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Firing their rifles “wildly,” the soldiers fought back against the secessionist mob hurling
stones at them as they marched down Pratt Street.1 Baltimore Mayor George William Brown
thought it prudent to direct the commanding officer of the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment to slow
his troops’ marching speed — double-quick time, the mayor felt, was too fast and would thus
incite further panic. Brown had no military expertise, but that did not stop the determined mayor
from taking charge. Nothing would. It was his city in chaos, after all. The soldiers slowed down
as Brown began to march at the front of their unit, but the violence worsened.2 Rioters wrestled
weapons away from the troops, continued throwing stones and bricks, and cheered in support of
the newly-formed Confederate States of America.3 Four soldiers and twelve civilians died on the
streets of Baltimore that day.4 Although this tumult on the morning of April 19th, 1861 terrified
Marylanders, by this time they were already quite familiar with secessionism and the tense
nature of the sectional crisis plaguing the nation. In Maryland, secessionists were present
throughout 1860 and 1861 because of the state’s political climate, in which a disdain for outsider
intervention, a fear of abolition, and a strong sense of Southernness prevailed.
Maryland’s secession crisis experience has been regarded as an especially fascinating
one, in part because on the surface it may appear to many that Maryland could have sided with
either the Union or the seceding states. Since the 1970s, however, historians who have studied
Maryland during 1860 and 1861 have rejected this misconceived view that Maryland’s course
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was ever truly uncertain.5 In doing so, these scholars have examined exactly why Maryland
remained in the Union. They have generally agreed that the state’s ultimate course was primarily
determined by the prevalence of Unionist sentiments and federal intervention. Yet even though
Maryland in the end did not secede, secessionists nonetheless abounded in the state. The
secessionist presence and the sectional disagreements it produced have also garnered historians’
attention.6 Specifically, much of the scholarship has focused on secessionist politicians in the
state and the perspectives and strategies of Unionist politicians, such as Governor Thomas
Holliday Hicks, who were tasked with managing crises induced by sectional discord.
Study of Maryland’s secession crisis experience, though, has largely been constrained to
questions regarding either the state’s Unionist course, political parties, or conflicts between
Unionists and secessionists, namely the Baltimore Riot of April 1861.7 These issues, without a
doubt, are vitally important to investigate because they were central elements of the sectional
crisis both in Maryland and on the national level. But historians have not offered a substantial
examination of why the state became home to secessionists and sectional tension; traditionally,
scholars simply attribute this to Maryland’s existence as both a border state and a slave state.
Although correct, this answer only represents a surface-level exploration of the question. In fact,
Maryland became a place where secessionists existed and had a voice because of three key
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elements of its political climate: a rejection of outside influence in the state’s affairs, a fear of
abolition, and a sense of Southern regional identity.8
Before delving into these underlying reasons why some Marylanders adopted secessionist
views, it is necessary to understand the nature of the sectional strife in the state. Republican
Abraham Lincoln’s November 1860 election and South Carolina’s secession from the Union a
month later prompted citizens to express their views on the secession crisis. In the weeks and
months following these events, it became apparent that Marylanders held divergent views on
some of the issues facing their state. Perhaps the most pivotal of these matters was the question
of the hour: whether or not to secede. This dilemma proved especially divisive for Marylanders.
From a day-to-day perspective, sectional disagreements ended friendships and caused family
members and colleagues to not speak to each other for the duration of the Civil War.9 More
notably, sectional discord in the state manifested itself in two major conflicts. The first
controversy was the question facing Governor Hicks of whether or not to convene the state
legislature in a special session so that it could vote on secession. Hicks, elected governor in 1857
thanks to election violence in Baltimore that suppressed Democratic turnout, was a pro-slavery,
planter-politician who throughout the secession crisis remained staunchly Unionist.10 The
Governor, fearing that, if assembled, the legislature would vote to secede, withstood the intense
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pressure from secessionist politicians and in December 1860 rejected initial requests for a special
session.11 The second significant sectional conflict in Maryland was the Baltimore Riot of April
1861. This clash between federal troops and a secessionist mob, in addition to demonstrating the
sectional friction present in the state, signaled to Marylanders that the Civil War and its violence
would indeed affect them.12
The first and most straightforward reason why Maryland provided fertile ground for
secessionist views in 1860 and 1861 was that many Marylanders loathed federal intervention in
their state’s affairs. More specifically, they believed that the state should exist and determine its
own path forward independent of government influence. Held by both Unionists and
secessionists, this perspective was frequently voiced regarding the most prevalent and powerful
source of outside intervention: President Lincoln’s federal government. This widespread
negative view of federal interference in the state helped bring about disdain for the U.S.
government that induced some to adopt secessionist views.
Federal troops sent to the state served as a first target for Marylanders’ expression of their
contempt for government intervention. The Baltimore Riot, of course, serves as a straightforward
example of this phenomenon; a mob of Baltimoreans, comprised primarily of secessionists,
attacked U.S. troops as they marched through the city on their way to defend Washington D.C.
Furthermore, in the immediate aftermath of the riot, Baltimoreans — both Unionists and
secessionists — eagerly tore up train track and burned railroad bridges in an effort to prevent
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more soldiers from passing through their city, again demonstrating their disdain for U.S. military
presence.13
Marylanders reinforced their actions during and after the riot with harsh words about the
troops’ appearance in their state. William Bowley Wilson, for example, served in a Confederatesympathizing Maryland militia. Recalling his involvement in the April 1861 riot, he
unambiguously voiced his feelings about the soldiers’ arrival: “Believing firmly that that
Government had no right to coerce the Southern States, and that it was outraging the State of
Maryland by bringing Northern militia through it for that purpose, I ran down to the depot to
assist in preventing their passage.”14 Similarly, Jabez David Pratt, a Baltimore secessionist, wrote
to his brother following the riot, proclaiming, “Let any more Northern troops attempt passage of
this city and not one will live to tell the story.”15 Pratt and some other Marylanders, including
one Baltimorean named Phil, even recognized a link between the appearance of the soldiers and
the rise of secessionist views in the state.16 Phil wrote in a letter to his sister that the passage of
“northern troops” through Baltimore had the effect of making “men who a day or two ago would
have done anything for the ‘Union’ . . . the most ranting secessionists.”17 For many people,
especially Baltimoreans, the presence of federal troops was a source of great agitation.
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Another way in which Marylanders expressed their frustration with the federal
government was by criticizing President Lincoln himself. The Illinois Republican, largely
because of his stance on slavery and the perception that he would seek to coerce the Southern
states, was never popular in Maryland.18 In fact, he garnered only 2.48 percent of the vote in the
state and did not receive a single vote in seven of its counties.19 After Lincoln began to take
concerted actions aimed at keeping Maryland in the Union in the Spring and Summer of 1861,
such as bringing federal troops to the state, opinions of the President only grew more negative.
One citizen of the state quoted in the Baltimore Sun on April 23, 1861 clearly voiced his
antipathy to Lincoln by saying, “God have mercy on us, when the government is placed in the
hands of a man like this!”20 James Ryder Randall also sharply criticized Lincoln and echoed
sentiments held by many of his fellow Marylanders in a poem he wrote following the Baltimore
Riot. The poem, titled “Maryland, My Maryland,” urged the state to secede and envisioned a day
when Maryland “spurns the Northern scum.”21 According to the lyrics, Randall viewed Lincoln
as a “despot,” a “tyrant,” and a “[v]andal.”22 Randall demonstrated in this poem that he, like
some others, thought that the President’s actions were enough to warrant secession. Yet despite
his plea, Lincoln’s actions did not induce Maryland to secede — in fact, they essentially had the
opposite effect. Nonetheless, the presence of federal troops in the state, as indicated by the words
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of Randall, Wilson, Pratt, and others, prompted many Marylanders to regard the federal actions
as interference with their state’s right not to be coerced by the federal government.23
The second element of Maryland’s political climate that gave way to a secessionist
presence in the state was the commonly-held fear of the abolition of slavery. The prevalence of
this sentiment, expressed by both Unionists and secessionists, of course did not induce Maryland
to secede. But given that the Confederacy was formed in large part to preserve the institution of
slavery in the Southern states, anti-abolitionist views in Maryland and the presence of
secessionism in the state were naturally linked. This prevailing fear of abolition had its roots in
Maryland’s existence as a slave state. Since its colonial days, the state had relied on slavery to
maximize production of tobacco—its preeminent cash crop—in the regions known as southern
Maryland and the Eastern Shore.24 By the nineteenth century, even after the Eastern Shore had
largely converted to cultivating grain, slaves remained a vital part of the labor force on both
shores of the Chesapeake Bay; in 1860, the state’s 87,189 slaves comprised thirteen percent of its
population and twelve percent of Maryland families owned slaves.25 As a result, Marylanders
from these plantation agriculture communities tended to be staunch supporters of slavery. Even
Baltimoreans, who lived in an industrial urban environment, were generally pro-slavery, in large
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part because the city’s two most dominant political parties, the Know-Nothing Party and the
Democratic Party, both supported the institution.26
Marylanders, urban and rural, Unionist and secessionist, frequently conveyed their fear of
abolition. Governor Thomas Hicks, for example, offered his perspective on slavery and abolition
in both private and public correspondence. Regarded throughout the secession crisis as a staunch
Unionist, Hicks, in addition to professing his love of the Union, often voiced his contempt for
secession and fear of disunion.27 Yet however daunting the prospect of secession was to Hicks,
he suggested on multiple occasions that his fear of abolition was paramount. In other words, he
would rather Maryland secede than be part of a United States in which slavery had been
abolished. One instance in which Hicks indicated that his fear of abolition carried the most
weight occurred in his January 1861 letter “To the People of Maryland,” in which he justified his
decision not to convene the legislature.28 In this message, the Governor juxtaposed the South’s
“secession leaders” with the North’s abolitionist “fanatical demagogues.”29 Here, Hicks used
strong, disdainful language to characterize abolitionists, but simply referred to secession leaders
as what they were. The implication of the Governor’s choice of words, then, is that even though
he dreaded the prospects of both abolition and secession, the thought of losing slavery was much
more frightening.
Furthermore, Hicks confirmed that this indeed was his perspective in other
communications, including a December 1860 letter to John Contee. To Contee, a lawmaker who
had supported convening the legislature, Hicks wrote that the laws Northern states had passed to
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weaken the Fugitive Slave Law “should be repealed at once . . . If they are not, then in my
judgment, we shall be fully warranted in demanding a division of the country.”30 Again, the
Governor conveyed — and this time quite directly — that despite his fear of disunion, he would
tolerate secession if it were necessary to escape these laws that interfered with the rights of slave
owners.
Hicks, however, was certainly not the only Marylander for whom abolition was the most
frightening possibility. In the same post-riot letter to his brother in which he threatened the
federal troops, Jabez Pratt also expressed that his fear of abolition was not only grave but
paramount as well. Pratt wrote, “We, both Lucy and myself, are not disposed to run — much less
into the arms of infernal abolitionism. We know there is danger. . . . Possibly all may be
slaughtered; but . . . we are determined to die in the work.”31 First, he evinced his fear of
abolition about as unequivocally as one could: in describing abolitionism as “infernal,” he
equated a world without slavery to hell, a universally frightening place to which no one wants to
go. But more telling, perhaps, is the clear implication that, for Pratt, staying in Baltimore to fight
and maybe even die was a more desirable option than fleeing to a place without slavery. With
that suggestion, Pratt communicated that he, like his governor, feared the abolition of slavery
more than anything else — maybe even death.
Another indication that a fear of abolition prevailed in Maryland during 1860 and 1861 is
that elected officials and campaigns played to this fear when seeking to advance their political
interests. Henry Winter Davis, a Know-Nothing U.S. Representative from Baltimore, was by no
means a staunch supporter of slavery, as evidenced in part by his 1861 switch to the Republican
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Party.32 Yet in trying to convince others of his argument that Maryland should remain in the
Union, Davis believed it expedient to appeal to this widely-held fear of abolition. He asserted
that dissolution of the Union would cause “Maryland slaveholders” to “lose the only guarantee
for return of their slaves” and that if Maryland were to secede, “her slaves will walk over the
Pennsylvania line unmolested.”33 Regardless of the actual plausibility of Davis’s claims, he
evidently felt that connecting secession with the possibility that Marylanders would lose their
slaves was an effective way to plead his case for staying in the Union. Additionally, in the
presidential election of 1860, supporters of the staunchly pro-slavery Southern Democrat John
Breckinridge also played to the fear of abolition that existed in the state. Breckinridge’s main
opposition in Maryland was Constitutional Unionist John Bell, who did officially hold a position
regarding slavery.34 Nonetheless, Breckinridge backers tried to paint Bell as an abolitionist in an
attempt to sway the state’s many pro-slavery voters their way.35 Davis, a Bell supporter who had
himself catered to Marylanders’ fear of abolition, voiced his distaste for the Democrats’ tactic. In
a speech to presidential electors from his district, he accused Democrats of perpetuating an
“eternal howl on the Negro Question to keep themselves in.”36 Albeit in a different way, these
political appeals, like the words of Hicks and Pratt, demonstrate that fear of losing the institution
of slavery was a commonly held sentiment in the state.
The third element of the state’s political climate that enabled secessionism to exist in the
state was that Marylanders, Unionist and secessionist, felt that their state was part of the South
and thus they identified as Southern. Even in the context of the Civil War, which was marked by
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all-out North-versus-South fighting, this matter of regional identity was different from that of
sectional allegiance. That said, Marylanders’ Southernness was perhaps the most important
reason why the state became home to secessionists. Some Marylanders indeed believed that since
their state was regionally Southern it should, naturally, join the Confederacy of other Southern
states.
Marylanders often communicated their sense of Southernness, but sometimes took
different approaches in doing so. Governor Hicks expressed his southern identity unequivocally,
writing in a December 1860 letter to General Assembly leaders explaining his refusal to convene
the legislature that, “Identified as I am by birth and every other tie with the South...”37 In his
letter “To The People of Maryland” on the same subject, he added, “It is unnecessary for me to
make extravagant professions of devotion to the South.”38 Clear as these statements are, more
telling, perhaps, is that when supporting these claims “of devotion to the South” Hicks cited his
Maryland-ness, suggesting not only that he was Southern but that he was Southern because
Maryland was his birthplace and “residence for more than sixty years.”39 Further, these messages
served a critical political purpose for Hicks: to convince the many Marylanders who so intensely
pressured him to call a special session that he had just cause to deny their request. From this
precarious political position, he evidently thought it expedient, or at the very least he knew it
would not be politically damaging, to assert his “devotion to the South” on multiple occasions in
these letters. This, in and of itself, serves as an indication that the sense of Southernness in
Maryland was widespread.
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Some Marylanders, both secessionists and Unionists, shared their sense of Southernness,
often in passing, as if it was a given. A Baltimore secessionist, reflecting on his efforts in 1861
made sure to characterize his city as Southern, writing, “Baltimore, being a Southern city . . .”40
Likewise, The Sun, when discussing Lincoln’s journey through Baltimore prior to his March 4th,
1861 inauguration, contended that the President and his entourage would not have attracted
hostile crowds had he journeyed “upon the first Southern soil incognito.”41 While this statement
contains other important implications about Baltimoreans’ attitudes, the obvious takeaway is that
the Sun’s editors believed that their city was in the South. Other Marylanders, rather than
describing their state’s Southernness in geographic terms, articulated that citizens of the state felt
a collective sense of Southern identity. For example, in late 1860, the editors of the Baltimore
Exchange, referring to their status as Marylanders, used the phrase “we in common with the
South.”42 Christopher Columbus Shriver of rural Carroll County also indicated that he believed
that he and his fellow Marylanders identified as Southern. In a February 1861 letter to his cousin
discussing sectional allegiances, Shriver wrote the words “We Southerners” when explaining a
belief that he shared with some fellow Marylanders.43
In addition to those brief, direct expressions of Southern identity, some citizens of the
state implied their Southernness subtly. James Ryder Randall’s “Maryland, My Maryland”
provides a particularly fascinating example of this phenomenon. The poem not only implored the
state to leave the Union because of Lincoln’s tyrannical governance, but it also suggested that
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Maryland should secede because its rightful place was with the other Southern states. Randall, in
the sixth stanza, wrote: “Dear Mother! burst the tyrant's chain, / Maryland! / Virginia should not
call in vain, / Maryland! / She meets her sisters on the plain- . . .”44 Here, Randall called for
Maryland to rebuff Lincoln and secede, just as Virginia had. The use of the phrase “her sisters”
to describe Maryland’s relationship the other Southern states indicates quite explicitly that
Randall saw his state as Southern and that therefore, in his view, its natural place was in the
Confederacy.
Lastly, the results from Maryland in the 1860 presidential election bolster the idea that
Marylanders, regionally speaking, identified with the South. Ultimately, Breckinridge, of
Kentucky, defeated the Tennessean Bell by less than a percentage point.45 More revealing than
Breckinridge’s narrow victory in the state, however, is that he and Bell, both from the border
South, fared much better than Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas, the two Northern candidates.
The two Southerners together garnered over ninety percent of the state’s vote, whereas Lincoln
and Douglas combined received less than ten percent.46 It is also interesting to note that the
Southern Democrat Breckinridge beat the Democrat Douglas by almost forty percent in the
state.47 Furthermore, Maryland’s results were quite similar to those of the other Southern and
border states, which backed either Breckinridge or Bell, than those of the Northern states.48 Of
course, more than just regional identity factored into Marylanders’ decisions at the ballot box,
but this massive dichotomy between their support for the Northern candidates and for the
Southern candidates further evinces the overwhelming sense of Southernness in the state.
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Marylanders’ Southern regional identity, along with their contempt for federal
intervention and their fear of abolition, made the state fertile ground for secessionist views. This
presence of secessionism stoked the sectional tensions that made 1860 and 1861 so divisive for
Marylanders. The state’s secession crisis experience, then, fits within the traditional Unionversus-Confederacy Civil War framework, one that perpetually emphasizes the sectional split
that occurred. But the secession crisis, as Maryland’s story also illuminates, was not only
characterized by division. After all, it was both Unionists and secessionists in the state who
harbored hatred for Lincoln, feared abolition, and expressed their Southernness. More
profoundly, though, Marylanders and Americans of all allegiances fell victim to the violence
before and during the Civil War — just as both secessionist Baltimoreans and Union troops
perished in the streets of Baltimore on April 19th, 1861.
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