until he had utterly destroyed all the inhabitants of Ai. Only the cattle and the
spoil of that city Israel took for a prey unto themselves, according unto the word of the Lord
which he commanded Joshua. And Joshua burnt Ai, and made it an heap for ever, even a
desolation unto this day.”

Aftermath of Parker’s murder: John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, August 21, 1838, p.
2; John B. Russwurm to J. H. B, Latrobe, Nov. 1, 1838, pp. 8-10; John B. Russwurm to Oliver
Holmes, May 24,1839, p. 2; Snetter et al. to the Board of Managers, Jan. 8, 1839, p. 5, allin MSCS
Archive.
32. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, Nov. 1, 1838, p. 9, MSCS Archive.
33. Proceedings of the Agent and Council, August 8,1838, MSCS Archive.
34. “Proceedings of a Court of Inquiry,” August 18 and 20, 1838, p. 7, also transcribed in
“Minutes of a Public Meeting,” Sept. 5, 1838, both in MSCS Archive.
35. “Minutes of a Public Meeting,” Sept. 5, 1838, MSCS Archive.
36. “Remonstrance of Citizens of Maryland in Liberia,” Sept. 12, 1838, MSCS Archive.
37. John B. Russwurm to J. H. B. Latrobe, August 21, 1838, p. 3, MSCS Archive.
38. For comments on Snetter’s activities after his conviction, see: John B. Russwurm to J. H. B.
Latrobe, Nov. 1,1838, pp. 8—9; Snetter et al. to the Board of Managers, Jan. 8,1839, pp. 8—9; John
B. Russwurm to Oliver Holmes, May 24, 1839, pp. 13, all in MSCS Archive.
39. Snetter boarded a ship bound for Monrovia in late January or February, 1839. He rejoined
his wife and son, but he would find no peace. As Captain commanding the Rifle Corps, he
would soon lead a campaign against an African state.
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Building the Chesapeake Bay Bridge:
A Silver Anniversary Salute

The 4.3-mile Chesapeake Bay Bridge is one of the longest over-water steel
structures in the world. Two generations of Marylanders have crossed the bridge
since it opened on July 30, 1952. This year marks the fiftieth anniversary of that
magnificent span.

The Maryland State Roads Commission had plans for a bridge in the 1920s,
but the Depression and the Second World War postponed construction. In 1947,
the General Assembly again considered building a bridge across the Chesapeake
Bay. The project had the support of resort communities, many of which benefited
from the postwar economic boom, but other Eastern Shore residents passionately
argued against the bridge, fearing that increased traffic and subsequent restau-
rants, filling stations, and motels would transform their quiet and idyllic country-
side. Despite their protests, those in favor of a bridge won the day, and the General
Assembly, with the support of Democratic Governor William Preston Lane Jr.,
passed a $45 million bond issue for construction, to begin in 1949.

During its first year, the Chesapeake Bay Toll Bridge carried 1.1 million ve-
hicles between Sandy Point and Kent Narrows. This year more than twenty-two
million people are expected to use the bridge. The spectacular success and popu-
larity of the project soon caused lawmakers and transportation officials to regret
that they had only built a two-lane span. In 1966 the General Assembly voted
another bond issue for the construction of a second span. The following year, at
the request of the assembly, the State Roads Commission renamed the structure
the William Preston Lane Jr. Memorial Bridge in honor of the former governor
(1892-1967). The second bridge opened on June 28, 1973.
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Above: Some of the 4,000 pilings, 1950. Right:
Attaching blocks to the pilings, 1951. Below: The
Bay Bridge from Sandy Point, December 1950.
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Above left: Threading cables, 1951.
Above and center right: The “high wire
gang,” 1952. Below: Tug towing pier
forms, November 1950.
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Series of photographs taken between November 1950 (left) and February 1952 (below).
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May 1952
February 1952
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Photographs taken shortly
after the bridge’s opening
show that it swiftly reached
capacity. Toll Sergeant Ruth
Weston (below right)
displays items collected in
lieu of cash—wedding
rings, watches, tires, radios,
tools, and a fire
extinguisher.




The procession opening the bridge, July 30,
1952, passes the Matapeake Ferry, making its
last trip to the western shore. Ten thousand
people turned out to watch the event.









“The Whirlwind Now Gathering”:
Baltimore’s Pratt Street Riot and the
End of Maryland Secession

CHARLES W. MITCHELL

n April 19, 1861, troops from Massachusetts marching from Baltimore’s
O President Street railroad station to the Camden station, en route to Wash

ington, D.C,, clashed with an angry mob that had assembled along the
city’s streets. This episode, known variously as the “Pratt Street Riot” or “Baltimore’s
Civil War Riot,” left sixteen dead and scores wounded along the mile route be-
tween the stations, forever marking Baltimore as the site of the Civil War’s first
fatalities. Many Baltimoreans believed these and other soldiers passing through
their city to be the vanguard of a northern assault on the southern states that had
seceded from the Union, and for three days following the riot, smoldering anger
against the federal government threatened to propel Maryland into the Confed-
eracy. That the mission of these soldiers was to protect the nation’s capital from
what President Abraham Lincoln feared was an imminent attack by rebels massed
across the Potomac River was lost in the volcanic emotions that flowed from the
deaths of Baltimoreans at the hands of Bay State militiamen.’

The Massachusetts troops were responding to Lincoln’s call of April 15 for
75,000 men from the northern states, following the U.S. surrender of Fort Sumter
in Charleston Harbor three days earlier. By the early hours of April 20, Maryland
leaders were devising a plan to keep troops moving toward Washington without
re-igniting the Baltimore tinderbox—a difficult proposition given that all rail
lines from the north passed through the city. Maryland Governor Thomas H.
Hicks and Baltimore Mayor George W. Brown, sometimes unjustly portrayed as
southern sympathizers, behaved during this crisis as responsible public officials
determined to prevent a recurrence of bloodshed. Their success, combined with a
pro-Union stance taken months before by a large majority of Baltimore business-
men and a state legislature out of session, slammed the door on Maryland’s most
opportune moment to leave the union.

Secession badges and Confederate flags, printed on satin or pasteboard, sud-
denly were everywhere in Baltimore. Late on April 20, young men took a swivel
gun to Federal Hill to fire fifteen shots saluting Virginia’s decision to secede earlier

Charles W. Mitchell is writing a book on the effects of the Civil War on Maryland
civilians.
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that week, though after the second shot a group of workmen “drove them off, and
capturing the swivel, tumbled it down the hill into the river.” The Southern Volun-
teers raised a Confederate flag and fired a one-hundred-gun salute. The Unionist
Minute Men quietly dropped the U.S. flag at their Baltimore Street headquarters
and raised the Maryland flag in its place. The following day, writing to his brother,
Jabez David Pratt expressed the resolve of his fellow Baltimoreans to keep troops
out of the city:

We, both Lucy and myself, are not disposed to run—much less into the arms
of infernal abolitionism. We know there is danger. We have expected for
thirty-six hours war to the knife. Possibly all may be slaughtered; but by the
God in heaven, we are determined to die in the work, and not a man or
woman I have seen or heard of but are so determined. Let any more North-
ern troops attempt passage of this city and not one will live to tell the story. . . .
Thirty-six hours ago a majority of our people were for peaceable separation,
and I may say for peace at all hazards, but now the man does not exist in these
parts who is not for the defense of our city against the inroads or passage of
troops from the North. We are not to be subjugated by Lincoln and his hordes.?

Mayor Brown dispatched three emissaries—Hugh Lennox Bond, judge of the
Baltimore Criminal Court; Judge George W. Dobbin; and John C. Brune, presi-
dent of the city Board of Trade and member of the House of Delegates—to the
White House to discuss how best to keep Washington-bound troops as far from
Baltimore as possible. Railroad officials in Philadelphia, ready to move more
troops through Maryland, sought guidance from Secretary of War Simon
Cameron: “We are informed here that the troops sent last night have been stopped
at Baltimore, and that it is impracticable to send more through that city. Shall we
send them by steamer to Annapolis?” Their eyes likely widened at the reply from
the War Department. “Governor Hicks has neither right nor authority to stop
troops coming to Washington. Send them on prepared to fight their way through,
if necessary.”*

The determination to keep troops out of Maryland was widespread. “Civil
War is in our midst,” declared the Baltimore County American. “A riot has occurred
between soldiers from the North and the citizens of Baltimore, and unarmed men
have fallen beneath the musket shots of soldiers from another State. We have
stood long by the UNION FLAG . . . (but) Northern troops shall not pass un-
harmed through the State of Maryland for the purpose of subjugating the South,”
wrote one editor, mischaracterizing the reason for the troops’ passage. “It is no
longer a time to discuss, but to act,” opined the Baltimore Sun. “We have through
our constituted authorities declared that the Northern troops shall not be passed
through our City, and that declaration must now be supported with determina-
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Baltimore’s mayor, George William Brown, standing second from the left, with fellow lawyers
¢.1859. During the crisis, Brown sent Judge George W. Dobbin, seated center, to Washington to
negotiate alternative troop movement routes that would keep the Federal army out of the city.
(Maryland Historical Society.)

tion, energy and unanimity. There must be preparation, organization and good
counsel. . . . We must keep the war away from our homes.”

Men everywhere were ready to fight. The Sun reported that “at five minutes
before eleven o’clock the bell of the town clock sounded the call to arms, and
instantly the people ran in every direction. Boys of fourteen years to hoary headed
men of seventy to eighty years appeared on the streets on the way to join their
respective companies.” Daniel Thomas wrote to his sister that his Maryland Guards
“have been under arms all day hot for a fight and most impatiently waiting orders
to march. So far however there has been no fight.” Southern rights and states’
rights men convened. Baltimore County attorney Frederick W. Brune, brother of
John C. Brune, saw things as Lincoln did: “if the Fed. Govt. only desires to protect
and perfectly secure Washington and will do nothing to excite our people,” he
wrote to his wife in Boston, “there will be no collision between Maryland & the
Government in Washington.” Brune later elaborated on this sentiment, noting
that “if the Prest. would proclaim that he did not desire war with the South & call
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[T > < INCIDEXTH. e B
i1 Secession badges and flags of the Southern
Confederacy havegrown with the 1ast48 hours
fxnto -universal deindnd, and their sale brings
;money to the pockets of scores of ys 'who
‘ery them vociferonsly through thestreets from
moming: till night and.away intothe night.
The flags and badges are/printed on satin or
pasteboard. A great number of Confederate
fiags have been flung out, | . n

On Saturday evening a crowd collected in
front of the Museum as the band were about
commencing their oiztsidexiperfcrmancq and
demanded that ‘“Dixie” -and the Marseilles
Hymn tshounld be played by the band. |The’
band acquiesced,and from that time the throng
would listen to nothimg else. Dixie has be-
come the national airiof the Sonth already.
. During Saturday afternoon and night all the
public’ bars in the centre of the city were
closed at the request of the Mayor. .Conse-"
quently there were fewer intoxicated men in
the streets than there would have been had it
been otherwise, . | - & P
{ Several artists were busily engaged'on Sat.
urday and yestorday, sketching the most pro-
minent pointsalong Pratt street, the scene of
the terrific street battle on Friday,

Baltimore Sun, April 22, 1861.

on the state of Md. to defend the capital until amicable adjustment could be had, 1
venture 50,000 men would march from Maryland alone to defend Washington.”s
Emboldened by the chaos of April 19, Confederate sympathizers, secessionists,
and those just looking for trouble took to the streets for three days of lawlessness.
On April 20 they began looting local shops, searching for weapons. “There was a
great rush on Saturday and yesterday for arms, muskets, pistols, Bowie knives,
pitchforks, clubs and every other instrument of attack or defense,” reported the
Baltimore Sun. The establishment of J. C. J. Meyer at 14 West Pratt Street, “was
broken into by an excited, unarmed crowd, who armed themselves, assuring the
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proprietor that his guns would be returned to him, or full compensation made.
Mr. Meyer, with tears in his eyes, said he was a poor man, but a Southerner” A
crowd broke into the store of Pattison & Woolford, on Dugan’s Wharf, and seized
thousands of muskets, swords, belts, knapsacks, and cartridge boxes. On Sunday a
mob demanded weapons from Merrill, Thomas & Co., where a committee over-
saw the distribution of 250 arms. Men set upon E P. Loney and Duer, Norris & Co.,
both on Hanover Street, and King & Hoffman’s, on Baltimore Street, where a
dozen muskets were hurled from an upper-story window. Another crowd barged
into Edward Urlaub’s establishment on German Street but found no arms. News-
papers reported that “the establishment of Mr. Leonard W. Passano importer and
dealer in fancy goods and cutlery, No. 52 Marsh Market Space, was invaded by a
mob who broke open the door with the handle of a pump and sacked the place of
every weapon it possessed.” The hapless Passano, arriving in the midst of the fracas,
lost $150 worth of pistols. Cannon balls were stolen from Mohler & Graff’s Wharf,
near the lower end of Ann Street. “Patent rifles, fowling pieces and revolvers” were
taken from the Poultney & Trimble gun warehouse. Cannon balls destined for the
beleaguered federal force at Fort McHenry were taken from the foundry of Auton
Weiskettel, on Alice Anna Street. The gun shops of J. N. McComas on Pratt Street
and A. Jung on Gay Street were broken into, as was another on South Calvert
Street. Joseph Boring & Sons pleaded for the police to protect their warehouse
containing “some five hundred pieces, firearms, sundry hunting knives, powder
flasks, percussion caps, and similar wares.” Rifles were seized from the armory at St.
Timothy’s Hall in Catonsville.®

Those believed to harbor Union sentiments became particular targets. The
German armory in Turner Hall was looted, thanks to rumors that the German
“Turner Rifles” were volunteering men and arms for the Union cause: “The store-

Baltimore Sun, April 22, 1861.

| Yesterday  afternoon & body of men paid a
visit to the store of Mr. J.conard FYassano, in
Centre Marxket.space. ‘Tho handle of a pump
was wrenched out, with avhich they commen..
¢ed- battering down: the - door, My, Passano
,happened to come along at the time with some
friends anad prevented ' farther action on their
_part, but he opened.'the door and handed to
the crowd, about $150 worth of pistols, The
impression. 'was that he had a supply of guns

o1 hand. This was o mistake; ho has no guns,

>

and the pistols he had'are now all gone.
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room and cooking-room were sacked, and the dishes and furniture broken to
pieces. The bar-room was also visited, the bottles smashed and the pictures thrown
out of the windows.” On Saturday night the office of the Wecker, an anti-slavery
German paper, was attacked. William P. Wright’s china shop at 41 North Eutaw
was looted, ostensibly because of the “proprietor’s political sentiments.” Leopold
Blumenberg, a German-born manufacturer who “answered Lincoln’s call for vol-
unteers by retiring from business and starting to recruit a Maryland regiment,
was mobbed by Southern sympathizers, and saved from hanging only by the
presence of a strong police guard at his house.” Police were accused of arresting
only unionists in the aftermath of the riot. The offices of Sinai, the abolitionist
monthly that had called slavery “the cancer of the Union,” were attacked on April
20, prompting its editor, Rabbi David Einhorn of the Har Sinai congregation, to
flee Baltimore, never to return. The “ransacked china store of North Eutaw Street,
the incinerated home of three workingmen on the corner of Sharp and German
streets, and the ‘threatened’ attack on Mechanics Hall were all politically moti-
vated, with the (potential) victims sharing a dedication to the Union,” read an
account of this partisan violence. “The general sentiment among those of us who
have heretofore stood up for the Union, is that it is of no use to struggle for it any
longer,” wrote one Baltimorean in a tone of resignation.’”

George N. Moale described the mood in Baltimore to his uncle, wishing “to
convey to you a faint idea of the dreadful state of affairs in our midst.”

Public sentiment has taken a complete turn within the last few days, and
every man in the community is determined not to allow troops to pass
through our city or through the state if possible, to carry out the diabolical
plan of this abomination. Men of all classes & ages were under arms yester-
day, prepared to risk everything in defense of our city.

Moale mentioned Ross Winans, a wealthy inventor and state legislator who would
soon become the first Marylander arrested on suspicion of aiding the rebellion.

To give you an idea of the state of feeling I will mention a single instance of
one of our first men, a man worth a million & almost eighty years of age,
shouldering his musket. Winans, the Russian RR contractor, has his men
engaged in making cannon & balls, which he presents to the city. It is the duty
of all Northern men, under circumstances like these, to do everything to
check this fratricidal invasion. No matter what name it’s done under, it’s
nothing more than an invasion of Southern homes.

The Baltimore Museum exploited the crisis to promote a march including a pair of
cymbals “borne by a member of the Band of Massachusetts Invaders.” The audi-
ence demanded the band play “Dixie.” The city’s Episcopal clergymen christened
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conditions sufficiently grave to warrant religious services every afternoon of the
coming week.?

“The Old Seceders Are Cheering”

“Yesterday was one of the most turbulent Sundays ever experienced in Balti-
more,” wrote a newspaper of April 21. “It was a bright and beautiful day, and the
war excitement drew to our thoroughfares an immense concourse of people.”
Another claimed that “such a Sabbath as yesterday, perhaps, never dawned upon
Baltimore. The weather was fine and the sky clear . . . the ladies became accus-
tomed to the sight of a volunteer rushing along with his musket, and the sight of a
firearm caused no more remark than had it been an umbrella. . . . squads of
volunteers, armed with muskets and weapons of every description, started out the
Hookstown and York roads on horseback and in vehicles, for the purpose of wag-
ing a guerilla warfare on the troops.” With rumors of Pennsylvania volunteers
massed twelve miles to the north,

the scene of excitement on Baltimore Street was one of extraordinary inten-
sity ... the news was received that New York and Pennsylvania troops were at
Cockeysville, marching steadily towards the city. The number was originally
stated at 2,000, but it rose rapidly in the mouth of rumor to five, eight, ten
thousand. Instantly the street was in an uproar; the cry to arms rang out;
men singly and in groups, with arms of every variety, from patent rifles to
fowling pieces, passed hurriedly around to different rendezvous. . . . The
unarmed clamored for weapons and rushed to the gun shops on Baltimore
Street, which were quickly broken open, and whatarms they contained passed
out indiscriminately to any who were alert enough to get within reach of the
supply. The bells of the church on Second Street rang out a startling alarm,
communicating the excitement in every part of the city. . . . a general attack
upon the city, a bombardment from Fort McHenry, with all the addenda of
horrors that the fertile imagination could depict, presented themselves. Ser-
vices were interrupted, ladies shrieked and fainted, congregations dismissed
themselves, and terrified women hurried to their homes.

Troops at Pikesville were said to be marching toward the city along Reisterstown
Road.?

“Anxiety, alarm, and rage have taken possession of the town,” recorded novel-
ist and former Maryland congressman John Pendleton Kennedy. Mayor Brown
described April 20 as a day of “excitement and alarm. . . . The silence became
unbearable. Were more troops to be forced through the city at any cost? If so, how
were they to come, by land or water? Were the guns of Fort McHenry to be turned
upon the inhabitants? . . . Union men and disunion men appeared on the streets
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Maryland congressman Henry Winter Davis
(1817-1865) wrote to Samuel F. Dupont about
the post-riot chaos in Baltimore. (Maryland
Historical Society.)

with arms in their hands. A time like that predicted in Scripture seemed to have
come, when he who had no sword would sell his garment to buy one.” William J.
Steuart wrote to his father, Colonel George H. Steuart, that “I fear for the worst &
bold dash on the part of Davis in the direction of Washington which will bring the
war terribly near us.” Congressman Henry Winter Davis reported that “on Sun-
day 21st Baltimore was veritably crazy.” Railroad officials were on edge. “I think
they [B&O officials] were afraid the Baltimore mob would burn them [the cars]
and on Sunday only one train passed down and that was loaded with stock,” a man
wrote to his family. “On Monday nothing went either way. It began to be very
lonesome for three or four days after the riot in Baltimore. The passenger trains
were crowded with people going north from Baltimore to get out of the way of
battle. They went by Frederick and Hagerstown to Chambersburg and then Har-
risburg to Philadelphia, New York and Boston.” Christopher Columbus Shriver of
Carroll County was able to enjoy a respite at six o’clock on Sunday morning,
when he wrote to his cousin: “thanks be to the Good Man, we all safe again this
morning. The town now seems as quiet as ever, at least up here in Franklin St.”*°
Maryland would never edge closer to the precipice of secession than during
those few hours late in April 1861. “For some days it looked very much as if Balti-
more had taken her stand decisively with the South; at all events, the outward
expressions of Southern feeling were very emphatic, and the Union sentiment tem-
porarily disappeared,” recalled Mayor Brown. Henry M. Warfield, president of
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the Corn and Flour Exchange, reported upon his return from Richmond that
Virginians were “overjoyed at Baltimore’s actions.” A Virginian wrote to a Balti-
more firm expressing his hope that “the greatest fear in your city is over with and
I hope we will have enough Southern troops to protect your State from Lincoln’s
rule” Lawyer William Wilkins Glenn, owner of pro-southern Baltimore Daily Ex-
change, wrote that “Hundreds, I may say, of men who twelve months [ago] were
most extreme Union men were now all Southern.” One paper described height-
ened southern feeling: “The hitherto Union men are now crying out for immediate
secession. Many are proposing to volunteer for the South. Cheers are given for
Gov. Hicks for sending dispatches to President Lincoln to notify him that no more
northern troops will be allowed to pass through the State. . . . The old seceders are
cheering.™"

Baltimore appealed for aid. “Streets red with Maryland blood; send expresses
over the mountains of Maryland and Virginia for the riflemen to come without
delay,” read a telegram from Marshal Kane of the Baltimore police to newspaper
editor Bradley T. Johnson in Frederick. “Fresh hordes will be down on us to-
morrow. We will fight them and whip them, or die.” Johnson, destined himself to
terrorize Baltimore in 1864 as a Rebel cavalry leader, responded with five iron
cannon and seventy “sturdy, active men.” From Towsontown, in Baltimore County,
came “a splendid and finely equipped horse company.” The Forest Rangers of
Pikesville arrived, their commander, Captain W. C. Nicholas, “himself a fine speci-
men of the ideal American Forest Ranger. Lithe, hardy and active in appearance,
every expression of his countenance indicating courage.” Two companies of the
Easton Home Guard sailed into Baltimore’s harbor aboard the steamer Pioneer
and proclaimed their readiness to defend southern honor. Howard County sent
three dozen dragoons. Anne Arundel County sent the Patapsco Dragoons, “some
thirty young men, a sturdy-looking body of yeomanry, [who] rode straight to the
City Hall and drew up, expecting to be received with a speech of welcome from the
Mayor,” related Brown. “I made them a very brief address, and informed them
that dispatches received from Washington had postponed the necessity for their
services, whereupon they started homeward amid cheers, their bugler striking up
‘Dixie’ . . . the first time I heard that tune.” One paper wrote how “the war spirit
raged throughout the city and among all classes during Saturday with an ardor
which seemed to gather fresh force each hour. . .. it is evident that Baltimore is to
be the battlefield of the Southern revolution”—noting that its citizens were “united
in a determination” to keep northern troops out of Baltimore, but not to induce
a Maryland secession. Ross Winans’s Mount Clare iron foundry was “engaged in
the making of pikes, and in casting balls of every description for cannon, the steam
gun, rifles, muskets, etc., which they are turning out very rapidly.” Alan Denmead’s
machine shop “hummed and clashed in the production of arms.” Readying the
southern slingshot for the northern Goliath, Dickinson’s steam gun—reputed to
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fire three hundred balls per minute—was tested on Holliday Street: “It is like a
steam fire engine,” wrote the Baltimore Sun. “Plant [it] at the head of the street up
which the invading troops attempt to march . . . and sweep the ranks.” And in a
telling display of loyalty to their state, on April 22 “between 300 and 400 of our
most respectable colored residents made a tender of their services to the city au-
thorities. The mayor thanked them for their offer, and informed them that their
services will be called for if they can be made in any way available.”

Baltimore was placed on emergency alert. The police commissioners ordered
volunteers and militia units to assemble under Colonel George H. Steuart, who
organized four thousand men into companies of about thirty each, “representa-
tives of all classes and conditions—merchants, mechanics, professional men, gentle-
men of leisure and loafers,” who began drilling in the wards “with great energy and
decision of purpose.” (Steuart would later command the Confederate 1st Mary-
land Infantry and become a brigadier general.) The city council hastily appropri-
ated a half-million dollars “for the purpose of putting the city in a complete state
of defense against any description of danger arising or which might arise out of
the present crisis.” Arms were distributed at the old City Hall; Winans’s version of
Dickinson’s steam gun was readied and fired. Colonel Isaac R. Trimble—a rail-
road engineer and prominent Baltimorean whose courage at Gettysburg would
cost him a leg and a stint in a Union prison—reported more than fifteen thousand
men enrolled in the city’s militias under his command, “about three-fourths armed
with muskets, shotguns and pistols. . . . By this means not only was the inadequate
number of the police supplemented,” wrote Mayor Brown, “but many who would
otherwise have been the disturbers of the peace become its defenders.” The Mary-
land Line took shape under Mexican War hero George W. Hughes, who mustered
four hundred men armed with muskets, field pieces, two thousand of Winans’s
pikes, and “Minie guns [and] uniformed in Garibaldi shirts, black pants and glazed
fatique cap.” The Maryland Guards “were immediately under arms, and batteries
of artillery, with horses in harness, paraded in the streets,” while an un-uniformed
volunteer company, including the “Bummer’s Club, from Hook and Ladder Co.,
No. 1,” appeared for duty. Companies rushed to establish defensive positions at
various places around the city’s perimeter. Volunteer surgeons were asked to con-
vene at “Dr. A. C. Robinson’s office, corner of Charles and Saratoga streets, with
such instruments as they may be able to bring”; the good doctors, satin badges on
their hats, established quarters in a vacant building across from the old city hall.
Wagons with mattresses for the anticipated dead and wounded, bandages, and
lint were readied for their ghastly purpose, and citizens arrived with “food and
refreshments . . . excellent sugar-cured hams, bread and coffee . . . but no spiritu-
ous liquors.” Rumors flew that “Pennsylvanians were advancing, skirmishing with
the country people who were endeavoring to impede their progress by firing at
them from behind hedges; they had cut across the country under the pilotage of a
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The city council’s defense plan included readying Ross Winans’s version of the Dickinson steam
gun. (Maryland Historical Society.)

Baltimore newsboy.” Five hundred men left the city to meet the invaders, whose
size and location were revealed by a Pennsylvania deserter arrested “near Texas,
coming toward the city in a hack. . . . all that could be learned of him . . . was that
he belonged in Baltimore county, enlisted in Pennsylvania, and deserted as soon
as opportunity offered.” Tempers cooled, however, when at the Pennsylvanians’
camp the Baltimore men “were cordially received and entertained . . . one of the
companies composing the force—a corps from Lancaster—were earnest in their
inquiries after the Baltimore City Guard, with whom they have heretofore en-
joyed relations of friendship and of pleasant social intercourse.”

This Consummate Folly

For forty-eight hours the fate of Maryland and the Union were inextricably
linked, and much hinged on the frantic negotiations between the state’s leaders
and the administration in Washington. On Saturday, April 20, Governor Hicks’s
sudden announcement that Maryland would not supply troops to the U.S. gov-
ernment, following the president’s April 15 request, sharpened Lincoln’s worry
over Maryland. Hicks deemed raising Marylanders for the Union cause unwise at
this delicate moment. The timing of his decision was brilliant. “Since I saw you in
Washington last,” he wrote to Secretary of War Cameron,
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I have been in Baltimore city laboring, in conjunction with the mayor of that
city to preserve peace and order, but I regret to say with little success. Up to
yesterday there appeared promise, but the outbreak came; the turbulent pas-
sions of the riotous elements prevailed, fears for safety becamereality. . . . the
rebellious element had the control of things. We were arranging and organiz-
ing forces to protect the city and preserve order, but want of organization, and
arms prevented success. They had arms, and the principal part of the organized
military forces and for us to have made the effort, under the circumstances,
would have had the effect to aid the disorderly element. They took possession of
the armories, have the arms and ammunition, and I therefore think it prudent
to decline (for the present) responding affirmatively to the requisition made by
President Lincoln for four regiments of infantry.*

Mayor Brown had also heard from the president and quickly sought Hicks’s
approval of his response. “Letter from President and Gen. [Winfield] Scott. No
troops to pass through Baltimore, if as a military force, they can march around,”
he telegraphed on April 20th. “I will answer every effort will be made to prevent
parties leaving the city to molest them, but cannot guarantee against acts of indi-
viduals not organized. Do you approve?” Hicks answered that he “hoped they
would send no more troops through Maryland, but as we have no right to de-
mand that, I am glad no more are to be sent through Baltimore. I know you will
do all in your power to preserve the peace” Brown told Lincoln that, were troops
to avoid Baltimore, city authorities would endeavor to keep citizens from harass-
ing them. He reminded the president that city officials “have no authority to
speak for the people of Maryland, and no means of keeping any promise they
might make. They do sincerely & earnestly trust that the government will be
warned by the melancholy occurrences of yesterday, & avoid precipitating fur-
ther disastrous results. Baltimore seeks only to protect herself.” In Washington,
John Hay noted that “the streets were full of the talk of Baltimore. It seems to be
generally thought that a mere handful of men has raised this storm that now
threatens the loyalty of a State.”

The president’s response reached Brown and Hicks in the early hours of Sun-
day morning, April 21. He asked the Maryland leaders to “come immediately by
special train” to Washington, to “consult with you . . . relative to preserving the
peace of Maryland . ..,” though “without any military knowledge myself, of course
I must leave details to Gen. Scott.” It is not clear when Hicks, having left Baltimore
for Annapolis, received Lincoln’s message, but Brown departed for Washington
at 7:30 that morning, accompanied by George Dobbin, John Brune, and Balti-
more lawyer Severn Teackle Wallis. At the White House the Baltimoreans pleaded
in person that troops avoid their city. The mayor was forced to explain how it was
that Baltimore militiamen were destroying railroad bridges spanning the rivers
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north of the city. This, he told the president, “was a measure of protection on a
sudden emergency, designed to prevent bloodshed in the city of Baltimore, and
not an act of hostility towards the General Government; that the people of Mary-
land had always been deeply attached to the Union . .. but that they . . . regarded
[Lincoln’s] proclamation calling for 75,000 troops as an act of war on the South,
and a violation of its constitutional rights.” The president, Brown recalled, said he
had been misunderstood; he

was greatly moved, and, springing up from his chair, walked backward and
forward through the apartment. He said, with great feeling, “Mr. Brown, I am
not a learned man! [ am not a learned man!” that his proclamation had not
been correctly understood; that he had no intention of bringing on war, but
that his purpose was to defend the capital, which was in danger of being
bombarded from the heights across the Potomac.

Brown left the White House for home, only to be stopped in his tracks by a
telegram from B&O president John W. Garrett: “Three thousand (3,000)
No.[rthern] troops are reported to be at Cockeysville. Intense excitement pre-
vails. Churches have been dismissed and the people are arming en masse. To pre-
vent terrific bloodshed, the results of your interview and arrangements are awaited.”
Brown replied at 1:25 PM.: “Be calm, and do nothing until you hear from me
again.” He returned to the White House for another audience with Lincoln, fol-
lowing which, at 3:15 PM., he telegraphed Garrett: “We have again seen the Presi-
dent .. . the troops are ordered to return forthwith to Harrisburg” Lincoln remained
true to his word, and Brown for the moment had accomplished his mission.*

U.S. Senator from Maryland Anthony Kennedy and Representative ]. Morrison
Harris also called on the White House. Lincoln conceded more: Not only would
troops avoid Baltimore; they would be on Maryland soil for as little time as pos-
sible. Starting by steamer from Perryville, on the Susquehanna River, they would
sail down the Chesapeake Bay, south to Annapolis, then go by rail to Washington.
Then the Maryland politicians played their ace, revealing a pledge from Garrett
that his B&O would move the men on this last leg, despite the railroad’s April 20
decree that it would cease moving soldiers into Maryland in the face of threats
against its men and property. The day was a success for the embattled Maryland
leaders: “I tender you both my sincere thanks for your efforts to keep the peace in
the trying situation in which you are placed,” wrote the president to Brown and
Hicks. “Troops must be brought here, but I make no point of bringing them
through Baltimore. . . . By this, a collision of the people of Baltimore with the
troops will be avoided, unless they go out of their way to seek it. I hope you will
exert your influence to prevent this.” Maryland had dodged the bullet. More vio-
lence could have yanked the state out of the Union.”
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Severn Teackle Wallis (1816-1894) accom-
panied Mayor Brown and his advisors to a
meeting with President Lincoln in which
they pleaded that Federal troops not pass
through Baltimore. (Maryland Historical
Society.)

Lincoln’s decision to keep troops far from Baltimore likely spared the B&O
great harm. The railroad’s officials had already “put forth every effort to allay
disorder and prevent bloodshed” during the troop passage through Baltimore
earlier in the week. “They shared police responsibilities with city officers and only
good fortune seems to have saved them from harm. Like the police they inter-
posed themselves between the rioters and the soldiers . . . despite the fact that there
was growing belief in the mob that the Baltimore and Ohio was in large measure
responsible for the presence of the invaders.” When the Massachusetts men came
under siege on Friday afternoon, a crowd had attempted to storm the company’s
offices at Camden Station and “warned its officials that the building would be
burned if they moved other Northern troops. This spirit was manifest far down
the tracks toward Washington. From various points came disconcerting news
that unfriendly groups of watchful men were stationed along the line ready to tear
up the tracks.” Threats hurled at the railroad included an ominous missive to
Garrett himself:

One Hundred of us, Firm, Respectable, Resolute men—have determined &
Sworn to each other, to destroy “every” Bridge & tear up your Track on both
lines of your Road . . . If you carry another Soldier over either line of your
Road after Saturday April 20th. We trust Dear Sir that you will hearken unto
the request of your Southern Fellow Citizens & save us this labour which we
will very much regret to undertake. . . . Spare us Dear Sir this to us unpleasant
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Baltimore & Ohio Railroad president John
Work Garrett (1820-1884). After the April
19 riot, Garrett declared his railroad would
no longer move Federal troops through
Maryland. He later reversed that decision.
(Maryland Historical Society.)

duty. Many of our Committee know you personally, some intimately, but the
nature of our Oaths prevent us from seeing you in person. ... We have alarge
force ready to answer our calls.

The company did not survive the weekend unscathed, for Baltimore police seized
four of its cars loaded with arms and provisions for Federal troops. A B&O official
later described to a congressional committee damage to the company’s track along
the thirty-one miles between Relay House and Washington.”

From Boston, John C. Pratt replied indignantly to his Baltimore brother’s
letter of April 20.

Would you have us surrender the National Capitol into the hands of that
band of mercenary thieves and traitors who rule the “Confederate States?”
Men who have stolen the public property? Who have violated their oaths?
Shall we not defend the Capitol? Did not Gov. Hicks say in his proclamation
on Friday last that he would furnish troops to do that. And was it not this
simple mission and nothing more that our troops were engaged in? You
speak of the South being subjugated by “Lincoln and his hordes.” In the first
place there is no attempt to subjugate the South, but simply to maintain the
Government. . .. If Baltimore is a “yawning gulf” to bury Northern troops in,
the same gulf will bury the last vestige of your beautiful city, for though it cost
a hundred thousand lives and “not one stone shall remain upon another” in
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your city, before this contest ends a full, safe and unobstructed passage will be
opened for our troops to the Capitol. We do not undervalue Southern prow-
ess; neither can you sneer at Northern courage.”

Governor Hicks’s April 22 message to Lincoln reveals that he still clung to the
chimera that troops might avoid Maryland altogether:

I feel it my duty most respectfully to advise that no more troops be ordered
or allowed to pass through Maryland and that the troops now off Annapolis
be sent elsewhere, and I most respectfully urge that a truce be offered by you,
so that the effusion of blood may be prevented. I respectfully suggest that
Lord Lyons be requested to act as mediator between the contending parties
of our Country.

The response came from Secretary of State William Seward, who explained that
the water route for trans-state troop transit had been devised “upon consultation
with prominent magistrates and citizens of Maryland.” He chided Hicks: “The
President cannot but remember that there has been a time in the history of our
country, when a General of the American Union, with forces designed for the
defense of its Capital, was not unwelcome anywhere in the State of Maryland, and
certainly not at Annapolis.” Seward declined to engage the services of Lord Lyons.*

On Sunday, April 21—the last of a hellish week that had begun with the sur-
render of Fort Sumter, in Charleston Harbor—President Lincoln was visited by a
group from the Young Men’s Christian Association of Baltimore, “a penitent and
suppliant crowd of conditional Secessionists, who having sowed the wind seem to
have no particular desire to reap the whirlwind,” recorded John Hay. “They begged
that no more Federal troops should be sent through Baltimore at present; that
their mob was thoroughly unmanageable and that they would give the Govern-
ment all possible assistance in transporting its troops safely across the State by
any other route.” Hay explained that Lincoln consented, disingenuously omitting
that the president had the day before agreed to such a plan with Hicks and Brown.
Though no formal record of their session with Lincoln is known to exist, the
Baltimoreans’ impressions of him were clear. “We were at once & cordially re-
ceived,” reported the Reverend Richard Fuller, pastor of the Seventh Baptist Church
in Baltimore, president of the Southern and Southwestern Baptist Convention
and a slaveowner. “I marked the President closely. Constitutionally genial & jo-
vial, he is wholly inaccessible to Christian appeals—& his egotism will forever
prevent him comprehending what patriotism means. . . . from President Lincoln
nothing is to be hoped,” he wrote to Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase, whom
Fuller hoped would influence Lincoln to let the seceded states “go in peace.” An-
other of the delegation exclaimed, “God have mercy on us, when the government
is placed in the hands of such a man!”*
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“The whining traitors from Baltimore were here again this morning,” was how
John Hay described the return of the Baltimoreans to the White House the next
day. The president chastised them:

You, gentlemen, come here to me and ask for peace on any terms, and yet
have no word of condemnation for those who are making war on us. You
express great horror of bloodshed, and yet would not lay a straw in the way of
those who are organizing in Virginia and elsewhere to capture this city. The
rebels attack Fort Sumter, and your citizens attack troops sent to the defense
of the Government, and the lives and property in Washington, and yet you
would have me break my oath and surrender the Government without a
blow. There is no Washington in that—no Jackson in that—no manhood
nor honorin that.

Lincoln again made clear that the northern troops were to protect Washington:

I have no desire to invade the South; but I must have troops to defend this
Capital. Geographicallyitlies surrounded by the soil of Maryland; and math-
ematically the necessity exists that they should come over her territory. Our
men are not moles, and can’t dig under the earth; they are not birds, and can’t
fly through the air. There is no way but to march across, and that they must do.
But in doing this there is no need of collision. Keep your rowdies in Balti-
more, and there will be no bloodshed. Go home and tell your people that if
they will not attack us, we will not attack them; but if they do attack us, we will
return it, and that severely.?

That day the president enjoyed a visit from Miss Pollock of Baltimore, who
reported on conditions in the “plug-ugly city. She was very pretty and Southern in
features and voice and wonderfully plucky and earnest in the enunciation of her
devotion to the Stars and Stripes,” recorded Hay. “She stated that the mails had
been stopped at the Balto. P.O.—arms expected from Va.—Ft. McHenry to be
attacked tonight.” Some Marylanders understood Lincoln’s objectives. “How any-
one can compare the revolution down South with the glorious one in which our
forefathers rebelled against a government whose very oppressions planted them in
America, I am unable to conceive,” wrote Frederick A. Shriver of Union Mills, in
Carroll County, to his cousin, C.C. Shriver. “This tyrannical Lincoln, as you think,
is only trying to save us and our nation from eternal ruin.”?

Jabez Pratt sent brother John a news clipping describing his visit to the White
House with the Baltimore delegation. John’s sardonic response revealed the grow-
ing hostility between the brothers over the crisis in Maryland.

Yours of the 24th with the extract from the Sun is received. I have read the
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account of your interview with the President and the result of your mission.
... We shall now have the song of the six wise men of Baltimore who went all
the way to Washington to ask the President to make an infernal fool of
himself, and if his boorishness was equal to your consummate folly and
impudence, he would deserve a place in Barnum’s museum. What an aston-
ishing piece of information it must have been to the President to be told by
Dr. Fuller and then to be endorsed by yourself that peace would at once be
restored if he would recognize the Independence of the Confederate States,
give them up all the property they had stolen, and evacuate Washington. I
wonder . . . that instead of smiling with ill concealed contempt he had not
grasped your hands and said,— “Gentlemen, you have saved the country”,
and you should each of you have a monument of brass erected to your
memory, that being the only material to perpetuate this great event. Pardon
me, my dear brother, if I treat this matter with levity, but I am surprised that
you should be a party to this consummate folly.>*

Take Your Men Elsewhere

As the deal was being struck to keep troops away from Baltimore, civil unrest
in the state continued to escalate. “There has been no arrival from the North.
Some one or more bridges have been destroyed; where it is not known; telegraph
interrupted,” read a message to General Scott from an aide, who reassured his
chief that he had sent someone “to find where the trouble is . . . this [rail]road
must be under military control at once . . . so must the road between here and
Washington. This is absolutely indispensable. Our rapid communication with the
North is otherwise cut off.” During the night of April 19 and into the early morn-
ing hours of the twentieth, raiders from Baltimore had indeed destroyed railroad
bridges that spanned the rivers north and east of the city. Captain Boyd and
Lieutenant Fisher led sixty policemen to destroy bridges over the Gunpowder and
Bush Rivers, while the City Guards, under the command of Captain John G.
Johannes, a Baltimore jeweler who would fight in the Union army, burned those
of the Northern Central Railroad that connected Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and
Baltimore, including one at Cockeysville. The Melvale Bridge in Mt. Washington
was doused with camphor and burned, and the Canton Bridge was destroyed.
Daniel Thomas provided his sister with an eyewitness account of some weekend
bridge burning:

About half past two that night [April 19] I was aroused by a violent pulling at
the street bell, and going to the window was hailed by one of our men with,
“All our men are wanted at once at the armory—some more soldiers are
coming through.” This sounded like battle indeed, and by the time I got into
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the street I found our men were about, hurrying in from all sides. The scene
at the armory was splendid—every man at his post and evidently resolved to
do some desperate deed. A body of thirty men, of which I was fortunate
enough to be one, was immediately detailed to do work which ought to make
us famous. In face of the momentary expectation of the arrival of 1700 men
from Philadelphia we were sent with about 30 of the police, out to Harris
Creek to burn the bridge if possible before the cars got there, and to keep the
enemy in play till the bridge was destroyed. After a slapping march of over
two miles we reached the bridge, and in less than no time it was making
night day with blaze. Before the destruction of it was complete we heard the
whistle of the cars and in a moment up they came and halted. I doubt much
if any men in our company counted on more than five minutes of life from
that time, and yet granite rock could not have stood firmer than they did. . . .
we took possession of the train which had just arrived and started off to burn
the bridges on the road, provided we did not meet the enemy in the mean-
time. We went on very slowly, till we had passed the farthest bridge [at Bush
River] and then we went to work and burnt that down, taking care to place
ourselves on the side towards town, then we came down to the Gunpowder
Bridge and burnt that and then we started for town thinking we had done a
very smart thing. And I can tell you, would think the soldiers and citizens
thought so too if you had heard them cheer us as we returned to the armory.”

Governor Hicks’s role in the destruction of bridges would dog him for the rest
of his life. He would stand accused by credible eyewitnesses, including Mayor
Brown and former Mayor Enoch Lowe, of assenting to or ordering it. At least one
apologist, William Seabrook, commissioner of the Maryland Land Office, de-
fended the governor’s methods to keep troops away from Baltimore and Mary-
land in the Union, claiming that “a lawless mob had followed him on the street
threatening violence and crying ‘Hang him, Hang him.” Hicks would later deny
publicly that he sanctioned bridge destruction.*

Jabez Pratt replied to his brother John, countering the impression that Balti-
more was a city aflame and closing with an assurance of affection—a sentiment
sorely tested since the nineteenth of April:

I see the Northern papers filled with inflammable matter and dispatches as to
Baltimore which are false. There is no city more peaceable and quiet and not
the first particle of “reign of terror.” We have in our city Black Republicans
and Union men, the latter in large numbers, and who are not fearful in
expressing their sentiments, and the B.R. are as safe as in Boston. . .. The
excitement of our citizens caused by the shooting of our friends has entirely
abated. The mob of Friday is deprecated now that reason has its sway. . . .
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Maryland is not going to be hasty and the feeling which before the trouble
was prevalent is again shown, that of a peaceable solution of the dispute
between North and South. The whole irritation has been caused by the fool-
ish acts of the administration in declaring war and making enemies of those
who were for peace and union for and with the Border States. We hope for
peace and will do all we can for peace. Accept my kind regards and best
wishes for yourself and be assured that I hold nothing in my heart of bitter-
ness towards you.

Just after mailing that letter, Jabez received John’s letter that had mocked his visit
to the White House. He answered at once:

My Dear Brother,

You are fast driving me to consider that term inappropriate. I have received
your letter of the 27th, and if you consider me a “fool and a boor” why so be it.
The only answer I have to make is that you are crazy. I will only say further
that you entirely misinterpret and misunderstand the mission to Washing-
ton and what was asked of Mr. Lincoln. We asked nothing of what you so
glibly ridicule. If such is to be your correspondence it had better be stopped
till you get your senses.””

The authorities attempted to maintain order in Baltimore through the week-
end. Bands, flags, marching and parading were banned, and when saloons were
ordered closed, the result was “but few persons intoxicated on the street”—though
William Lloyd, proprietor of the Union Hotel at Pratt and Charles streets, was
arrested when he opened his tavern there. Magistrates imposed fines “under the
ordinance prohibiting the throwing of missiles in the streets.” Charles Howard,
president of the Police Board, instructed Colonel Trimble to “please direct the
association under your command, to refrain at the present juncture from using
martial music in the streets—the sound of a drum at once collects crowds, and
gives rise to the circulation of all sorts of rumours, calculated to produce unnec-
essary, and mischievous excitement.” On Sunday, Mayor Brown advised Trimble
that “it is deemed necessary for the safety and protection of the City, that no
Steamboat be permitted to leave the harbor without our express sanction.” Out in
force were the “City Hall Guards,” consisting of approximately a hundred men
formed early in April “for the defence of the City property of Baltimore, or for
such other service as the emergency may hereafter require for the defence of the
State of Maryland.”?®

“The (Police) Board are apprehensive that you may be annoyed by lawless and
disorderly characters approaching the walls of the Fort to night,” wrote Howard
to the commander at Fort McHenry. Howard wished to offer him the services of
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the Maryland Guard, commanded by Ben Huger, who had just resigned com-
mand of the Pikesville Armory. “We propose to send a guard of perhaps 20omen . . .
entirely beyond the outer limits of the Fort, and within those of the City. Their
orders will be to arrest and hand over to the Civil authorities any evil disposed and
disorderly persons who may approach the Fort.” Captain John C. Robinson de-
clined the offer, “having made the acquaintance of some of the officers of that
organization and heard them freely express their opinions.” Testimony of a Mary-
land Guard member suggested that Robinson’s decision had been wise: “The next
excitement after April 19, was the determination of the citizens to capture Fort
McHenry,” recounted Baltimorean Augustus J. Albert, who marched to the Fort
with two hundred volunteers, visions of its capture dancing in their heads. At
sunrise, though, “we discovered we were there to prevent the mob of the city from
doing what we wanted to do ourselves; the authorities wishing to prevent useless
bloodshed.” The Maryland Guard was shortly thereafter disbanded, explained
Albert, who would fight in the Confederate 1st Maryland Artillery. “My brother
Taylor and I got a wagon and went to the Armory where we loaded it with muskets
and took them to my father’s residence, then 81 Monument Street and carried
them up to the top of the house and stowed them away in a space between the roof
and the ceiling” When Union troops later searched house-to-house for arms, the
boys buried theirs in the garden, “where the rusty remains possibly even now are
resting undisturbed.”*

Intrigue stood at every corner. On Sunday night the steamer Spaulding an-
chored under the guns of Fort McHenry and, taking on coal from a lighter, gener-
ated rumors that she had delivered a force of eight hundred northern men into
the city. Loiterers became suspects: “A number of spies are prowling about Howard
county and Ellicott’s Mills procuring information for the Lincoln government,
and stiffening the backbone of its sympathizers,” related the Sun. “One was seen
near Roxbury Mills on Sunday last . . . whilst busily engaged with paper and pencil
platting the Westminister road . . . the spy hastily put his sketching implements
into his pocket, and then, Yankee like, began to ask questions of his discoverers as
to how much flour was stored in Roxbury Mills, etc.” Several were arrested and
released. Over the weekend the police seized twenty-one cases of gun carriages, wheels
and six-pounder cartridges from a warehouse at Locust Point, destined for Little
Rock, Arkansas. Captain Robinson received a visitor to Fort McHenry who bore a
letter for him from the Secretary of the Navy. As the man “did not know what might
happen to him in Baltimore he had concealed it in a queer place. He then removed
his hat, and lifting his wig, drew out the letter from between it and his bald crown. It
was rather oily, but, nevertheless, a document I was glad to receive.”*

By Sunday, April 21, troops were steaming down the Chesapeake for Annapo-
lis, headed for Washington. Hicks, despite the deal with Lincoln, was not reassured
by the prospect of thousands of northern soldiers flooding into Maryland’s capi-
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tal. He protested to their commander, General Benjamin F. Butler of Massachu-
setts: “I would most earnestly advise you do not land your men at Annapolis. The
excitement here is very great, and I think that you should take your men elsewhere.
I have telegraphed to the Secretary of War, advising against your landing your
men here.” Butler, of course, refused: “I am not provisioned for a long voyage,” he
replied. “Finding the ordinary means of communication cut off by the burning of
railroad bridges by a mob, I have been obliged to make this detour, and hope that
your excellency will see . . . that there is no cause of excitement in the mind of any
good citizen because of our being driven here.” With the steamer Maryland set to
disgorge eight hundred Massachusetts volunteers into Annapolis, alarm in Balti-
more grew. There the day’s church services were “slimly” attended. “Just as I started
for church this morning early at 10 o’clock,” wrote George Whitmarsh in his diary,
“the alarm spread that 3,000 volunteers from the North were coming in city. All
up in arms and with arms—people frightened from church. I went, but many of
terrified congregation stood outside.” At the First Lutheran Church, “several mem-
bers of the congregation ascended the pulpit, and informed [Rev. Dr. McCron]
that an immense army was about entering the city, and war had commenced.
Service was then suspended, after a few remarks were made by the pastor, and the
congregation, especially the ladies, hurried out of the edifice with all imaginable
haste, and proceeded to their homes.” At noon a “party of police in carriages pro-
ceeded out the Harford road and cut the telegraph poles for the distance of about
a mile,” which suspended all telegraph service from Baltimore, except to Washing-
ton, “done, as we understand, by direction of the city authorities.””

Some sought providential refuge. “The state of affairs is truly alarming,” wrote
Hester Davis to her daughter. “Our only hope now is in Almighty God, who holds
in His hands the destinies of the children of men”; hostile troops from Pennsylva-
nia were expected to “pass through here right past our own door.” A hundred
Baltimore clergymen declared April 24 a day of fast, humiliation and prayer in
Baltimore. Mrs. Davis would no doubt have worried further at a report from
General Scott to the President: “1. That there are three or four steamers, off An-
napolis, with volunteers for Washington; 2. That their landing will be opposed by
the citizens, reinforced from Baltimore; 3. That the landing may be effected, never-
theless, by good management, & 4. That the rails, on the Annapolis road (20
miles) have been taken up.” Rumors of bridges destroyed south of the city put
Baltimoreans further on edge.>

Nervous depositors put a run on the Savings Bank of Baltimore. Federal em-
ployees in Maryland—including Captain Chiffelle of the Navy, Captain Elzey and
Surgeon Jones of the Army, and Captain Osborne Peters of U.S. Revenue Service—
all resigned. Word was out about Virginia’s plan to ship arms to the Baltimore
men commanded by General George Steuart. And a disquieting letter from Balti-
more arrived at the White House:
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President Lincoln agreed to send troops to Washington via the Chesapeake, rather than risk
another violent episode in the city. (Frank Leslie’s llustrated Newspaper, May 18, 1861.)

I learn from it [a letter from a friend in Mobile, Alabama] that it is the settled
policy to attack the capital by the Southern Confederacy. It is to be done by
foes within as well as without. He says there is not a department at Washing-
ton that is not well filled with friends of Jeff Davis. And they are ready to strike
at any moment. He further states that a large number of the citizens of
Washington will be prominent in the move, and that desperate men dressed
in citizens garb will infest your city to take their part in the contest against
you. This information comes from a high source. It is imparted in that man-
ner that I cannot betray the name, or expose the letter. General Scott believed
“the railroad from Harrisburg to Baltimore of no value to us here without a
force of, perhaps, ten thousand men to hold Baltimore—to protect the rails
and bridges near it.”*

Lincoln’s spirits were bolstered at dinner on April 23 by “old Gen. Spinner who
was fierce and jubilant,” according to John Hay. “No frenzied poet ever predicted
the ruin of a hostile house with more energy and fervor than he, issuing the rescript
of destiny against Baltimore. ‘We’ve got ’em, he said. ‘It is our turn now.” Hay
described what must have been a colorful meal at the White House that evening. “A
gaunt, tattered, uncombed and unshorn figure’—James Lane of Kansas, a friend
of John Brown—"“appeared at the door and marched solemnly up to the table . . .
his neck was innocent of collar, guiltless of necktie. His thin hair stood fretful—
porcupine-quill-wise upon his crown. He sat down and gloomily charged upon
his dinner. A couple of young exquisites were eating and chatting opposite him.
They were guessing when the road would be open through Baltimore. ‘“Thursday,
growled the grim apparition, ‘or Baltimore will be laid in ashes.”3*
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Support for the Union emerged quickly in Baltimore after the riots. These shopkeepers posed with
the Union flag on April 21, 1861. (Maryland Historical Society.)

Life retained a degree of normality. Dr. J. R. Marchisi advertised his “Seaweed
Tonic” and “Celebrated Catholicon for the Relief and Cure of Suffering Females
[at] $2 per bottle, $6 for ten.” For the cure of consumption, Dr. Schenck, “The
Lung Doctor,” pitched his “Pulmonic Syrup and the Respirometer, the only in-
strument that can to a certainty detect the slightest murmur of the respiratory
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organs [keeping| the bronchial tubes free from the putrid matter which impedes
their functions.” A sailor named Charles Mitchell “under excitement, stabbed him-
self twice in the breast, and afterwards cut his throat, inflicting an ugly wound,” in
a suicide attempt. The city health commissioner, in a report showing “a healthful
condition of the city,” related that eighty-nine Baltimoreans died during the week
ending April 21: forty-six male, forty-three female, and forty under the age of
ten—twenty-one from consumption; five each from convulsions, catarrh fever,
and gunshots; and six from causes unknown. And Daniel Thomas reveled in the
achievement of the Baltimoreans: “By one of the most astonishing performances
recorded in history, Maryland has fully redeemed her tarnished character, and
old Baltimore may now hold up her head again,” he wrote to his sister. “That
which the united efforts of our statesmen were unable to do has been triumphantly
accomplished by the people by a sort of spontaneous combustion.”*

Amid rumors that mobs were preparing to descend on the Naval Academy in
Annapolis, just outside whose walls lay the executive mansion, a Colonel Harrison
arrived to escort Governor Hicks back to Baltimore on a special train, so that he
might inspire law-abiding citizens and mobilize militiamen to maintain order.
William Seabrook, with Hicks during the afternoon of April 20, convinced the gov-
ernor not to go. “I reminded the governor that he was not then fully recovered from
the effects of a surgical operation; that his health was by no means robust; that he
had been under a great strain the previous day and night and that he might imperil
his life by a repetition of that experience. . . . I urged the importance of his life to the
Union cause.” Seabrook feared that “the avowed secessionist” John B. Brooke, presi-
dent of the state senate, might stage a palace coup were Hicks to leave the capital. No
Colonel Harrison was identified, and Seabrook suggested years later that “Harrison”
may have been the alias of a kidnapper sent to murder the governor.3

In Boston, John Pratt had written his brother of his joy at learning that Balti-
more was calm:

We are rejoiced to hear as we do this morning that there is a reaction in
sentiment in Baltimore and that there is a prospect that our troops will be
allowed to pass without a fight. I hope so, for it would be a terrible alternative
to be obliged to apply the torch to your city and widen the streets with artil-
lery, for there is no question that if Maryland is obstinate in this matter, she
will have to be subjugated. Her secession will amount to nothing: she will
not be permitted to go: we like your people too well to part company so easy.
The North is just waking up like the “lion from his lair” as there is a force
coming down through the South that will crush out, annihilate and sweep
away all before it. Let the South look out for its cherished institution, let this
war continue a few months, and the whirlwind now gathering will sweep
within its vortex the South and slavery, and all will perish together.””
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During the days following the Pratt Street riot, many feared Maryland lost to
the Union cause, regardless of how—or even if—northern troops crossed her soil.
Many of Baltimore’s businessmen—who, citing a range of reasons, for months
had publicly opposed secession—feared more rioting and even northern repris-
als, and they plunged into defense of city and livelihood. Bypassing Baltimore by
sending troops down the Chesapeake Bay to Washington proved a political
masterstroke that deprived leaderless and unorganized Maryland secessionists of
their only chance to act. “Without question the decision to send troops through
Annapolis prevented Maryland from seceding,” wrote William Evitts. “Another
clash in Baltimore would have propelled Maryland out of the Union.” Hicks would
call the legislature into special session on April 26 in Frederick, where—with no
federal or military interference—Maryland lawmakers would refuse even to con-
sider an ordinance of secession. By then John P. Kennedy was noting the calm in
Baltimore, and unionist Henry Winter Davis that the clash of April 19 “has greatly
strengthened us and I feel now more confidence than ever in the resolute loyalty of
Maryland.” George Whitmarsh recorded in his diary how “the Union feeling is
rising again,” while Baltimore attorney William Schley reported that “there never
was a moment when Maryland could have been forced into secession.”*® The quick
restoration of or