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The Unionism that was numerically dominant in Maryland by
spring 1861 was, it must be admitted, fragile. Most Marylanders, even
those who denounced secession as illegal and unjustified, saw the
North as the aggressor in the sectional conflict. Marylanders were
especially sensitive to Northern disregard of the fugitive slave laws.
Unionists also shared with the activists a high regard for the Critten-
den Compromise proposals. Approval of the plan was automatic at
every one of the numerous meetings held that winter, by all parties.
Also, although the Unionists had the numbers, the activists had the
more emotional case. In this situation Maryland could be severed
from the Union by an explosion of feeling which overrode interest,
blotted out reason, and substituted rage. Two incidents in the spring
of 1861 threatened the control of the Unionists over the state.

II

President-elect Abraham Lincoln was scheduled to pass through
Baltimore on Saturday, February 23, at the end of the speaking tour
which wound up in Washington just ten days before his inauguration.
Maryland newspapers reported Lincoln's progress through the North
and East and carried synopses or even texts of the speeches he made
on the way. His coming was anticipated with curiosity, excitement,
and considerable alarm. A group of Baltimore Republicans petitioned
Marshall of Police George P. Kane for protection and permission to
accompany the president-elect in Baltimore and to hold a brief rally
in his honor. Kane refused them, saying that it was a dangerous idea
and that he could not promise protection. The American, which
reported Kane's reaction, approved of it and called Lincoln "particu-
larly obnoxious to the people and public sentiment of Baltimore.111

The failure of the city authorities to plan a welcome for the president-
elect or even to allow his followers to do so, was an ominous sign of ill-
will. Dominant Unionism notwithstanding, Lincoln's passage through
the state would be dangerous.

Baltimore was the riskiest stop on the president-elect's entire
itinerary, not only because of the hostile sentiment there, but because
of the physical arrangements that were required for his trip. Four
passenger depots were scattered in various parts of Baltimore; all
passengers from the North had to change trains in the city, and had
to go from one depot to another through city streets. Lincoln was
scheduled to arrive from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, at the Calvert
Street station around midday on Saturday, February 23, and to cross
Baltimore by carriage to the Baltimore and Ohio tracks, stopping on

111 February 26, 1861.
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the way to greet well-wishers at the Eutaw House Hotel. The journey
through the city streets would be well over a mile long.

As Tebruary 23 neared, Lincoln's friends began to hear alarming
reports of trouble to come in Baltimore. Chicago detective Allan
Pinkerton, originally hired by the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and
Baltimore Railroad to protect their tracks and Bay ferries from seces-
sionist sabotage, was working undercover in Baltimore when he
discovered a group of Southern sympathizers plotting to assassinate
Lincoln on his way through the city. Pinkerton was quite sure that
the conspirators were in earnest; he later revealed details of the plot
and named one of the leaders, a barber named Cypriano Ferrandini.112

According to Pinkerton, a small band, chosen by lot from a larger
group of conspirators, would create a row at the Calvert Street station,
divert the police, and strike down the president-elect. A Bay steamer
would be waiting to take the assassins to Virginia. On February 21,
the alarmed Pinkerton rushed to Philadelphia, where Lincoln and his
party were stopped at the Continental Hotel. Through fellow Chica-
goan Norman B. Judd, the dectective met Lincoln privately and warned
him to go to Washington without delay and without a ceremonial
stop in Baltimore.

The weary Lincoln was skeptical, and, besides, he was scheduled
to go to Harrisburg to meet the legislature and make a speech on
Friday, the twenty-second; from there he would leave for Baltimore.
He resolved to stick to his itinerary. But immediately after he left
Pinkerton, Lincoln received a second and completely independent
confirmation of the plot's existence. Frederick Seward, son of William
H. Seward, was waiting in Lincoln's room, and told him that a group
of New York city police detectives engaged by his father and himself
had also found out about the would-be assassins.113 Neither set of
detectives knew about the other, and Lincoln was then convinced
that the danger was real enough to warrant a change in schedule.

Lincoln went to Harrisburg on February 22 as arranged, but he
did not wait for the Northern Central train to Baltimore on the
morning of the twenty-third. Instead, he disguised himself with a soft
wool cap pulled low, and left secretly that evening for Philadelphia

112 The basic account of Lincoln's passage through Baltimore is taken from the
judicious study by Norma Cuthbert. ed., Lincoln and the Baltimore Plot, 1861
(San Marino, Calif.: Huntington Library, 1949). Cypriano Ferrandini was listed
in the Baltimore City Directory in 1860, and for many years afterward, as a hair-
dresser and barber. Despite Pinkerton's positive assertion of Ferrandini's deep in-
volvement with an assassination conspiracy, no legal action was ever taken against
him.

us Whether the assassins uncovered by the New York detectives and those
scouted by Pinkerton were the same is not known. It is conceivable that at least
two separate plots on Lincoln's life existed.
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by a special Pennsylvania Railroad train. Someone cut the telegraph
lines to keep the president-elect's movements unknown. From Phila-
delphia he went to Baltimore by a special Philadelphia, Wilmington,
and Baltimore train on the night of February 22/23. The rail line from
Philadelphia terminated on the eastern edge of the harbor at the
President Street station. Before dawn Lincoln passed through the city;
because the cars could be drawn by horse from the President Street
station to the Baltimore and Ohio tracks, Lincoln did not have to
expose himself, as he would have if he had taken the train from
Harrisburg. The secrecy was perfect, and the trip went off without
incident. Lincoln and his party arrived in Washington around
6:00 A.M., February 23, roughly the time he was originally scheduled
to leave Harrisburg.

In Baltimore on the twenty-third a large crowd gathered to see
Lincoln. Perhaps ten to fifteen thousand people assembled near the
Calvert Street station. Some were merely curious, others were outright
hostile. The rumor circulated that Lincoln was already in Washington,
but no one believed it. Finally the train arrived, carrying only Mrs.
Lincoln and the children. Shouts and threats greeted the train; several
persons called derisively for "the damned black Republican."114 The
crowd was stunned and angry to learn that the rumor was true and
that Lincoln was already in the capital. Mrs. Lincoln and her party
made their way nervously through the crowd and got out of town
pushed and shaken and occasionally insulted, but unharmed.

Whether or not a plot to assassinate Lincoln existed and was actually
going to be carried through115—it is fairly certain that at least some
plans of this sort had been made—the emotional effect of Lincoln's mid-
night trip through Maryland was dismal. Unionists were embarrassed

114 Cuthbert, op. cit., p. 134. The description of Mrs. Lincoln's experience in
Baltimore is essentially that given by a New York Times reporter. In their re-
membered biography of Lincoln his two secretaries, Nicolay and Hay3 recalled the
scene differently and said that the party had no difficulty. Ibid. Clearly, the
contemporaneous account by the reporter squares with the facts of the Baltimore
mob and its mood.

115 Considerable controversy exists over the seriousness of the danger to Lincoln
in Baltimore, and the various conflicting accounts by contemporaries are not much
help. I agree with Pinkerton's view that a plot existed; it is highly improbable that
he invented all the evidence and agents reports which Miss Cuthbert unearthed
and reprinted in the volume cited above. But even Pinkerton was uncertain that
the conspirators really had the nerve to go through with murder. If they had, the
crowd scene at the station would have been perfect for their purposes. One Mary-
land Republican was definitely of the opinion that Lincoln's midnight trip was
necessary. William Louis Schley was in Baltimore on the morning of the twenty-
third, probably as a friendly greeter for the president-elect. He later wrote Lin-
coln that the conspiracy was "meditated and determined. By your course you have
saved bloodshed and a mob." Schley to Abraham Lincoln, February 23, 1861,
Lincoln Papers; italics in the original.
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and infuriated because confidence in the incoming administration was
nearly wiped out by the Baltimore escapade, and that made their
position more difficult. The Sun summarized the overwhelming disgust
of most Marylanders: "Had we any respect for Mr. Lincoln . . . [this]
would have utterly destroyed it."118 Lincoln seemed cowardly because
of the precaution, or, if not cowardly, ridiculous. The spectacle of the
chief executive smuggling himself into the capital in disguise was
completely disheartening. Some Marylanders were offended to think
that Lincoln held them in so little regard as to shun them entirely;
that they had snubbed him first made no difference. Mayor Brown
later complained that the people of Baltimore were not only slighted
but slandered.

If Mr. Lincoln had arrived in Baltimore at the time expected, and had
spoken a few words to the people who had gathered to hear him, expressing
the kind feelings which were in his heart with the simple eloquence of
which he was so great a master, he could not have failed to make a very
different impression from that which was produced not only by the want of
confidence and respect manifested towards the city of Baltimore by the plan
pursued, but still more by the manner in which it was carried out. . . .
Fearful accounts of the conspiracy flew all over the country, creating a
hostile feeling against the city, from which it soon afterwards suffered.117

Lincoln himself recognized the damage the trip had done. "You . . .
know," he told Ward Lamon, who had been with him on the trip,
"that the way we skulked into this city [Washington] has been a
source of shame and regret to me, for it did look so cowardly!"118

Presidential prestige, already perilously low in Maryland, virtually
disappeared on February 23.

The Unionist cause weathered that setback, however, and regained
its strength through March 1861. Lincoln was inaugurated without
incident on the fourth. The last feeble convention of the activists ad-
journed on March 13. Except for the alarming situation of the federal
troops under seige in Charleston Harbor, excitement waned for a time.
Marylanders waited. Then, on April 12, firing on Fort Sumter began,
and civil war with it.

Ill

Marylanders were stunned, if not totally surprised, by the firing
on Fort Sumter. John P. Kennedy noted ironically that war had broken

lie February 25, 1861.
117 George William Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861 (Balti-

more: N. Murray, 1887), p. 12.
n 8 Cuthbert, op. cit., p. xv.
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out on Henry Clay's birthday.119 Lincoln responded with a call for
75,000 troops to put down the armed rebellion against the United
States. Of this number, Maryland was asked to supply four regiments
(3,120 men) to aid in subduing what many Marylanders were ac-
customed to calling "our sister States of the South." Federal forces
prepared to pass over Maryland soil to protect the threatened national
capital. Everyone knew that Maryland's role was crucial, but no one
knew for sure what to do. On April 16 and 17 crowds milled through
the streets of Baltimore gathering especially near the offices of the Sun
and American on Baltimore Street. Fistfights between persons of
different views were common; agitation was universal.

The opening of hostilities and the call for troops put Hicks on the
spot. Resisting the call for a special session was one thing, but denying
the president's demand for troops was quite another. Evasion was no
longer possible. The governor must, it seemed, either uphold the
Republican administration or defy it. Hicks, however, found one more
compromise to try, although the middle ground was shrinking under
him. He hurried to Washington on April 15 and saw Lincoln, General
Winfield Scott, and Secretary of War Cameron. Able to impress upon
them the dangers of asking Marylanders to participate in "coercion"
of the South, he secured a promise from the administration that no
troops raised in Maryland would be asked to leave the state except
to guard the District of Columbia from attack. The next day, April 16,
Hicks told John P. Kennedy of the arrangement, and two telegrams
sent by Secretary Cameron on the seventeenth confirmed in writing
what Hicks had been assured of earlier.120 For the time being, Hicks
made no move to summon any troops.

With this problem at least temporarily solved, the next crisis came
over the transport of troops to Washington from the North. Troops
had to cross Maryland to reach the capital. Given the temper of Mary-
landers, their divided sympathies, and clear opposition to the use of
force against the South, violence could be avoided only by the most
adroit handling of the situation. There being neither time nor wisdom
enough for adroitness, Maryland nearly erupted into open rebellion.
Baltimore was the pivot of the problem. South-bound troops had to
make the same kind of exposed transfer between trains that had
endangered Lincoln, and no other rail routes from the North existed
except those which passed through Baltimore. The city was in an
uproar by April 17, in anticipation of the coming troops. Southern

John P. Kennedy, Journal, April 13, 1861, Kennedy Papers.
120 Ibid., April 16, 1861; and Maryland General Assembly, House and Senate

Documents, 1861, document "A."
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recruiters were active in Baltimore.121 Palmetto flags appeared several
places around town. In this atmosphere the passage of large numbers
of armed Northern troops, visible symbols of perceived Northern
coercion, was almost certain to cause trouble. Their passage was a
raw confrontation between Maryland's lingering Southern sympathies
and the federal government's resolve to maintain the Union by force.
Sensing trouble, Mayor Brown issued on the seventeenth a proclama-
tion urging calm and avoidance of rash and provocative acts. As he
himself admitted, "I cannot flatter myself that this appeal produced
much effect. The excitement was too great for any words to allay it."122

Order began to break down on April 18. Word came from Harris-
burg that two companies of U.S. artillery, under Major George
Pemberton, and four companies of unidentified militia would arrive
at the small Northern Central Railroad station on Bolton Street, at
the north end of town: they were due at 2:00 P.M. While many
citizens prepared to confront the troops, Mayor Brown went to Bolton
Street, as he put it, "to receive them." But before the troops arrived
he was called away to consult with the governor. When the soldiers
passed through the streets the crowd prudently avoided the regular
U. S. artillery, but they harrassed the un-uniformed and unarmed
militia mercilessly. The crowd grew quite large as the soldiers neared
their destination at the Camden Street depot on the west side of the
harbor. But for this day, at least, the Baltimoreans hurled nothing
more than verbal abuse, and sang "Dixie."

That night a meeting was held in Taylor's Building, on Fayette
Street near Calvert, by a group calling itself the "Southern Rights
Convention." T. Parkin Scott led a large group of speakers; he told
the audience that only lack of organization had made Southern men
powerless that day, and he ominously urged them to prepare resistance
for any other Northern troops that would follow. Bellicose resolutions
in favor of the South, just short of being treasonable in their tone,
also were approved.123 News of Virginia's secession on April 17
measurably heightened the excitement in Baltimore on the 18th. Many
Marylanders had long maintained that their state should follow
Virginia if that state left the Union. Tension grew with every hour.
The mayor issued another proclamation asking citizens to avoid rash

121 Baltimore Sun, April 17, 1861.
122 Brown, op. tit., p . 36. Throughout this narrative of the events of April 19

I will rely heavily on Brown; wi th a few exceptions his book is by far the best
source for the incident. Unless otherwise noted, material about the riot is from
this work, and was checked against newspaper accounts and other documents.

12 3 Baltimore Sun, April 19, 1861; see also John P. Kennedy, Journal, April 18,
1861, Kennedy Papers.
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acts, and the governor, who had come to the city that afternoon, did
the same. If Brown's proclamation of the seventeenth was ineffective,
these on the eighteenth were small voices lost in the storm. Unable
to control the city, the two officials sent urgent pleas to the president.
"The excitement is fearful. Send no troops here," pleaded Hicks.124

Added Brown, "it is not possible for more soldiers to pass through
Baltimore unless they fight their way at every step."125

More Northern troops were rumored to be due on the nineteenth,
but no one in Baltimore knew for sure when, how many, or from
where. The only certainty was that the people of the city were extreme-
ly excitable and that an undetermined number of them had vowed
to resist the passage of any more soldiers. Mayor Brown always main-
tained afterwards that, if he had been notified on April 19 of the
exact details of the military's movements, he, with the police, could
have kept order and prevented bloodshed.126 Certainly the com-
manders of the troops arriving on the nineteenth expected trouble,
but evidently they and the director of the Philadelphia, Wilmington,
and Baltimore Railroad did not trust the city officials of Baltimore
and so kept them in the dark. Consequently, Mayor Brown was at his
office on the morning of the nineteenth when word came that an
unknown number of troops were due to arrive momentarily. At the
urging of Police Marshall George P. Kane, Brown rushed to the Cam-
den Street station, where he found Kane supervising a rapidly grow-
ing force of city police. Why Kane was at the station where the troops
would likely depart the city, and not at the depot of arrival, is a
puzzle. Perhaps he did not know where the troops would arrive;
if so, his move to Camden Street was the only logical one left to him.
There he, the mayor, and several other city officials waited.

The troops arrived from Philadelphia at the President Street station
at approximately 11:00 A.M. They were fully uniformed and armed,
and, worst of all, they were from Massachusetts—an "abolitionist"

124 Thomas H. Hicks to Abraham Lincoln, April 18, 1861, Lincoln Papers.
1 2 5 George William Brown to Abraham Lincoln, April 18, 1861, ibid. Brown re-

called this telegram, and Hicks's, too, as being sent on the nineteenth, and he
reported them as such (op. cit., p. 57) . But the originals in the Lincoln papers
both carry the date April 18, and it seems unlikely that the date was incorrectly
entered on both, and then not corrected by the recipient when they were filed.
The clash of citizens and troops referred to, then, must be the incident on April
18 and not the bloody affray with the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment, Most sub-
sequent authorites, including Radcliffe (op. cit.), follow Brown's claim that the
often-quoted telegrams were sent April 19. It would appear, however, that writ-
ing twenty-five years after the fact Brown was off by one day on the date of these
telegrams.

126 Xhe government of Massachusetts later sent its sincere thanks to Brown and
the other city officials for their efforts toward preserving peace and order, however,
futile. Brown, op. cit., pp. 53-55.


