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Volunteers of the First Division, Pennsylvania Militia

Major General Robert Patterson

First Brigade

Brigadier General George Cadwalader

First City Troop, Capt. John Butler

First Regiment Artillery, Col. Augustus Pleasonton

Junior Artillerists, Capt. W. H. Drayton

State Artillerists, Capt. George Bumm

Washington Grays, Capt. Jonathan McAdam

Philadelphia Grays, Capt. George Cadwalader

Cadwalader Grays, Capt. R. K. Scott

National Artillery, Capt. J. K. Murphy

Independent Guards, Capt. George D. Haswell

102nd Regiment Infantry, Col. Joseph Murray

Washington Blues, Capt. William. C. Patterson

1st. Co. State Fencibles, Capt. James Page

2nd Co. State Fencibles, Capt. Joseph Murray

National Grays, Capt. Peter Fritz

Hibernia Greens, Capt. F. Mullen

Montgomery Hibernia Greens, Capt. J. B. Colahan

Lafayette Light Guards, Lt. J. M. Peirce

Union Fencibles, Capt. R. M. Lee

National Guards, Capt. Thomas Tustin

Mechanic Rifles, Capt. A. D. Mintzer

City Guards, Capt. Joseph Hill

Markle Rifles, Capt. T. L. Saunders

Second Brigade

Brigadier General Augustus Roumfort

First State Troop, Capt. Thomas Betton. After May 11, 1844

Capt. John Bavington

124th Regiment, Col. James Goodman

Jackson Artillery, Capt. Jacob Hubeli

Germantown Blues, Capt. John Miles

National Blues, Capt. J. H. Perkins

Mifflin Guards, Capt. Samuel Herkershimer

Irish Volunteers, Capt. James Goodman

Monroe Guards, Capt. William F. Small

Marion Rifle, Capt. George Eberle

First Battalion German Volunteers, Major Frederick Dithmar

Philadelphia Artillery, Capt. William Wicht

Washington Light Infantry, Lt. A. Syberg

German Washington National Guards, Capt. Jonathan Reiss

German Washington Volunteers, Capt. Samuel Heintzelman

Union Grays, Capt. Jonathan Streeper

German Yeagers, Capt. Charles Ditmer

Volunteers attached to Militia Regiments

Washington Cavalry, Capt. George Snyder

Philadelphia Cadets, Capt. George White

Washington Artillery, Capt. Henry Mallory

Schuylkill Rangers, Capt. Jonathan Conny


Third Brigade

Brigadier General Horatio Hubbell

Independent Rifles, Capt. Thomas Florence

Wayne Artillery, Capt. Jonas P. Fairlamb

Sources: Public Ledger, June 6, 1844; Daily Sun, August 28, 1846; Gen. H. Hubbell testimony, Public Ledger, July 20, 1844; North American, July 25, 1844; List of General Staff, Regimental and Company Officers of the First Brigade, First Division, P.M., c. 1843–1844, box 1, Brigade Inspectors Returns, 1812–62, Pennsylvania State Archives; Journal of the Select Council of the City of Philadelphia for 1841–1842 (Philadelphia: J. Crissy, 1842), 116. Companies are listed in the order in which they appear in the brigade inspectors’ returns, with companies not shown on those returns added at the end.






A Note on Terminology

This is a book about intolerance, and it reproduces intolerant language. Mostly that consists of terms disparaging Catholics and Irishmen, but I have also quoted slurs against Protestants, Jews, African Americans, and soldiers. I hope my use of these words produces more historical understanding than discomfort.

The capitalized terms Native American and Native here refer to members or supporters of the various Native American associations and the American Republican Party, while the lowercased nativist refers to anyone who wished that native-born citizens would enjoy greater privileges than immigrants. Some Whigs and Democrats held such views, so while all Natives were nativists, not all nativists were Natives. And not all Natives were native, in that the movement attracted some foreign-born Protestants. On one occasion, Natives acknowledged that American Indians were the “genuine ‘Natives’ ” and invited them to lead a Native procession, but most of the time they imagined most “Natives” to be American-born Protestants whose ancestors had emigrated from Europe—especially those whose families had come from Great Britain prior to the Revolution.1

The Americans of the 1840s were wildly inconsistent in their spelling and capitalization, and I could offer variant spellings of the names of many or most of the characters in this book, along with some for street names and other proper nouns, such as the name of the Philadelphia Grays, who were also the Philadelphia Greys. For readability, I have sought to be consistent in my spelling of these terms in the main text, while direct quotations and notes acknowledge more variation. Philadelphia street names have changed considerably since the 1840s. Following 1840s usage, “Independence Hall” refers to the room in which the Declaration of Independence was signed, in a building then known as the State House. The open space to the south of the building was called both the State House Yard and Independence Square.
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“Attack by the Irish Catholics.”

Courtesy of the Library Company of Philadelphia.




1 Hurrah for the Natives, and Kill the Damned Irish!


Monday, May 6, 1844

As Lewis Levin looked out over the rabble who had come to jeer at him, he did not see Americans. Yes, some of these Irishmen had attained papers—real or fraudulent—purporting to make them citizens of the republic, but Levin knew better. Five years’ residence in the United States was hardly enough to make real Americans of men who had been raised since infancy to love kings and popes. Perhaps twenty-one years—the time it took for a native-born American boy to reach the age of majority—would be enough to effect the transformation. Or perhaps, Levin suspected, no length of time would do it. An Irishman would forever remain an Irishman, never truly knowing the love of liberty that men born in America instinctually possessed.1

Levin did not expect the Irishmen to agree, and he had not come to Kensington to win friends. He had come to teach these foreigners a lesson in manners. In his role as editor of Philadelphia’s Daily Sun, Levin had spent the last half year working to convince his readers that Irish Catholic immigrants were a menace to American self-government, and that only the native-born were fit to hold office. In the pages of the Sun, he had published screed after screed, warning that Catholicism had left a track of “blood-prints; human victims; civil wars; tortures; burnings; fire; desolation,” and that Irish immigrants wanted to bring papal power with them to American shores. In the evenings, he had repeated these messages in fiery lectures to eager listeners in churches and public halls. Thousands of native-born Philadelphians were now calling themselves Native Americans, or simply Natives. They had even formed a new political party—the American Republicans—to challenge the Whigs and the Democrats, the two established parties that they despised for pandering for Irish votes.2

To build their party, the American Republicans had held rallies throughout Philadelphia and its neighboring districts, meeting with success after success, the crowds growing ever larger. The rapidly growing district of Kensington, however, was a challenge. Though less than two miles north of Independence Hall, it lay outside the boundaries of the City of Philadelphia, and thus—crucially—outside the jurisdiction of its police. Kensington’s Third Ward was especially rough, a place where the parks and townhouses of Philadelphia gave way to pigsties and cramped workers’ dwellings. With the largest concentration of Irish Catholics in Philadelphia County, the Third Ward would be particularly hostile to the Natives’ anti-Irish, anti-Catholic messages.

Only three days earlier, on Friday, May 3, some Third Ward Natives had tried to hold a rally in a vacant lot at the corner of Second and Master Streets, but the Catholics had heckled them and then charged, tearing down the improvised stage and chasing the nativists out of the ward. Once safely across the border in a Second Ward temperance hall, the Natives denounced the “vindictive, anti-republican spirit, manifested by a portion of the alien population of Third Ward Kensington” and resolved to try again after the weekend.3

Now on that Monday, May 6, the nativists were back in greater strength, around five hundred in all. From all parts of the county they had converged on Kensington, their eyes and ears filling with dust as they walked through the heat. With them came leaders of the cause, none more prominent than Levin. They knew they were not wanted, but that was the point. At stake, they claimed, was the right of a political minority to be heard rather than submitting “to the strong arm of numerical force.”4

Levin and his allies had arrived a bit before four o’clock that cloudy afternoon, assembling at the same dirty, vacant lot from which the Natives had been chased on Friday. They gathered some lumber—probably from the same stage that had been dismantled—and erected a makeshift platform against the wall of the grammar school on the lot’s western side, one of the few sturdy buildings in the ward. Cheering, they raised the American flag, its twenty-six stars representing the doubling of the Union since their forefathers threw off European tyranny.5

All this noise attracted attention, and, as they had on Friday, the Catholic Irishmen of Kensington gathered to gawk and to heckle. These were rough working men—weavers and spinners, carpenters and masons—who went outside in shirtsleeves, not the frock coats and top hats of Levin and his friends.6

Ignoring the Irishmen, or at least pretending to, the Natives settled down to the business of their meeting. They had a prepared a series of resolutions—the usual warnings about the need to protect the ballot box from “hordes of ignorant and degraded foreigners”—plus a few new lines about how “common courtesy, if no higher motive,” should have deterred Irishmen from breaking up Friday’s meeting. But before the resolutions would come the speeches, given by the Natives’ most respectable representatives.

The first up was Samuel Kramer, editor of the Native American, the daily newspaper he had launched just three weeks earlier. “We object not to [immigrants’] seeking in this land the bread that is denied them at home,” he had claimed in his inaugural editorial. “But we do object that they should in the course of so short time be entitled to that which is denied to the children of the soil for a period of twenty-one years—the right of suffrage.” On May 3, Kramer had been ranting that immigrants hoped to “sell the country to a foreign power” when the crowd rushed the stage and chased him away. This time, Kramer was able to finish.7

Kramer was followed by Peter Sken Smith, who had abandoned a string of failed banks and a flagging political career in Florida to make a new start in Philadelphia. Smith gave a tedious speech about rescuing the ballot box from fraud and restoring purity to the electoral franchise, but he too finished without interruption. The third speaker, John Perry, was not so lucky. By the time he began, the nativists had been at it for an hour, and the Kensington Irish had readied a response. A carter, John O’Neill, pulled up in a wagon, driving his horse from Second Street onto the vacant lot, right into the crowd. O’Neill got within six yards of the stage, then pulled the pin to dump his load of yellow dirt. Nearby Catholics laughed and applauded. Natives were outraged. One grabbed O’Neill’s horse and demanded to know if O’Neill was deliberately disrupting the meeting. O’Neill, possibly drunk, replied that he would return “as often as he damned pleased.” Still other carters arrived, each with a small load of dirt to dump. Yet even then, with belligerent Irishmen dumping dirt on the boots of the native-born, everyone kept their hands to themselves.8

Finally it was time for Levin to speak. Unlike Kramer’s Native American, his Daily Sun was officially nonpartisan. But over the previous three months Levin’s furious editorials had made him the best-known nativist in Philadelphia. Here in the Third Ward, surrounded by the targets of his rage, he was on his guard. Just five days before, Levin had been walking in the city with his wife and children when he encountered several men teasing a Black man for being unable to vote despite his native birth. Levin interpreted the remark as an insult to all Natives, and he started beating one of the men, John Manderfield, a constable “quite advanced in years.” Before bystanders pulled him off, Levin had given Manderfield a black eye and a cut lip, along with lesser scrapes. And that was just with his fists; had he had a knife, Levin later swore, “he would have cut the hog’s throat.” With hands still bruised from punching the old man, in Kensington Levin was now again ready for a fight. As he waited to speak and watched O’Neill drive his horse into the crowd, he leaned over to warn a friend, “This is evidently the signal for attack.”9

The attack came, but from an unexpected direction: above. As Levin rose to speak, a sudden storm whipped through Philadelphia, with wind strong enough to tear awnings off buildings and limbs from trees. A drenching rain came with it, clearing the lot more effectively than any nativist rhetoric or Irishmen’s carts of dirt.10

A more superstitious group might have taken this storm as an omen that it was time to go home, and a few nativists did wander off. John Carroll’s tavern lay just south of the vacant lot, and at least one of Levin’s intended listeners headed there for a dry seat and a wet drink. But most of the Natives ran for the shelter of the Washington Market, only about seventy yards away, shouting and hooting and laughing as they went. A few rolled a hogshead toward the market so that Levin would have a place to stand.11

This simple decision to seek shelter rather than go home changed everything. Up to that point, the Natives had been heckled and harassed, but not seriously threatened. A few cartloads of dirt was an insult, not an actual attack, and the Third Ward Irish seemed ready to let the Natives proceed with their rally on the vacant lot, shouting to the wind. The Irish had not physically harmed anyone; to the contrary, they had helped a nativist off the stage on Friday so that he would not be injured when they tore it down. All of this suggests that both sides had been working of a rough script that dictated how to disagree publicly in an election season. Now, however, by changing the scene from the vacant lot to the market house, the Natives were deviating from that script.

The covered market was the pride of the Third Ward. Opened just three years earlier, its publicly owned arcade sheltered a block of Washington Street, running about 250 feet from Master Street on the south to Jefferson Street on the north. Under its protection, farmers and victualers leased stalls to feed the families of the surrounding neighborhoods. It had also become a political center. The previous year, in January 1843, striking weavers seized the arcade, then brutally and successfully defended it against the sheriff and his posse, who had marched from Philadelphia proper.12

Now, fifteen months later, neighborhood men—probably including some veterans of the previous year’s fight—faced a second invasion from the city. As the Natives arrived, one market worker rolled up his sleeves and grumbled to his mates, “Keep the damned natives out of the market house. This ground don’t belong to them—this is ours.” His listeners rolled up their sleeves as well. They were joined by hecklers from the vacant lot who had made it to shelter before the Natives did.13

When the soggy, high-spirited Natives arrived, they did nothing to placate the Kensington men. Still shouting and hooting, they tore into the market, climbed onto the stalls, jumped from one to another, then planted their American flag in the middle of the market. Levin, standing on a stall or perhaps the hogshead, tried to resume his speech. He managed only eight words—“Fellow citizens, we have reached an important crisis!”—before the trouble began.14

As Levin began to speak, Kensington residents faced off, Protestant against Catholic. Some of the men had been present for the meeting on Friday, and now they resumed their argument about whether the Natives should be allowed to speak in peace. “Now let’s make a noise, so that he won’t be heard,” one man suggested, and he and a companion did just that. David Fields, a Protestant immigrant from Ireland, was not on bad terms with the Catholics he saw in the market, but he feared that they would repeat their attack of Friday. “For God’s sake,” he begged. “Let us be quiet and listen to the speaker.” “You old rascal,” John McIldoon replied, “You’re always talking.” One witness, who watched from the third-story window of the public school, at first saw only two men—possibly Fields and McIldoon—fighting, though another eighteen or twenty watched and egged them on. Another thought that groups of about eight or ten Catholic and Protestant Irishmen each started fighting before most of the nativists from the rally had even arrived.15

The fight escalated from fists to sticks, and then from sticks to stones, easy enough to find in the perpetual construction site that was Kensington. More brawlers, including the Native refugees from the storm, joined in. Men outside the building hurled bricks at the nativists, who picked them up and hurled them right back. Soon the market house was filled with Natives and their adversaries slugging it out, while others spilled into the surrounding streets, some of them throwing stones at the houses on Cadwalader Street to the west. Five Kensington Irishmen surrounded a young man from the city, snarling at him. The youth pulled out two pistols and threatened to shoot anyone who attacked him. A Kensington man dared him to shoot.16

Overlooking the western side of the market was the Hibernia Hose House, home to the newest, and perhaps roughest, volunteer fire company in Philadelphia County. Its members had been feuding with the nearby Carroll Hose, one of countless, pointless grudges among the county’s engine and hose companies, and some authorities even suspected the Hibernia men of setting fire to the workshop of a Carroll member. That day, however, the Hibernia men had not planned a fight; rather, they had gathered to complete their elegant house by installing a new bell. But when the storm came up and the nativists rushed into the market house, the firemen noticed the commotion, just about fifty yards away across a half-vacant strip of land.17

One of the firemen, Patrick Fisher, decided to act. An Irish Catholic immigrant, he lived on the same block as the hose house and likely knew many of the men in the market. For a time he had served as constable of the ward, until a charge of wrongdoing in office forced his resignation. Now, though no longer a professional lawman, he thought he could bring peace, so he rushed across the vacant strip to the market. He seemed a bit unsteady as he went—perhaps he had swallowed some courage while toasting the new firehouse bell. But he managed to climb onto a market stall, where he started shouting for people to go home. Then everyone heard a gunshot, and Fisher collapsed on the stall, his face bloody.18

Joseph Wood, a reporter, saw the flash, and he understood at once that yet more unspoken rules had been violated. A brawl was one thing, a gunfight another. “My God,” Wood cried, “they’ve got firearms!” As in many riots before and since, the first gunshot destroyed whatever restraint had previously held the crowd. “Hurrah for the Natives,” shouted Fisher’s assailant, “and kill the damned Irish.” “Come,” another cried. “Let’s get some guns and give the rascals their due!”19



Ex-Constable Fisher would survive, but the peace of Philadelphia would not. Instead, the marketplace brawl sparked the first great city riot in the history of the United States. Before the violence was over, dozens would die, hundreds would be left homeless, and two Catholic churches would burn and a third would be ransacked. Troops would seize the city, at first ineffectually, but eventually with deadly force, firing cannon down city streets on a dark July night.

American cities had seen fighting before, but not at this scale. Previous riots had been brief affairs, lasting just hours, or a day or two at most. Usually rioters and authorities fought with fists and clubs, not firearms, and certainly not with artillery. While Americans were shocked by the rising urban violence of the 1830s, nothing prepared them for the devastation of Philadelphia’s 1844 riots. When, after two months of bloodshed, the city finally calmed, Philadelphians were left staring at one another with resentment and mistrust.

“I have long had an idea,” noted diarist Sidney George Fisher late in May 1844, “that the present civilization of the world, Europe & America, is destined to be destroyed by the irruption of the dark masses of ignorance & brutality which lie beneath it, like the fires of a volcano, beneath the cultivated fields which they fertilize to destroy.” Fisher was not the first or last to compare a riot to a volcanic eruption, for good reason. However unexpected, riots result from longstanding hatreds and frustrations. An eruption makes suddenly visible the rage that has been hidden. Even when the violence calms, that rage still flows hot and dangerous underground.20

The eruption of 1844 altered the landscape of both Philadelphia and the United States, but it may be even more important for the underground currents it revealed. Levin and the Native Americans championed a vision of American citizenship limited to white, male, native-born, Protestant men. In the tumultuous 1840s, believers in this vision faced challenges from abolitionists, American Indians, early feminists, Mormons, and, not least, from Irish Catholic immigrants, who, even in these years before the Great Hunger, were already crossing the Atlantic by the tens of thousands. As these immigrants sought homes, jobs, votes, and the right to practice their faith, they presented an alternative vision of America, defined not by birthright but by a willingness to embrace shared values of freedom and democracy.

To keep America in the hands of those they believed worthy, Levin and his allies hoped to restrict the new arrivals to worshipping in private and waiting twenty-one years for citizenship.21 They took this campaign to the streets, where men orated, paraded, voted, and brawled. The Natives did all of these: holding mass rallies in the shadow of the State House, marching in patriotic celebration, swaggering into immigrant neighborhoods, carrying honored martyrs to their graves. With few professional police to stop them, such masses of men constituted both a physical and symbolic force, collectively asserting that the city belonged to them.

Only one other force could equal this power: the citizen-soldiers of the volunteer militia. At first, the militia was slow to act, both from a horror of shedding their fellow Americans’ blood and from a sympathy with the Native cause among both commanders and the rank and file. Seeing the Philadelphia establishment’s tolerance of a movement hostile to their faith, Irish Catholic immigrants had to ask if the United States was still the land of freedom and opportunity they had believed it to be.

Eventually the answer came when the militia took a stand against the mob. These Americans proved themselves ready to fight, to kill, and to die in defense of the rights of a minority. In doing so, they affirmed that America could embrace the immigrant as well as the native-born. The nativist cause did not disappear, and its cramped view of American identity persists even to our day. But for the moment, American democracy passed a crucial test. It would endure.






[image: Image]
Lewis C. Levin.

Courtesy of the Frick Art Reference Library.




2 Brilliant and Unscrupulous


Lewis Charles Levin had taken a long and twisted path to that Kensington market house. Only thirty-five in May 1844, he had lived in several states, pursued multiple professions, married twice, fallen into drunkenness and bankruptcy, emerged back into prominence, and changed his religion. His gifts as a speaker and writer were undeniable. His morality was less certain.

Levin was born on November 10, 1808, in Charleston, South Carolina. His father, also named Lewis, had emigrated from England and joined the city’s seven hundred Jews, the largest such community in the United States. Despite his death in 1817, the family apparently had enough resources to send the young Lewis to attend South Carolina College in Columbia, where he joined the Euphradian Society, devoted to developing eloquence in its members. Starting in early 1826, he operated a dry-goods store in Columbia, selling everything from unbleached homespun to fancy lace goods imported from Liverpool. Levin seems to have left the college in 1827, after his sophomore year. By 1829, Lewis and his mother could be found sharing lodgings in Cincinnati, where Lewis found a new occupation: schoolmaster.1

Levin’s “Cincinnati School for Practical, Scientific, and Classical Education” opened that May, promising to embrace “all the branches of learning usually taught in the most approved seminaries,” but also to provide a “government of the school [that] is mild, consisting solely of moral influence.” Though he claimed that the school was rapidly filling, it lasted no more than a year. By May 1830, Levin had abandoned it, making his way to Woodville, in southwestern Mississippi, where he started a new academy for both male and female students. In the confident, aggressive tone that would characterize all his writings, Levin denounced “the method pursued in most academies,” which emphasized rote learning and the need to pass college entrance exams, calling it “as injurious to a boy’s habits, as it is to his taste.” Instead, Levin promised “to render study interesting to the pupil” and to encourage each student to “form his own conclusions, on whatever he may read, study, or observe, without being whipt into the face of any man’s isolated conceptions.” By June 1830, just a month after starting his school, Levin claimed to have enrolled fifty-five pupils and recruited a board of visitors that included several prominent men of the community.2

Alfred Bynum, who had graduated from South Carolina College, joined Levin in the spring of 1831. A few months later, Levin gave the July 4 oration at another academy. As Henry Foote, later a US senator from Mississippi, heard the story, Bynum claimed to have written the speech himself. And in Mississippi in 1831, a dispute over authorship was reason enough for two young men to find weapons and head to a convenient field for a duel. “Southern blood, owing we suppose to the temperature of our climate,” a local newspaper had recently surmised, “is too volatile and inflammable to be confined to the same channels that it may in a Scotchman or even a New Englander.” Though he lost some of his volatile Southern blood to Bynum’s rifle, Levin recovered.3

One observer later remembered Levin as “a stout and well-built man, with a sonorous voice and a commanding and flowing diction.” Foote thought him “a man of exceedingly handsome person.” Most striking of all were his “bright eyes [which] positively almost seemed when he chanced to be a little excited, to be ready to fall from their sockets.” Foote knew enough phrenology—that art of judging a man by the shape of his head—to know that those prominent eyes meant one thing: Levin’s “organ of language,” located in the front of his brain, was so large that his eyes no longer quite fit in his head. A man with eyes like that would be a talker. Congressman Alexander Stephens would later say that while Webster, Clay, and Calhoun all gave masterly speeches, “for genuine eloquence, for the spontaneous outburst of what may be called the native oratory,” Levin had no peer. Foote thought that Levin rivaled William Charles Macready, Edwin Booth, and Edwin Forrest—the great tragedians of the day. But magnificent delivery could not always compensate for a lack of reasoning, and Foote judged that Levin “spoke in public with great fluency, but without much display of argumentative power.” A later acquaintance agreed that Levin “presented a fine appearance, graceful in every action, charming in rhetoric and utterly reckless in assertion,” calling him “one of the most brilliant and unscrupulous orators I have ever heard.”4

Levin found his way to Vicksburg, where “his very impulsive nature got him into several serious personal quarrels,” from which Foote extracted him. According to one report, Levin not only persuaded an African American barber to shave him on credit, but borrowed heavily from the barber, never repaying the hard-earned cash. Eventually, Levin moved on, no doubt to Foote’s relief. He may have spent time in Louisiana and Kentucky before washing up in Nashville. There, he won the heart of the beautiful—and Christian—Ann Hays, daughter of a Nashville lawyer. At a time when American Jews were few and often scattered, intermarriage was fairly common. Still, the Charleston congregation in which Levin was raised expelled members who “married contrary to the Mosaical Law,” and denied them burial in its cemetery unless they reformed. Thus Levin’s marriage weakened or even ended his identification with the Jewish community. In any case, the pair was married on January 2, 1833, by the Reverend George Weller, most likely in Weller’s new Christ Church, an imposing Gothic Revival structure consecrated just eighteen months earlier. Levin, it seemed, had married into Nashville society, and his future was bright. But barely a year after his marriage, Ann was dead.5

If we are to believe Foote, Levin decided to travel all the way to Baltimore to find a suitable tombstone for his late bride. While he pondered the selections, another customer came in: a lovely young widow, there to order a stone for her late husband. This was Julia Ann McCubbin Gist. In July 1832, at the age of twenty-two or so, she had married Thomas Hammond Gist, a man some twenty years her senior and a member of a prominent Maryland family. But Thomas died just eleven weeks later, the day after his forty-third birthday. He had lived long enough for Julia to conceive a daughter, Thomasina Hammond Gist, born on April 28, 1833.6

Besides his daughter and his name, Thomas left behind a significant estate, consisting of both slaves and real estate scattered around Baltimore. Administering this complex assemblage while caring for an infant girl cannot have been easy, and perhaps the idea of remarriage, as well as Levin himself, appealed to the young widow. In any case, on December 3, 1834—eleven months after Ann’s death, and twenty-five months after Thomas’s—Levin married Julia in Baltimore County. He was still new enough to town to be described in the newspaper as “L. C. Levin, Esq. of Tennessee.”7

The “Esq.” was not new; at some point before Ann’s death, Levin learned enough law to style himself “esquire,” and he may have practiced in Louisiana and Kentucky. Certainly in Baltimore he practiced law, but he also continued to make trouble. In 1834, he was indicted in Philadelphia for assault and battery with intent to murder Aaron Clement of the Indian Queen Hotel. Though he avoided prison, he was found guilty of one count and fined $75 and court costs. Two years later, Levin battled fellow Baltimore lawyer Henry Stump, slashing him in the head and ribs with a bowie knife. His enemies would later charge that Levin “is said to have been a resident of four or five different States, in the criminal records of every one of which his name may be found coupled with some heinous offence against the laws.” Levin himself later described his Baltimore years as “a world of storm, and tempest, and excitement.” “During my habits of dissipation,” he explained, “I indulged in broils, fights, and at times was reckless to a degree.” Yet perhaps his hot temper appealed to Julia; years later, she would herself face charges for cowhiding a young gentleman while her footman restrained him.8

Despite the occasional knife fight with other members of the bar, Levin found he liked Baltimore’s courts enough to stay there, becoming an effective defense lawyer, representing clients with “brilliancy and power.” By 1837, Levin was listed as an attorney at law with an office on Baltimore’s Hanover Street. That same year, he and Julia received $5,500, a significant amount of capital, against Julia’s dower interest in Thomas Gist’s real estate. Whether the amount reflected a mortgage or an outright sale with the right of repurchase became a matter of some dispute in later years. John Iglehart—the lender or the buyer, depending on who you believed—later claimed that the Levins used the money to discharge Lewis’s old debts.9

In January 1840, the Levins had a daughter, Louisa. Around that time, for reasons yet unexplained, the growing family moved to Philadelphia, a city not unlike Baltimore in its general appearance. Along the Delaware River waterfront, source of the city’s original wealth, steamboats, ferries, and oceangoing sailing ships took on passengers and cargo or supplies from the shipwrights, chandlers, sailmakers, and other maritime concerns. A bit inland sat the city’s major banks as well as the Exchange, from whose cupola clerks could peer through a telescope to spot arriving vessels and figure out what cargoes needed trading downstairs. Surrounding these great structures were humbler buildings with sloping brown roofs. Most rose to four or five stories, forming, depending on one’s taste, a scene of harmony or “mediocrity personified in brick and mortar.” Within, noted a journalist, were “silk button manufactories, taverns, fancy toy shops, auction stores, China-shops, fishing-tackle establishments, clothing stores, jewelry, stoves, drugs, boots and shoes, and every conceivable variety of shops,” which were “interspersed here and there with islands of rich green foliage that refresh the soul.”10

Once settled, Levin apparently tried to continue his career as a lawyer but without success. An acquaintance later accused him of borrowing a gold watch, claiming he needed to keep time while arguing a case in front of an alderman, then immediately pawning the watch and pocketing the money. Whatever law Levin practiced in those early years in Philadelphia, he did so unobtrusively enough to escape notice by the newspapers. Perhaps he could not find legal work; he later warned young men that “there are near 400 lawyers, old and young, hanging about the courts of Philadelphia, and actually not business enough for more than one-fourth the number.” Rather than scrounge for cases, Levin reinvented himself again as a man of public affairs.11

Had Levin remained in his native south, he might have ended up a fire-eating defender of slavery, interspersing his verbal attacks with occasional brawls. Levin was violent and impetuous enough, and while still in Nashville, he had won attention with a passionate defense of South Carolina’s doctrine of nullification. But north of the Mason-Dixon Line, Levin needed a different cause. He found it in temperance.12

Americans had been drinking since the dawn of European settlement, but only after the Revolution did they begin to perceive liquor as a major social problem. Partly this was because Americans, especially men, were drinking more, as inland farmers flooded the seacoast with cheap whiskey. Moreover, in the growing cities drunkenness disrupted work and social life more than it did on the farm. By the 1830s, Philadelphia County was home to thousands of “tippling houses, oyster cellars, and gambling houses.” Here, young men of the town could play games, sing songs, and generally enjoy the company of fellow workers. Civic functions, like Fourth of July parades and elections, were equally wet. In addition to such cultural factors, poverty was both a cause and effect of alcoholism. Some lost employment when they turned to drink, while others turned to drink when their businesses failed. When they drank to excess, some were taken to hospitals for treatment of delirium tremens, the withdrawal pains and madness suffered by a heavy drinker when he could no longer stomach alcohol or ran out of the cash to pay for it. More were hauled before the mayor, who might dole out fines to as many as half a dozen men in a single morning.13

Like so many of his generation, Levin succumbed. Foote recalled being invited to Levin’s hotel room once to find “wine and hot whisky-punch flowing there in abundance.” Levin’s enemies later painted a vivid, if possibly libelous, portrait of Levin’s early years in Philadelphia. “Bloated with drink” and dressed in rags, with “swollen cheeks and sunken eyes,” they imagined him being carried home in a handcart, howling after enemies with a knife, playing at cards and dice, and letting loose speech “of that blasphemous and revolting kind which makes the soul sicken at the sometime picture of humanity.” Levin himself later described his days as a drunkard, if in less vivid terms. In 1841, he later admitted, he could have been found “in an obscure tavern… enslaved and fettered, bound hand and foot by the power of Alcohol.” He eventually lost his fortune to “dissipation and prodigality.” Some of this account may have been exaggerated; the more degraded Levin’s account of his days as a drinking man, the more impressive would his later conversion appear. That said, Levin did have a record of violence, and in March 1841, the newspapers announced his application for state bankruptcy protection, listing his address as the Moyamensing Prison.14

But there was hope. Starting in the mid-1820s, clergymen, public officials, and other reformers began arguing that alcohol was more of a curse than a blessing. In 1840, they were joined by the Washingtonian movement, founded by Baltimore workingmen, which emphasized sobriety as the key to self-improvement. While this “temperance” movement at first tolerated moderate consumption of beer, wine, and cider, by the mid-1830s, reformers increasingly argued for total abstinence from both fermented and distilled liquors as the only true form of temperance, especially for drunkards like Levin. They called on Americans to pledge “to drink no ardent spirits, except as a medicine; and also to use their influence totally to abolish the drinking of ardent spirits.” By March 1841, reformers claimed that around seventeen thousand residents of Philadelphia County had taken the pledge, one quarter of them in the previous ninety days. One was Lewis Levin. As he would later explain, that spring he “cast off the damning yoke, and with his pledge against future bondage, HE STANDS A FREEMAN IN THE LIGHT OF HEAVEN!”15

Levin’s rescuer was probably the Reverend John Chambers, who later became his frequent companion on the lecture-hall circuit, and perhaps a friend as well. Born in Ireland in 1797, Chambers had come to America as an infant. His father, a follower of the Irish nationalist Wolfe Tone, was a wanted man who hid under a load of cabbages until the ship was safely out of port. Though raised a Presbyterian, Chambers was denied ordination when he rejected the Westminster Confession of Faith, instead regarding the Bible as the only infallible guide. Rather than compromise his beliefs, Chambers sought ordination as a Congregational minister, and under his leadership what had been the Ninth Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia became the First Independent Church. In withdrawing from the Presbyterian Church in the United States in this way, Chambers was following the lead and the advice of the Reverend John Mason Duncan of Baltimore, who later would marry Levin and Julia Gist. Perhaps Duncan provided Levin with a letter of introduction to Chambers, or simply served as a common reference point. Alternatively, in his search for souls, Chambers may have stumbled across a drunken Levin slumped across a table in the corner of a foul tavern.16

Chambers steered his flock away from cards, dancing, and theater, and he was so firm a temperance man that once when summoned to a funeral, he stood outside in the rain and demanded that the corpse be brought to him rather than enter a house where liquor was being served. That same determination led him to vilify hotel keepers and anyone else whom he saw as an obstacle to reform. The Daily Chronicle, while expressing sympathy with the temperance movement, included Chambers “among the wildest, most bitter, and bigoted of [the] rabid lecturers” who believed the purity of the cause justified “malice, falsehood, and wrong.”17

By the time he encountered Chambers, Levin had already married two Christian women in ceremonies performed by Christian clergy, and it is likely that at some point he formally adopted the Protestant Christian faith, quite possibly under Chambers’s guidance. Some evidence for a formal conversion is Levin’s later swearing an oath “on the Holy Evangely of Almighty God,” presumably meaning the New Testament. Regardless of Levin’s exact religious status, his writings suggest a general appreciation for Protestantism, as when he wrote that in its capacity to prevent evil, “the temperance cause is next to the Christian religion; and… one of its legitimate fruits.” Temperance, he boasted, “has brought ministers and laymen of all sects together, and bound them in a holy brotherhood; it has taught the world that the great business of Christ, of christians and of churches on earth is to do good.” When a group named the Levin Washington Society excluded clergymen from membership, Levin asked them to change the rule, or to change their name. In 1843, he would write that to achieve reform, men “must possess a portion of that holy spirit which prompted the Son of God.” He would “regard the Saviour as the leader of the Native American party,” write fierce defenses of Protestant practices, and advocate for “Christian Republican Government.”18

Not all were convinced by the temperance cause or its converts. One Fourth of July, Colonel Augustus Pleasonton snickered that “the Temperance people” would “drink iced lemonade till they all shall have the stomach ache,” while he toasted Independence with good wine. Critics were especially inclined to mock “men who acknowledge themselves intimate with every species of profligacy and corruption” yet “deliver Popular Lectures on the highways upon the subjects of morals and politics.” But those more sympathetic to the cause saw such men not as a hypocrites but rather as converts who from personal experience could proclaim the value of giving up drink. Levin embraced this role, occasionally styling himself “L. C. Levin, Esq., of the Jefferson Society,” which was composed of “reformed drinkers.”19

In July 1841, Levin combined his skill as a writer and speaker with his newfound rejection of alcohol by embarking on a fourth career as an editor and activist. His initial platform was the Temperance Advocate and Literary Repository, a biweekly temperance newspaper published in Philadelphia. According to Levin’s critics, “those who converted him from Judaism to Christianity and from constant bestial inebriation to sobriety placed a newspaper press under his control.” Mostly, the Advocate published repetitive stories—reprinted from other periodicals—of good men ruined by drink. In a typical tale, two young men celebrate the acceptance of their marriage proposals to beautiful and wealthy girls. Intoxicated, one fatally stabs the other, and, though acquitted of murder by reason of insanity, flees the country, leaving both ladies to die young. Less commonly, subscribers could read of drunkards who, having pledged abstinence, had become clean, healthy, prosperous citizens, ready to lend a hand to the next drunkard ready to reform.20

In a movement divided between those who believed that moderate use of alcohol was acceptable and those who insisted on total abstinence, Levin sided with the latter, counseling absolute avoidance of alcohol as a drink, except for medical purposes. Moderate drinking, he warned was the first step to disaster. Sacramental communion ought to use grape juice. Even root beer was suspect. Levin once found himself outdone when, while staying at a temperance hotel, he was denied a warm lemonade with which to nurse a cold, apparently on the principle that any beverage other than cold water was the first step toward the tavern.21

Levin spread the word with his voice as well as his pen. In Philadelphia as elsewhere, lecturing was a popular form of public entertainment, which reformers viewed as a more wholesome alternative to the theater. “Lectures on Shakespeare, are infinitely better than Shakespeare on the stage,” Levin assured his readers. And unlike taverns, they were suitable for ladies, thus adding to their wholesomeness. Discriminating Philadelphians could hear some of the day’s greatest thinkers: physicist Dionysius Lardner, geologist Charles Lyell, historian Jared Sparks, or writer Edgar Allan Poe. Levin could not claim such stature, but he lectured frequently, often in the company of clergy, sometimes as often as twice in three nights. An admirer called him “one of nature’s true orators, and whose experience in drunkenness is of a truly thrilling character.” In January 1842, Levin gained further notice, winning election as president of a state temperance convention in Harrisburg. There he called for the state legislature to empower wards, boroughs, and townships to deny liquor licenses. Pass the law, he told his listeners, and the “monster” of alcohol would be cast “into that lasting perdition which his malignity has prescribed for man.”22

Despite this attention, and for all his warnings about the ruin awaiting drunkards, Levin found the life of a temperance editor hardly more financially secure. In August 1841, he had boasted of over a thousand subscribers. At the annual subscription price of $1—designed to be “within the means of the many”—he should have been grossing $1,000 per year. In reality, while it was easy to start a newspaper, it was hard to turn a profit. “The country is flooded with periodicals,” one Philadelphian griped, “the one containing in great measure the ditto of the other.” Such competition, Alexis de Tocqueville had observed, “discourages people with great business acumen from embarking on this kind of venture.”23

Levin’s lack of such acumen caught up with him on Friday, January 28, 1842. That evening he addressed a “Great Temperance Meeting” at the Methodist Church in Camden, New Jersey, just across the river from Philadelphia. He spoke freely of his past bankruptcy, but “he had now, he believed, thoroughly redeemed his reputation from reproach, and, by the blessings of Heaven, would soon be able to discharge every obligation under which he rested.” To the contrary, a sheriff’s officer stepped up and arrested him on a civil charge for debt.24

Fortunately for Levin, Congress had recently enacted a federal bankruptcy law that proved wildly favorable to debtors, who rushed to file. One European observer watched insolvent men “sworn to their schedules by platoons of some ten, or twelve at a time, or as many as can conveniently place their hand upon the Sacred Volume at the same moment.” On April 6, 1842, Levin joined the crowd. He listed debts of at least $6,728, a fortune for most Philadelphians. Against these debts, Levin claimed just the furnishings of his rented house (including a tea set held in trust for his daughter, Louisa), some books, the clothes worn by himself and his wife, and the subscription list of the Temperance Advocate. The bankruptcy assignee eventually judged Levin’s property worth only $70, and even those few items he found necessary for Levin and his family. As was common, Levin’s creditors would get nothing. After a summer of following all the routines of advertising the impending bankruptcy and notifying the luckless creditors, Levin’s debts were discharged.25

Levin remained a prominent spokesman for the temperance cause. In April, even as he begged readers for funds, he had the honor to speak to a temperance procession, likely numbering thousands, in Independence Square. On July 4 in Westchester, New York, he gave the oration to four thousand people, though the heat forced him to abbreviate his remarks. “His eloquence,” claimed a temperance reporter “is enough to melt the stoutest heart and convince the most stubborn hearer.… His sarcasm, when brought into play, is of the most withering and blasting description.” In October, the Public Ledger praised his address to a temperance meeting of firemen, calling it “one of those beautiful, highly wrought and philosophical efforts for which he is so remarkable.”

In January 1843, Levin embarked on a two month “Southern Tour” to Baltimore and Washington. In Baltimore he spoke for an hour and, claimed the Baltimore Patriot, “enchained his audience with tones of eloquence, bursts of passion and touches of tenderness, which pierced every heart.” Much like a preacher calling for souls, Levin called drunkards to come forward for all to witness their conversion. “The scene here beggars description,” wrote one observer. “The first who advanced was a poor tattered drunkard—he approached the table a slave—he retired a freeman. Others followed, among them was the friend of my early youth; and as I beheld him sign the pledge, which act lightened up many a face with joy, I uttered a prayer mingled with my tears.” Levin made special efforts to redeem Baltimore’s firemen in the hopes of transforming them from drunken rowdies into guardians of property. The grateful fire insurance companies of the city—which presumably would pay fewer claims if the firemen were sober enough to extinguish blazes—later bought Levin a silver pitcher as a token of their thanks. In August 1843, he spoke outdoors in Chester County, Pennsylvania. “It is astonishing how the people rushed toward the stand when he commenced to speak,” wrote an awed listener. “Never was he so eloquent as when, under the shade of the forest, he engaged the attention of the spell-bound listeners; and when he gave his experience every eye moved and every heart sympathized with the speaker.”26

Levin’s true financial salvation came not from newspaper subscriptions or ticket sales, but from Samuel Atkinson, publisher of the Saturday Evening Post. In February 1843, Atkinson, a teetotaler, purchased the Temperance Advocate but retained Levin as editor, and left him at least some financial interest in the newspaper. Then, in August 1843, Atkinson purchased another newspaper, the Daily Sun, and installed Levin as editor of that paper as well. This choice would change Levin’s life, and Philadelphia’s history.27
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3 The Best Amateur Officer in the United States


While Levin was gulping whiskey in a dark tavern, George Cadwalader was sipping port in one of the finest parlors in Philadelphia. At a time when a fortune of $10,000 was enough to afford servants and a fine home, and when perhaps 4 percent of Philadelphians commanded half or two-thirds of the wealth in the city, Cadwalader was very, very rich, with an estimated worth of $150,000. Philadelphians of Cadwalader’s generation could get that rich in one of three ways. They could inherit money from their fathers, marry a wealthy widow or an heiress, or earn their money through manufacturing, trade, or finance and real estate. Cadwalader did all three. By his midthirties he had become a gentleman of breeding, polish, wealth, and fame. Yet refined as he was, he was also ready to kill.1

George Cadwalader was born on May 16, 1806, into a family whose history paralleled that of Philadelphia itself. In the 1690s, his great-great-grandfather had been among the Welsh Quakers recruited by William Penn to help populate the new colony of Pennsylvania. His great-grandfather, Dr. Thomas Cadwalader, was a pioneering physician and a friend of Benjamin Franklin, and a member of both the Common Council of Philadelphia and the Provincial Council. Thomas’s son John abandoned the family’s Quaker pacifism to command a brigade of Pennsylvania militia in support of George Washington’s New Jersey campaign. And in 1814, John’s son Thomas, George’s father, was chosen to command a force of thousands of militiamen who—in the wake of British attacks on Washington and Baltimore—had assembled to repel a possible attack on Philadelphia. That attack never came, but Thomas had sufficiently proven his worth as a brigadier general to retain the post, and he later ascended to divisional command. George Cadwalader thus grew up as both the son and grandson of generals.2

George followed his father and grandfather to the University of Pennsylvania, graduating in 1823, and, like his father, studying law. He then joined his father in service to a particularly rich client: the Penn family, whose ancestors had founded Pennsylvania and who still owned land in Philadelphia and around the state. Overseeing their American holdings kept Thomas busy and flush, and in George he found a hardworking, trustworthy aide with whom to share both the work and its rewards. They collected rents, traded mortgages, and paid taxes on a broad portfolio of properties in a partnership George later described as “uninterrupted harmony.”3

“Though there is no titled nobility or hereditary aristocracy,” noted an English visitor to Philadelphia, “there is a decided aristocracy of family connexion as well as of wealth; and of the two, the first are the most fastidious about the rank and station of their associates.” George Cadwalader belonged fully to this untitled aristocracy, both by connection and wealth. In his spare time, he might organize a dancing party or entertain visiting French nobility. He himself was related to a British peer; his aunt—Thomas’s sister—had married the British minister to the United States, who in 1823 became the second Baron Erskine. As if a name and fortune weren’t enough, George was quite handsome. “His person is tall and soldierly,” an admirer later wrote. “He has dark hair and eyes; a bold aquiline nose, and a mouth indicative of great resolution. The expression of his countenance is martial, yet highly pleasing.” By his midthirties he had framed his features with full, silky whiskers at a time when such growths were considered fine ornaments, especially for a military man. “With large and naturally glossy black whiskers we always associate honesty of mind and firmness of purpose,” facetiously observed one student of “whiskerology.” If he was right, George was one of the most honest, firm men of his age. To the end of his life, he would keep those honest whiskers as well as long, often wild hair, parted to sweep over his forehead, offering a hint of animal passion however careful his dress.4

With his wealth, name, and looks, George could have enjoyed an extended bachelorhood. Instead, in late 1829, at the age of twenty-three, Cadwalader became engaged to Frances Butler Mease, known as Fanny. Her father, James Mease, was a polymath who had edited a multivolume encyclopedia and authored The Picture of Philadelphia, which covered everything from the city’s system of inspecting shad and herring to the “spirit of toleration” of religious differences. Fanny’s maternal grandfather, Pierce Butler, had been born in Ireland, the third son of a baronet. After marrying a South Carolina heiress, he became an American patriot and a South Carolina politician, serving that state as a delegate to the Constitutional Convention and then as a US senator.5

The betrothal surprised George’s friends. One intimate recalled a recent ride at which both Fanny and another young lady had been mentioned, and George had “betrayed more emotion” in speaking of Fanny’s rival. “Your sangfroid is really admirable,” he teased. But that sangfroid might have indicated a real lack of passion. In later years, when she traveled without George, Fanny would write tender letters about missing his whistle and his black eyes, and begging him to write her more frequently. For his part, George would earn some notoriety with the elaborate provisions he made for a mistress. But for a gentleman of the era, marriage could be less about love and sex than about connections and capital, and Fanny had both of those. “From my wife’s property I am in easy circumstances,” he explained to a correspondent a decade later, “but from habit and education have been used to a life of occupation and business, which it is my intention to continue, having a great aversion to an idle life in this country.”6

The couple was married in May 1830. Aside from a daughter who died as an infant, they had no other children. But they enjoyed the comforts of their combined fortunes, with carriages built to order in New York, furniture sent from Paris, and walls decorated with frescoes by Italian artist Nicola Monachesi. They rode through the country together on impressive mounts and hosted some of Philadelphia’s finest parties at their town house a on shady, genteel stretch of Chestnut Street. Diarist Sidney George Fisher described their rooms as “very sumptuously furnished [and] decidedly the handsomest in town.” Better still, judged the snobbish Fisher, the Cadwaladers “have been accustomed to this thing all their lives, and do it with ease, propriety & grace. Very different from the gaudy show, crowded glitter and loaded tables of certain vulgar people here, who by mere force of money have got into a society to which they are not entitled by birth, education or manners.”7

When not managing property or entertaining guests, George might be found yachting, hunting ducks, or traveling to Europe. He kept two carriages and eventually stabled horses worth tens of thousands of dollars. His favorite was Ned Forrest, described by the awestruck Fisher as “the fastest trotter in the world, and a steed of matchless beauty.” In an early portrait, George stands in riding boots, leaning comfortably against the saddle of a magnificent mount, while a seated dog stares reverently upward. Lest he find himself alone in such pleasures, in 1834 he helped found the Philadelphia Club for the “encouragement of social intercourse,” serving as the club’s first chairman and welcoming fellow Philadelphia gentlemen as well as distinguished visitors and diplomats passing through the city on their way between New York and Washington or the south.8

“He is a man of the world,” wrote Fisher, enviously. “A man of pleasure, shrewd, practical, with much business ability, no education, but a good deal of experience in life, very gentlemanlike & easy in his manners, cautious & close in conversation, and either from sagacity or wonderful good luck, or both, the most successful & fortunate person I know of in all his undertakings. By speculating in real estate he has made a large fortune in a few years, and lives with more splendor & expense than any man in town.” Cadwalader could enjoy anything, it seems, except inaction. After boasting of the tranquility of a Long Branch farmhouse where she was lodged, Fanny conceded, “You would not like this place even for an hour.”9

Like other Philadelphia aristocrats, the Cadwaladers had devoted time and money to the city’s hospitals, colleges, and learned societies. But George had no interest in literature or politics. Instead, like his grandfather and father before him, he would serve the public and make his name as a commander in the Pennsylvania Militia.10

American militias were the institutional descendants of the fyrd of Anglo-Saxon England—an assemblage of all able-bodied, freeborn men between the ages of sixteen and sixty, who were required to bear arms against invasion or disorder whenever called upon to do so. Britons took care to distinguish their militias from the standing armies of the European continent, which they saw as instruments of despotism. Starting in the 1650s, English radical Whigs warned that a professional army would be more loyal to the king—who paid its salary and promoted its officers—than to the people. Moreover, the expense of maintaining an army meant higher taxes. By contrast, these thinkers argued, militias composed of landowning citizens were liberty’s guarantors. These locally organized, part-time soldiers, they believed, would remain loyal to their communities rather than to a despotic monarch. A militia composed of the people would not act against the people.11

English colonists brought these ideas with them across the Atlantic. By the early eighteenth century, most of the British North American colonies had organized militias composed of more or less all free white men, regardless of property, who were required to muster periodically, bringing weapons with them. Because of its Quaker origins, Pennsylvania was something of an exception, but even there men formed armed companies at times of war with France. Then, as tensions with Britain increased in the winter of 1774–1775, the colonies reorganized their militias under locally elected officers, who could be expected to uphold traditional liberties. As the Revolutionary War progressed, however, the disappointing performance of state militias led Congress to rely more and more on Continental troops—often poorer men, lured by large bounties into long enlistments.12

In the aftermath of war, the framers of the Constitution had new concerns about weak or disloyal militias to complement their old fears of standing armies. They resolved these doubts by establishing a hybrid system that divided responsibility for the militia between the federal and state governments. Congress would “provide for organizing, arming and disciplining the militia,” while the states would be responsible for appointing officers and training the men. Still, this was too much for the Anti-Federalists, who feared that the shift of power from the local to national governments would replace law enforcement based on “affection to the government” with enforcement by a standing army. The result was the passage of the Constitution’s Second Amendment, which guaranteed “the right of the people to keep and bear Arms,” ambiguously linking that right to the need for a “well regulated Militia.”13

By the 1820s, with the threat of European invasion diminished, compulsory militia muster seemed less a patriotic duty and more an obsolete ritual that deprived working men of a day’s wages. Those who could afford them paid fines for delinquency or bought bogus certificates of exemption from unscrupulous surgeons. Poorer men grudgingly attended muster, then did everything they could to express their annoyance. Some reported for duty armed with pitchforks or umbrellas rather than muskets, or threw eggs at their officers. In Philadelphia, a regiment elected a deformed ostler as colonel, then dressed him in an absurd uniform and armed him with a rusty sword. In later years, some companies stopped holding elections entirely, leaving regiments without the required number of officers. “The fact is undeniable,” a Philadelphia newspaper lamented, “the trainings of ununiformed militia have gradually sunk the military pride of our citizens to so low an ebb that nothing short of the actual breaking out of a war seems likely to revive it.” Another suggested abolishing the annual musters entirely: “nothing can be more farcical than to suppose them ever capable of putting the people in a posture for defence.”14

As in previous decades, however, some men actively enjoyed their militia service. Rather than serve alongside malcontented conscripts who only mustered when required, these enthusiasts joined more selective units. Some of these companies dated back to the colonial era, others from the War of 1812, while others were newly organized despite general peace. The Marquis de Lafayette’s tour of the United States in 1824, during which he met the young George Cadwalader, inspired men in several cities to organize companies to receive the great hero; a New York battalion even called itself the National Guards in reference to Lafayette’s command in the early days of the French Revolution. (Eventually, the name spread, until by the twentieth century the nation’s entire organized militia became known as the National Guard.) And just as Lafayette was preparing to return to France, Americans began celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of their own revolution, leading additional patriotic citizens to form volunteer militia companies.15

Old or new, these companies took pains to distinguish themselves from the bands of militiamen who appeared only for compulsory muster, calling themselves “volunteers,” “uniform companies,” “independent companies,” or “active militia,” as opposed to the “common,” “ordinary,” or “undisciplined” militia. “The volunteer militia are generally the most efficient,” wrote Major General Cadwalader (George’s father) in 1826. “Some of the corps are scientifically trained by frequent drillings, and are always fitted for immediate service, and the rest of them may be considered so, under proper instruction, in a few weeks.” “Having a great fondness for military pursuits,” agreed some Maryland officers in 1846, “the members of these associations provide themselves with uniforms, colors, music, and all other necessary preparations. It is an agreeable recreation for them to spend a day, or part of a day occasionally, in practising military manoeuvres; and, when the system is in active operation, some of these corps attain such a proficiency in discipline as to be equal to any company in the regular army.”16

Whether or not the last claim was true, these volunteer militiamen believed themselves the nation’s prime defense against invasion by a European power. In the 1830s and 1840s, they could still meet a few old veterans of the first war against Great Britain, and plenty of middle-aged veterans of the second. A third war was plausible in an age of boundary disputes from Maine to Oregon. “We may, in all probability, soon have a War with England,” warned Pennsylvania’s adjutant general in March 1840. “We should be ready!” At other times, France seemed the more likely invader. Whatever hostile force arrived, it would face a US army of scarcely ten thousand regulars, spread out across the country too thinly to defend any one spot against a determined enemy. “We should place the country in an attitude of complete defence, so as to be ready at any time to resist invasion,” wrote the New York Military Magazine in 1841. Unless the nation wanted “a large standing army; ruinous in it’s expenses, and tyrannical in it’s power,” that meant a disciplined volunteer militia. Volunteers also served in expeditionary forces; in 1837 and 1838, 510 Pennsylvania troops, including six companies from Philadelphia, fought the Seminoles in Florida.17

While preparing for war, volunteers also enjoyed the pleasures of peacetime: camaraderie, flashy uniforms, and the excitement of parades and military balls. “Take great pains to procure a uniform that will fit your person neatly,” warned one officer. “A soldier who has not taste in dress is hardly worth having.” Taste in dress could be expensive; even in a relatively “economical” company, the uniform would cost the volunteer $13, and a rifle another $7, at a time when $20 represented more than two week’s wages for an artisan. In addition, volunteers were expected to pay dues, and perhaps make donations. The money went to hire musicians, rent armories, and print documents. For officers and commanders, expenses could be even greater. A fine uniform—beaver chapeau, swan plume, silk sash, gold-fitted sword—could run close to $100, and on top of that they might be expected to contribute, according to rank, to a common regimental fund. Yet such funds subsidized the expenses of less affluent members, and volunteer militias enlisted clerks and mechanics as privates and noncommissioned officers. Enjoying at least nominal equality within their companies, volunteers took pride in both defending and embodying American democracy.18

Though given the independence to choose their names, set their training schedules, collect their fines, and elect their officers, volunteer militia companies remained part of the official state militia, and service in them excused members from ordinary militia musters. Some states abandoned compulsory service entirely, choosing to rely instead on the volunteers. Others, including Pennsylvania, spent millions to equip their volunteer companies with weapons, musical instruments, tents, and colors, though the volunteers themselves remained responsible for their uniforms and other expenses. Such a well-drilled militia was a matter of civic pride, and Philadelphia paraded its volunteer troops to mark key occasions—the visit of Lafayette in 1824, the deaths of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams in 1826, and France’s July Revolution of 1830—as well as annual holidays. Such occasions could unite a city divided by ethnic and political rivalries. In February 1844, for instance, George Washington’s birthday was celebrated by German and Irish units, among others.19

Not everyone trusted the volunteers. One Virginia colonel complained that the wealthy young men who joined the volunteer companies had “notions of superiority… that unfit them for military subordination” along with “hot-bed constitutions, vitiated palates, and enervated limbs.” A political pamphlet mocked a candidate for missing the War of 1812 yet performing an “arduous tour of duty” required of a peacetime militia general. “These troops,” a European observer snickered, “turn out on all public or gala days; their gay dress—their strange variety of costume, tending to inspirit and enliven the scene; indeed they would seem as if organized and drawn together for no other possible or earthly purpose, their military skill and capabilities being strictly confined to marching and countermarching in subdivisions and sections, through the streets and principal thoroughfares of their towns and cities for the edification of the boys and young children of the neighbourhood, and the delight of their female friends and acquaintances, to the discordant sound of some three or four wind instruments and a half-strung bass drum, discoursing boisterous music.” Some cynics crashed ceremonial banquets or disrupted parades with forged orders calling for the immediate dispatch of troops. At times, the confrontations could become violent. In 1838 in New York City, a half-drunk cartman whipped his horse and crashed full speed into a body of troops, injuring several. “This so exasperated the troops,” reported a newspaper, “that they fell upon the wretch and nearly despatched him with sabre cuts and bayonets. He was taken almost lifeless to the hospital.” Similarly, in 1841, a crowd of civilians confronted a Philadelphia militia unit returning from a sham fight. The soldiers were pelted with brickbats, and they responded with their swords and bayonets, wounding two men and a boy, and killing a horse.20

George Cadwalader entered the world of the volunteers on July 24, 1826, not long after his twentieth birthday. At first he rode with the storied First City Troop, the same unit his father had joined as a youth. Cadwalader progressed slowly, rising only to the rank of fourth corporal by 1828. Perhaps eager for more authority, in 1831 he won election to the captaincy of a younger company, the Philadelphia Grays. Founded in April 1825—during the militia boom that marked the half-century anniversary of the battles of Lexington and Concord—the Grays had dissolved the following year. Under Cadwalader’s leadership, however, they revived, and by 1835 numbered close to a hundred men, most of whom were “contributing members” whose only participation was to pay a $2 annual fee. The remaining thirty or forty would drill about once a week in their armory at Chestnut and Eighth streets, a short distance from Cadwalader’s elegant home.21

The company was among the city’s smartest. The full equipment of a member ran $36, most of which went for a dress uniform whose gold and scarlet trimmings and careful tailoring cost more than $25, twice the total cost of the uniform of an ordinary volunteer. Moreover, Cadwalader spent heavily from his own purse on the horses, drivers, and ammunition needed for the complex, precise “flying artillery” drill that thrilled Philadelphia crowds, which gathered to watch as four galloping horses drew each cannon from one side of the field to the other in a careful dance that would allow the company to advance or retreat as needed. He spent as well on the calfskin sword belts, with gilded mountings, that would make his officers shine on parade. (Eager to order, he was not always prompt to pay his bills.) According to a later account, the command of the Grays earned Cadwalader “the reputation of being the best amateur officer in the United States.” Yet even the Grays were vulnerable to the contempt of citizens not persuaded of the militia’s value. Cadwalader was livid when the driver of a mail stage drove through his column—purposefully, George was sure.22

In addition to the Grays’ captaincy, Cadwalader secured a series of posts that put him in contact with senior officers. By 1834, he was one of two brigade secretaries. In 1835, he won election as a battalion major. Cadwalader was not hostile to the idea of a small regular army, and one of his most regular correspondents was his cousin Samuel Ringgold, a West Point graduate and regular army officer who was revolutionizing US Army artillery tactics. But he still embraced the citizen soldier’s creed that the militia was essential to liberty, and he coauthored a report asserting that “a large standing army, in time of peace, is not only regarded as dangerous to public liberty, but is objectionable on the score of expense,” and that the American people should “mainly depend for their defence and safety, upon the National Guard, her citizen soldiers.”23

Two events of the early 1840s thrust George into greater responsibilities. First, on October 26, 1841, Thomas Cadwalader died, just short of his sixty-second birthday, having been in poor health since the summer. The day following his father’s burial, George sent letters to their chief clients—family members included—to tell them that his father’s last wish was that George take over the accounts, and the accompanying fees.24

The second event followed within months. The militia’s First Brigade, which was drawn from Philadelphia City, had to choose a new brigadier, and George sought to become the third General Cadwalader to command Pennsylvania troops. He was not the obvious choice. Still only a thirty-five-year-old major in the spring of 1842, he was junior in age and rank to several officers of the brigade. Indeed, the forty-seven-year-old Colonel James Page—a former president of the Common Council, War of 1812 veteran, and the commander of the State Fencibles since 1819—was the preference of some of the brigade’s senior officers. Only after Page’s appointment as county treasurer disqualified him from the race did they seek out Cadwalader.25

Though Cadwalader would benefit from his family name, the election was no cinch. He faced two serious opponents: Peter Fritz of the National Grays and Robert M. Lee of the Union Fencibles. To win command, he would need a plurality of “those citizens liable to perform military duty,” that is, all white men between ages eighteen and forty-five. He would also need friends to monitor the election; in 1835, supporters of each candidate had accused their rivals of forged votes and double voting. On the day of the election, June 6, 1842, partisans of each candidate marched through the streets and hitched fine teams of horses to any vehicle—a wagon, omnibus, furniture car, or even a sleigh mounted on wheels—capable of carrying a band of musicians. Fifes, drums, trumpets, and trombones all contributed to the racket, while flags and placards made a grand spectacle. Beneath the pageantry ran hints of real rivalry, as Fritz’s backers called him “the poor man’s friend,” distinguishing the stonecutter captain from the aristocratic Cadwalader. In the end, though, Cadwalader finished with 45 percent of the vote to Fritz’s 39, with Lee a distant third. Cadwalader was too sick with varioloid smallpox to greet the band and supporters that marched to his house after the results were announced, but one of his brothers offered refreshments and an appropriate address, after which the band marched away to play, more delicately, for Cadwalader’s recently widowed mother.26

The following summer, Cadwalader was invited to command a militia encampment in Easton, Pennsylvania, about fifty miles north of Philadelphia. Over seven hundred men mustered from eastern Pennsylvania and New Jersey, along with twenty-seven musicians. For men used to drilling in small units in local armories, the tasks of forming regiments with strangers and sleeping in white tents in a farmer’s field must have been disorienting. But Cadwalader got them through it, seeming to be everywhere, “at regiment drill, at company drill, at morning parade, at evening parade, directing at all points,” so that the men would leave the encampment better soldiers than they had arrived just days before. He also embraced the festive nature of the occasion, and out of his own pocket paid for an evening of fireworks by Samuel Jackson, a pyrotechnist from Philadelphia.27

For Cadwalader, Easton was a triumph. The local Whig newspaper praised his “strict discipline and watchful care,” which allowed hundreds of troops and as many as fifty thousand spectators to gather “without running into riot, disorder and immorality.” The rival Democratic newspaper was just as enthusiastic. “If all military officers were as capable, as active, and as gentlemanly as General Cadwallader [sic],” it observed, “the severities of military life would be by one half diminished, and Florida wars would not remain unfinished for five years, as they have done.” Governor David Porter, himself a major general in the militia, told Cadwalader that the encampment “was decidedly the best thing of the kind he had ever seen.” Away from his wife and mother, and among his brother officers, Cadwalader was at home.28

Cadwalader’s military celebrity kept growing. One militia company, the National Rangers, renamed itself as the Cadwalader Grays, ostensibly in honor of George’s father and grandfather, but taking care to seek the approval of the new General Cadwalader. Composers wrote marches in his honor and artists printed lithographs destined for the walls and albums of Philadelphia’s finer parlors. When President John Tyler visited Philadelphia in 1843, Cadwalader led the grand military procession that escorted him to his hotel. Though often reluctant to sit for a portrait, the new general did allow artist John Sartain the time to capture his likeness. The result was an engraving that painstakingly captured all the finery of Cadwalader’s new position, from the embroidered oak leaves on his cuffs to the brigadier’s paired buttons on his tunic to the drooping plume of swan’s feathers on his shako, all carefully crafted to US Army standards by Cadwalader’s New York tailors. Cadwalader himself looks more dreamy than fierce, his long fingers seemingly more suited for the keys of a piano than the sword on which his left hand rests.29

For whom was that sword meant? Cadwalader’s father and grandfather had defended Pennsylvania against redcoats whose hostility to the American republic was simple and direct. General Cadwalader would face a more subtle threat: a domestic clash between Irish immigrants who came to build the republic and white, native-born Americans determined to deny them that chance.
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4 American-Born Citizens


In May 1844, Samuel Finley Breese Morse would gain immortality by tapping on an electrical apparatus in the United States Capitol while his partner, Alfred Vail, sat before a similar device in Baltimore, forty miles away. As the long and short pulses produced by Morse’s taps reached his machine, Vail decoded them as a line from the Bible: “What hath God wrought!” When Vail sent the same message back as confirmation, witnesses knew they had seen the invention of a marvel: the magnetic telegraph. A decade earlier, however, Morse was devoting his energies not to invention but to the fight against popery and immigration.1

Early in 1834, while sick in bed with an illness that may have added to his bitterness, Morse began writing a series of essays entitled Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States. “Are not the Catholics of this country the subjects of the Pope,” Morse asked. “Do they not owe him an allegiance superior to any due to our laws?” Irish Catholics, he ranted, “keep alive their foreign feelings, their foreign associations, habits and manners,” thus threatening “American character, and national independence.” After publishing his essays as a book in 1835, in 1836 he ran for mayor of New York City as a “Native American.” Though he finished last in a four-man race, others would succeed in turning nativism into a powerful political movement.2

Morse’s 1834 essays were just the latest expression of a hatred that stretched back to Europe’s wars of religion. Following the Reformation, English Protestants in particular had argued that Catholics could not be loyal subjects. “Treason in Papists is like original sin to mankind,” wrote English clergyman Abednego Seller in 1688. “They all have it in their Natures though many may deny it, or not know it.” While not all Britons were Protestants, and not all Protestants were British, a century of warfare with Catholic France reinforced the belief that a united kingdom of Englishmen, Welshmen, and Scots, of Anglicans and nonconformists, could still share a common identity as British Protestants.3

The same logic shaped laws in Britain’s colonies. In 1701, for example, New York banned Catholic priests, threatening them with life imprisonment or death. Even Maryland, founded by a Catholic proprietor and intended, in part, as a haven for English Catholics, was seized by Protestants in 1689. They restricted Catholic worship and fined ship captains “to prevent too Great a number of Irish Papists being Imported into this Province.”4

Pennsylvania was something of an exception. Though founded as a Quaker refuge, from its start in the 1680s the colony had granted religious liberty to all who believed in one God, and political privileges to all Christians. For a time, it was the only British colony to permit Catholics to worship publicly. Even so, in 1728, the Pennsylvania legislature considered limiting “the importation of Irish Papists and convicts” before contenting itself with a tax of twenty shillings on “Irish servants,” papist or not. In 1757, during the French and Indian War, the colony ordered the confiscation of firearms and ammunition from any “Papist or reputed Papist.”5

As British Americans moved toward independence, they scrambled old fears of the pope with new fears of the king. Samuel Adams railed against “popery,” and Alexander Hamilton warned of “arbitrary power, and its great engine the Popish Religion.” Yet once Americans took up arms against King George III, most welcomed Catholic patriots into their ranks. More significantly, the old enemies—Catholic France and Spain—became America’s new allies against Britain, enabling an otherwise impossible victory. With independence secured, American Catholics claimed a place in the new republic. In 1790, the new president, George Washington, assured his Catholic constituents that “I hope ever to see America among the foremost nations in examples of justice and liberality.” The Constitution of 1787 made no mention of God, and it banned religious tests for public office. The First Amendment of 1791 further prohibited an official creed while guaranteeing free exercise of religion. These provisions restricted only the federal government, but most states followed suit, and in 1833 Massachusetts became the last state to disestablish its church.6

Although they would no longer support their churches with tax revenues, many Americans still expected their governments to reflect Protestant values. In 1824, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled that “Christianity, general Christianity, is, and always has been, a part of the common law of Pennsylvania,” but it clarified that this was “Christianity with liberty of conscience to all men.” Judge Joel Jones of Philadelphia’s District Court regarded “Martin Luther as the forerunner of George Washington in the great cause of civil and religious liberty.” Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story agreed that “the Protestant religion is far more congenial with the spirit of political freedom, than the Catholic.”7

Nativism was never merely anti-Catholic or anti-Irish. Nativists sincerely believed that they were working for a positive goal: building American identity and American democracy. They claimed, at times, to oppose attachments to any other country, not just Ireland. “When men, whether Dutch, German, Irish, English, Scotch, or anything else,” proclaimed one nativist newspaper, “come into this country and assume to become citizens, they should at once forget their lingo or their brogue, and glory to be called Americans.” Others joined the nativist cause out of despair with the Whig and Democratic parties, both of which could seem more eager to reward supporters with jobs and contracts than with efficient government. Of course, to blame all corruption on immigrants required a fair amount of imagination and prejudice. And in pledging to hire only native-born men for government jobs, or to trade only with fellow native-borns, they were merely proposing to replace one clan with another.8

Calling opponents of immigration “nativists” may give too much credit to their own branding. As a Catholic newspaper explained, “There is no disguising the fact at this moment, that the soul, and animus, of the Native American party is hostility to the Catholic citizens, whether of native or foreign birth.” In 1838, one group of nativists from Washington County, New York, openly voiced what many other nativists were thinking when they petitioned Congress to ban Catholic immigration. Another slip would take place in 1846, when William Baker, a prominent Philadelphia nativist, suggested, “Let the doors of our Native American Associations be thrown wide open, that all may enter, Natives, Irish, Germans, Scotch—all who are opposed to the insolent demands of the Court of Rome.” Officially, at least, nativists claimed that they supported freedom of conscience, but for Catholics they offered only the freedom to worship behind closed doors, while enduring all manner of insult in the public realm.9

In theory, nativist screeds against Catholic immigrants could have applied equally to arrivals from Germany, France, Spain, or Quebec. In the 1840s, however, Catholic and Irish immigration seemed synonymous. In the space of just over thirty years, from 1780 to 1821, Ireland’s population had risen from four to seven million, outpacing the island’s economy. In the hopes of greater freedom and prosperity, between 1815 and 1845 as many as one million Irish—most of them Catholic—crossed the Atlantic to Canada or the United States. Some sailed straight from Londonderry to American ports. For many, the great journey started instead with an eastward passage to Liverpool: fourteen to thirty hours on the crowded open deck of a steamer, trying not to vomit or fall overboard. Then days or weeks in Liverpool, seeking passage on an ocean ship while avoiding the snares of “sharpers” and “man-catchers” aiming to separate bewildered migrants from their money. Those who held onto enough cash to buy an authentic ship ticket then endured anywhere from eighteen to sixty days at sea, much of it in the crowded, dark hold. There they faced the perils of the sea—seasickness and storms—and of their fellow passengers, who could be screaming children, belligerent adherents to a different sect, calculating thieves, or unhappy carriers of cholera, dysentery, or smallpox. If 300 passengers left Liverpool, perhaps 295 would live to see Philadelphia, along with however many babies were born mid-ocean.10

Appalled by these numbers, some Americans who felt no animus toward immigrants still hoped to dilute their concentration. Philadelphia gentlemen organized a new Irish Emigrant Society, designed in large part to steer new arrivals out of crowded Philadelphia as quickly as possible and on their way to the “immense vacant territories of America, the rich and beautiful savannahs of the South, the fertile prairies and woodlands of the West, and the vast wildernesses which only require the hand of industry to make them blossom as the rose.” But while some immigrants heeded that advice, thousands more found homes in Philadelphia County, especially the inner districts of Kensington, Moyamensing, and Southwark. Moreover, many of the county’s most prominent Catholic clergy were Irish-born, further linking nationality and religion. To men like Levin, the Irish Catholic community represented a unique threat: a community large, homogeneous, and organized enough to change the character of Philadelphia and the United States.11

The nativists’ journey toward forming their own political party began in New York City in June 1835, when a group of “American Born Citizens” established a “Native American Democratic Association.” At first they pledged to oppose immigrants in both major parties—Democrats and Whigs. But Whig-leaning nativists seized control, making the association appear to be a branch of the Whig Party. In 1837, following Morse’s defeat, the nativists endorsed Whig Aaron Clark, who won election as mayor. Clark, in turn, formally approved of the Native American principles. Rather than compete with the Whigs for nativist support, Democrats saw a chance to lock in the immigrant vote. Irishmen, Democrats argued, far from being monarchists, had left their native land “to escape from political oppression,” and thus embodied the “love for liberty” that would make them great Americans. From the 1830s on, Democrats generally welcomed immigrants, while nativists would vacillate between joining the Whigs or striking out on their own.12

Events in New York would set the pattern for the nation. In the years after Clark’s election as New York’s mayor, native-born Americans in other cities and states began organizing nativist associations of their own. The Washington, DC, organization, founded in 1837, initially attracted some prominent Catholics—including descendants of old Maryland Catholic families who had lived in North America for generations. But within its first few months, Catholic members resigned over what they perceived as anti-Catholic prejudice, and the organization began its decline. A Germantown, Pennsylvania, Native American Association, apparently inspired by the Washington group, did not explicitly denounce Catholics, instead accusing European immigrants of being “filled with all the requisite materials to spread among our citizens anarchy, radicalism, and rebellion.” That was not enough, and the new group apparently vanished within weeks. Perhaps the only lasting nativist group that avoided anti-Catholicism was the Louisiana Native American Association, which hoped to woo Catholic Creole families. Even then it took a swipe at an Irish Catholic hero, referring to “the beggarly agitator Daniel O’Connell.” To build their movement, nativists needed a Catholic enemy.13

While New York nativism mostly attracted Whigs, in Philadelphia the movement initially lured Democrats frustrated by the growing Irish presence in their party. Indeed, some of the fiercest nativists would emerge from the county’s Democratic stronghold: Southwark.

In the 1840s, “Philadelphia” could mean either of two entities. The City of Philadelphia, founded by William Penn, occupied a two-square-mile rectangle stretching from the Delaware River on the east to the Schuylkill on the west. The 1840 census counted 93,665 residents in this rectangle, the Cadwaladers and their fellow gentry among them. Beyond the city lay the remainder of Philadelphia County, a 129-square-mile jurisdiction with a total population of 258,037, including the city. Much of that was farmland, but the areas nearest to Philadelphia City—both to the north and south—were nearly as urban as the city itself. Four jurisdictions—the Northern Liberties, Spring Garden, Southwark, and Kensington—counted among the fifteen largest cities in the United States and functioned as “districts” governed by boards of commissioners. A fifth, Moyamensing, came in at twenty-seventh, still larger than such old colonial ports as New Haven or Savannah. Like other less populated parts of the county, it was formally a township.14

The oldest of Philadelphia County’s independent districts, Southwark lay directly to the city’s south. By the 1840s, its Delaware River frontage featured two public landings, a marine railway, and Philadelphia’s Navy Yard, as well as more than a dozen smaller wharves, while ropewalks, shipwrights, and a shot manufacturer clustered nearby. Just inland lay the shops and dwellings of the district’s merchants, giving way to mostly residential blocks west of Fifth Street. In the 1820s, William Heighton, an English-born cordwainer, contrasted the workers’ “small, delapidated, half furnished dwellings, their wretchedly clad children, and their coarse, if not scanty supply of human subsistence” with “the richly canopied and lofty halls of the great; the splendid furniture; the sumptuous and superabundant provision; the trains of domestics; the rolling chariot and the gilded equipage.” He concluded that the American republic had failed to deliver true liberty and equality. Though the Workingmen’s Party he inspired did not long survive as an independent movement, the Democrats adopted several of its positions. Thanks to workingmen’s votes, Southwark became a solidly Jacksonian jurisdiction, “the cradle of Democracy.”15

Thomas Grover was reared in that cradle. Born in Delaware County in 1788, Grover had arrived in Southwark as a child, and he personified its gritty ambition. Apprenticed to a house carpenter, he later joined his maternal grandfather in the business of building wharves, winning lucrative contract after contract from the Southwark government. Grover also entered politics, first winning election to Southwark’s fifteen-man Board of Commissioners in 1818, and then, in 1829, being chosen by his fellow commissioners as board president, a post he would retain for most of the next seventeen years. As national party divisions emerged, working-class Southwark gave Democrats nearly 70 percent of the vote in the local elections of 1836. Grover joined the wave and was toasted in 1834 as “a Democrat, firm and unflinching in every trial.” This party loyalty—his enemies claimed—kept the government contracts coming, and made him rich. But Grover failed to rise in office. Over the years, he made efforts at a state assembly seat and was spoken of as a candidate for state senate, coroner, or sheriff. None of this came to anything, and Grover remained a local Southwark politician, only occasionally found in a board meeting in the city or a party convention in Harrisburg. He accumulated grudges.16

Even a loyal Democrat had to choose sides in the late 1830s, as the party divided into conservative and radical wings, largely on the issue of banking. Opposition to the Bank of the United States was a central Democratic principle, and Grover as much as any Democrat warned that the “Bank party” threatened to “reduce old Southwark to a state of vassalage.” But in 1838, Grover—who himself had helped found the Bank of Southwark—was among the relatively conservative Democrats dismayed by an amended version that would require state banks to pay the US Treasury in gold. This may have been the start of Grover’s gradual departure from the Democratic Party. In 1840 and 1841, candidates of the “Amalgamated” or “Reform” ticket won the Southwark elections. Facing reelection for a three-year term in 1842, Grover joined the Reform ticket as well. But he had gambled badly. “Where is the reform?” asked one voter. “Is the District better governed? Are the streets better lighted or kept in better repair? Are the TAXES reduced? Are the police officers more efficient?” Unable to answer such challenges, the Reform ticket lost by hundreds of votes. Though uncharacteristically out of office, Grover still had friends on the board of commissioners who, perhaps as a sop, appointed him as the Southwark representative to the Board of Guardians of the Poor, and in 1843 he was named to a three-year term as president of the board of health.17

Grover’s closest associate was Lemuel Paynter. Born in Delaware in 1788—the same year as Grover—Paynter moved to Philadelphia and served in the same militia unit with Grover during the War of 1812. The two men continued serving together in the Democratic Association of Southwark and in various civic efforts, from a committee to build a monument to George Washington to the board of a fire-insurance company. By 1825, Paynter had established himself as a German Street grocer. That same year, he gained election to the Southwark Board of Commissioners, for the first of many terms, and in 1833 he was elected to the Pennsylvania Assembly.18

Into the 1830s, Grover and Paynter remained on good terms with the Irishmen and Irishmen’s sons who joined the Southwark Democrats, sharing stages with James Campbell, John Keefe, Thomas McCully, Joseph Doran, and John McCoy. In 1834, Paynter even served on the Democrats’ Southwark Committee of Naturalization, devoted to helping immigrants become citizens and, presumably, voting Democrats. Over the next several years, however, both Grover and Paynter picked fights with some of the leading Irish Democrats of Southwark. First, they tried to purge Keefe from the party leadership, antagonizing immigrant voters. Then Paynter defeated Doran, the Southwark district solicitor, to win the Democratic nomination for Congress in 1836.19

Whigs denounced Paynter as the “unknown, illiterate, and presumptuous superintendent of the streets of Southwark.” One paper mocked him for spelling “cabbage” as “kabbitch” and assuring a constituent, “We this aftirnoon Succeded in gitten before the house yeur Police Bill and giving the Commessinors power to Borrow ten thousand dollars.” Democrats shrugged off such snobbery, lauding Paynter as “a practical mechanic and working man.” “He is a friend of the poor man, and, being one of the people,” they promised, more likely “to watch carefully over their interests as a Doctor, a Lawyer, a Judge, a President of a Rail Road Company, or a speculator in public lands.” Such appeals worked, and in October the voters of Southwark chose Paynter.20

After two terms in Congress, Paynter declined to seek reelection. But in 1843, Pennsylvania reapportioned its congressional districts, requiring new elections, and Paynter decided he would like to return to Washington. His opponent was Thomas McCully, the former state senator who had taken over as president of the Southwark Board of Commissioners during Grover’s brief absence from it. Though he himself had been born in Pennsylvania, McCully was known for steering public works jobs to Irish immigrants. The contest soon grew nasty. When McCully tried to speak at a Southwark meeting, he was shouted down with cries of “Liar!” and “Cabbage-head!” Outside, a gang led by Paynter’s son, “Young Lem,” found an Irishman employed by McCully on the Catharine Street culvert. They beat and kicked the worker, then fled. Three weeks later, still under bond for the assault on the culvert worker, Lem got into a scrap at another Southwark meeting, ending up with a severe knife cut over his eye.21

Despite this violent opposition, McCully won the district nomination, even getting a majority in Southwark. But rather than rally behind the nominee, Paynter’s supporters backed a rival from Passyunk, the township west of Moyamensing, thus splitting the Democratic vote in an otherwise “invincible” Democratic district. Irish Americans saw bigotry at work, accusing the Southwark Democrats of opposing McCully “because of the Mc in his name.” By the time of the election, the split was so bitter than when it became clear that McCully’s Democratic rival could not win, McCully’s detractors began voting for Whig candidate Edward Joy Morris, handing him the seat. Still running as Democrats, Paynter and Grover regained seats on the Southwark Board of Commissioners, though Grover narrowly lost the presidency of the board.22

While the Southwark Democrats bickered themselves into defeat, nativists in New York City were thriving. No longer content to function as a faction of the Democrats or Whigs, in August 1843 they formed an entirely new party: the American Republican Party. The new name may have signified an effort to get beyond the “Native American” label of the 1830s. If so, it was a failure, in that newspapers and even official party materials continued to refer to the new group as the Native Americans, a practice that would continue throughout the organization’s existence.23

Members of the new party claimed to want efficient, honest municipal government, and they blamed the failure of reform on the tendency of the old parties to buy votes by offering more jobs and market licenses to German and Irish immigrants. Yet Catholicism remained their most prominent grievance. “Although I do not war against the Catholic Church,” claimed one American Republican speaker that autumn, “it is anti-democratic. Ask any Irishman who he has to obey, and he will tell you the priest. Well, the priest must obey the bishop, and the bishop the archbishop, and the archbishop the old Pope of Rome on his seven hilled city.” His listeners responded with groans, hisses, and cries of “no popery!” In the November elections for state offices, the American Republicans finished behind the Democrats and Whigs, but the thousands of votes they received suggested that the new party was a contender.24

Philadelphians were watching. On December 5, 1843, less than a month after the New York elections, Oliver Cornman gathered Spring Garden nativists to a hall on Ridge Road, hoping to form an American Republican Party in Philadelphia County. Other wards followed: Locust Ward, North Mulberry Ward, and Cedar Ward—all in the City of Philadelphia itself—and the Third Ward of Southwark. By late January, the ward-level associations were beginning to coalesce. Around this time, Paynter and Grover abandoned the Democratic Party entirely and joined the American Republicans. Their defection in the face of Irish competition added to the American Republicans’ reputation as the party of disappointed political hacks.25

Yet such men appealed to thousands of voters and ward leaders, some of whom were nursing their own frustrations. Many of them, like Grover and Paynter, represented Philadelphia’s respectable mechanic class, neither professional men nor unskilled laborers, but small businessmen or craftsmen: dry-goods dealers, grocers, printers, builders, shipwrights. Cornman, who organized the first meeting, was himself a painter. Philadelphia’s American Republicans, one claimed, “were the ‘bone and sinew’ of the country—the mechanic, the operative, the laborer—men who earn their bread by the sweat of their brows.” Such men might regard immigrants not as brother workers but as rivals, especially during the hard times that hit the country after the financial collapse of 1837. “I utter not one word of complaint against these poor men,” wrote one Kensington workman, “who, pursuing the advances of nature, seek the best conditions for themselves.” But he feared that “competitors from the Old World” could drive him into an impoverished old age.26

Philadelphia’s American Republicans also attracted more educated, well-born men who saw in the new party a chance to rise after failing as Democrats or Whigs. One was Peter Sken Smith, whose unusual middle name derived from the Oneida name Skenondough. The forty-eight-year-old son of a wealthy New York landowner, Smith was known as “General” thanks to his 1820s command of a division of riflemen in the New York militia. In the 1830s, he had turned to politics, unsuccessfully running for Congress as the nominee of both the anti-Jackson and anti-Masonic forces in his home town of Oswego, New York. He also started drinking heavily, ruining his health.27

Smith moved to St. Augustine, Florida, where he invested his inheritance in railroads, canals, an insurance company, and real estate. He also sought political office, but the prominent abolitionism of his younger brother, Gerrit, cost him support among Florida’s slaveholders, who denounced him as “a broken down politician [who] left his home to retrieve his broken fortunes in Florida.… He will profess himself any thing, whenever his convenience or interests require the change.” Thanks to such attacks, Smith narrowly missed election to the territory’s first constitutional convention, losing out to David Levy, who had been born in the Danish West Indies. Disgusted to lose to an immigrant, Smith left for Pennsylvania, leaving a string of failures behind.28

Like Smith, Charles J. Jack hoped to ride the new movement to heights that had so far eluded him. Born in 1798, and claiming descent from the “Heroes of the Revolution,” Jack had by 1827 begun styling himself “Col. C. J. Jack,” having won election as lieutenant colonel in the unorganized militia. In the 1820s, Jack edited the short-lived newspaper the Jackson Democrat in support of Andrew Jackson’s cause. By 1832, however, Jack had turned against Jackson, and he spoke at large public meetings designed to rally support behind a single opposition candidate. In 1837, Jack himself had run for Congress. Though he was unsuccessful in that effort, he remained a popular speaker and a reasonably prominent member of Philadelphia’s civic life. Jack also maintained a militia career, and in 1842 made a fairly hopeless bid to become brigadier general, the post ultimately won by Cadwalader. Undaunted, in 1843 he was elected captain of the Monroe Guards.29

While still a Democrat in 1829, Jack had joined Irish Americans to celebrate Catholic emancipation in Ireland. But when he abandoned the party, he grew angry that Irish immigrants continued to support it. Democrats, he believed, set tariffs too low for Pennsylvania’s manufacturers, and he watched in disbelief as Pennsylvania’s Irish-born dyers, spinners, and weavers voted for the Democrats they should have recognized as “their bitterest enemies.” Moreover he believed that newcomers had not shared the sacrifices made by more established families. Writing in a family Bible in the 1830s, Jack had carefully recorded the military service of his own ancestors and of those of his wife, as well as their sufferings at the hands of a callous national government that had failed to pay his father for provisioning Washington’s army at Valley Forge. But he remained a patriot. “My children are all descended from a gallant, patriotic and distinguished race,” he wrote. “May they ever defend the glorious inheritance, the Constitution of their Country—against every domestic traitor and foreign foe.”30

Finally, there was that greatest of climbers: Lewis Levin. Levin’s first efforts at denouncing Irish Catholics came in the fall of 1843 with a series of attacks on Daniel O’Connell, the Irish statesman then trying to win Irish autonomy within the British Empire. Because such autonomy would require the repeal of the 1800 Act of Union, O’Connell’s cause became known as Repeal. As a temperance man, Levin might have been expected to say a kind word about the O’Connell who had described teetotalism as “a foundation stone of the edifice of Irish liberty.” Instead, Levin denounced O’Connell as a seditious monarchist whose secret goal was nothing less than “a Roman Catholic King.” Far from being his country’s George Washington, O’Connell was, Levin suggested, just another lackey of Catholic despotism. Eventually, Levin developed a full conspiracy theory, claiming that the Repeal movement never intended to change Ireland’s political status. Rather, its primary goal was “to reach the United States—pollute our ballot boxes—disrupt our Union—light the flame of civil war in the States—and combine the Irish Catholic vote, for the purpose of extending the Romish denomination of his Holiness the POPE.”31

Levin drew closer to the nativist cause in February 1844. Early in that month, he picked up the Daily Chronicle to find two attacks against his first cause—temperance—and perhaps himself personally. On February 3, “A Teetotaler, but no Washingtonian” mocked temperance societies that honored those who, like Levin, who could make “the most bold and barefaced avowal of previous transgressions of the laws of morality, honor, and even decency.” Three days later, another writer claimed that Protestant temperance efforts were less effective than those of Catholic clergy, and it also condemned “the formation of societies of reformed drunkards, of the very lowest orders of the Protestant community.”32

An apoplectic Levin responded with a series of editorials as bitter as anything he had penned against O’Connell. He claimed that the pope opposed temperance, since “Catholic ‘Distilleries’… constitute the fountain head of the power of the Catholic church.” “His Holiness of Rome,” Levin concluded, “aspires to carry out his pious intentions, through the American ballot-boxes, by calumnating all Protestants as drunkards.” And he accused the Chronicle of a “ferocious and malignant assault upon the Protestant churches… under the cloak of all the evil passions engendered in such brooding exuberance by the ambitious and domineering spirit of the church of Rome.” He deduced that the second author was “a Foreigner and a Catholic” since “no American would degrade himself by composing a tissue of such stupid falsehood and bitter defamation.”33

The reference to his antagonist as “a Foreigner” suggested a new line in Levin’s thinking. As of November 1843, Levin had established himself as anti-Repeal and anti-Catholic, but he was not yet wholly anti-immigrant. By January 1844, however, Levin had begun to distinguish between Irish Catholic immigrants and the native born. A native-born Repealer was “a wanton renegade from the most sublime system of freedom ever invented.” But “foreign monarchists” were even further beyond redemption, since their “love of kings and popes” derived from “early associations, the prejudices of the nursery, the lessons of their mothers, and the examples of their sires.”34

Some of Levin’s bile may have been exaggerated to keep the newspaper lively amid fierce competition, since Levin knew that fury sold newspapers. According to later reports, his screeds gained so many subscribers that, even with eighteen-hour days, his pressmen struggled to print enough copies for all who wanted them. Though angry on the page, Levin appeared cheerful in person. An office boy at the Sun knew that the best time to ask him for a favor was when “he was in a good humor, having just pitched into foreigners to his own entire satisfaction.”35

A trip north led Levin further into the nativist camp. In February 1844, he traveled to New York to address American Temperance Union’s grand celebration for Washington’s birthday. While there, Levin thrilled to watch the city’s American Republicans erect a “Liberty Pole,” reminiscent of those raised by the Sons of Liberty in the lead-up to the Revolution. He praised New Yorkers for defending “the purity of our ballot boxes from the polluting touch of the priest-kings of Europe,” and he predicted that “the American Republican party of this city forms a nucleus from which will spread the wholesome moral opinions destined to rescue our proud Republic from the thraldom of Romish power.”36

As Levin watched the erection of the Liberty Pole, he took note that some American Republicans had decorated its base with a tin box containing various items of symbolic significance. One in particular captured his attention: “part of a Bible once used in the public schools of this city, which had been defaced and obliterated by order of the Jesuit Trustees!” Here, he now understood, was the issue that could alert complacent Americans to “the grappling irons of papal power.” Levin was not ready to stop complaining about Daniel O’Connell’s efforts at Irish autonomy, but now he linked the Liberator to a local threat, claiming that the Bible had been excluded from New York’s common schools “because the followers of O’Connell and the Pope object to it as ‘dangerous’ to the Roman Catholic religion.” “The Bible forcibly dragged out of the hands of American children by a Romish priest,” he marveled, “at the instance of the Pope, at the head of a gang of rum-soaked voters… under the Irish Catholic banner!”37

In the ten years from Morse’s illness to the start of the 1844 political season, New York City’s nativists had shown the potential for independent nativist party, centered on hostility to Catholics and reliant on the symbolic power of defending the Bible. Philadelphia nativists, Levin chief among them, watched and learned.
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