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A Turbulent Time: 
Irish Immigrants, Free Blacks, and the Balance of Power in 1850s Washington, D.C. 

By Chris Myers Asch 
 

July 4, 1851. In a festive celebration, all of official Washington turned out for the laying of the 
cornerstone for the extension of the Capitol. Left unfinished after the reconstruction following the 
ignominious torching it received during the War of 1812, the Capitol had languished in the 
intervening decades. But the Compromise of 1850 helped invigorate a sense of unity and shared 
purpose among national leaders. Determined to keep the Union together, Congress poured money 
into the nation’s capital, triggering a federal building blitz intended to send a message about the 
strength and permanency of the Union. Unofficial Washington celebrated too. Because the federal 
government was (then as now) the biggest employer in town, the massive infusion of appropriated 
money meant jobs, jobs, jobs for city workers, and local leaders were delighted by the federal 
commitment to keeping the District as the national seat of government.   

 
But the decade that followed was not one of peace and prosperity. Between the passage of the 

Compromise of 1850 and the election of Abraham Lincoln ten years later, Washington endured a 
volatile decade featuring a crackdown on free blacks in the city, an immigration boom that disrupted 
local politics, rising tensions between white and black laborers, the takeover of city government by 
the anti-Catholic Know Nothing party, and a bloody Election Day riot that left eight people dead and 
required the intervention of the Marines.  
 

Historians of Washington generally have not paid much attention to the 1850s. Constance Green, 
the standard against whom all D.C. historians are judged, entitled her chapter on the 1850s the “Eye 
of the Hurricane,” arguing that the city remained relatively calm as the brewing sectional conflict 
swirled about it. As the rest of the country became more hostile, she wrote, citizens of Washington 
became “more discreet.”1 Howard Gillette skips the decade almost entirely in Between Justice and 
Beauty, while Keith Melder and the authors of City of Magnificent Intentions depict the time as a 
relatively calm period when the black community “stabilized.”2 Scholars of race and slavery tend to 
focus on the abolitionist battles that culminated in the ban on the slave trade in D.C. that was part of 
the Compromise of 1850, or the effects of war and emancipation a decade later. Scholars of 
immigration and the white working class often ignore Washington because it lacked a strong white 
working class. Remarkably few scholars have explored the Irish community in the city, and those who 
do have generally focused more on the internal dynamics of the community rather than its 
interaction with slaves, free blacks, and the Protestant white elite.  

 
In this paper, I want to give the 1850s their due, to examine the economic, political, and racial 

dynamics at work in the capital city as the nation teetered on the brink of civil war. In particular, I 
want to explore the relationship between black Washingtonians and the Irish immigrants who came 
to the city in the 1850s. What we find when we look a bit more closely at the decade is much more 
interesting and complicated than the traditional story might suggest.  

 

                                                      
1
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2
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Washington in the mid nineteenth century was a Southern city. Carved out of two of the three 
largest slave states, Washington had historical, cultural, and political ties to the South. The vast 
majority of its residents, white and black, hailed from the South, and the local elite was dominated by 
Southern families. Like the rest of the South, Washington in 1850 welcomed slavery. Though the 
proportion of slaves in D.C. had been declining for decades — in 1800, more than 80% of the black 
population was enslaved; by 1850, barely a quarter — slavery remained a viable and visible 
institution. The institution had powerful economic and political interests behind it, and the practice of 
hiring slaves out meant that slaves remained a reliable source of revenue for their owners.3 Ads for 
runaway slaves appeared in local newspapers and visitors gawked at the periodic slave coffle trudging 
through the streets.4 Slaves served in prominent roles such as waiters in the best hotels, hack drivers 
on the streets, and shoppers in the public markets.  

 
In part because of slavery, Washington traditionally had not been a prime destination for the 

European immigrants who were transforming Northern cities in the early nineteenth century. As in 
other cities in the South, the presence of slave labor in Washington depressed white wages and 
undermined the ability of white laborers to bargain collectively on their own behalf. As the first 
commissioners of the city explained to Thomas Jefferson back in 1793, enslaved workers provided a 
“very useful check” — by offering an alternative to the demands of white laborers, slaves helped the 
commissioners keep the white workers in line.5 By 1850, less than 11% of the city’s population was 
foreign-born, compared to more than 45% in New York City and 34% in Boston; even nearby 
Baltimore, also a Southern city, was 21% foreign born.6  

 
Washington’s status as a government town also prevented the development of a strong white 

working class. By mid-century it was clear that the city had failed to live up to George Washington’s 
dreams of a commercial hub. Local leaders in the early 1830s had nearly bankrupted the city in an ill-
fated effort to build the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal. The C&O, boosters hoped, would open 
Washington to the markets of the West by connecting the Potomac to the tributaries of the 
Mississippi River, but the rapid rise of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad made the C&O obsolete even 
before it was partially completed in 1850.7 The silting of the Potomac River and the Eastern Branch 
compounded the city’s economic problems. In an age of stunningly rapid urban growth in America, 
Washington grew at a snail’s pace. As Washington developed in the decades after the War of 1812, it 
failed to develop any significant industries outside of government, and the businesses that sprang up 
tended to cater to government workers and projects.   

 
Washington was not only economically dependent on the federal government, it was politically 

dependent on Congress as well. Because the Constitution gave Congress the power to “exercise 
exclusive legislation” in the federal district, Washington served as a laboratory for congressional 
policy-making experiments. When issues of national import arose in Congress, they often had 

                                                      
3
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4
 Harrold, Subversives, 163-166; Harrison, Washington in Reconstruction, 7.  
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significant local impact because the city was a symbolic staging ground for national battles. This was 
particularly true in the mid-nineteenth century, when Washington was a major battleground during 
the growing sectional conflict over slavery.  

 
The Compromise of 1850 helped preserve the Union, at least temporarily, but it ignited racial 

fears in Washington. As part of the complicated deal, Congress banned the slave trade in the city, a 
symbolic but limited victory for abolitionists. D.C. had been the nation’s busiest slave trading port in 
the 1830s, but the city’s largest slave trading firms were based in Alexandria, which had been 
retroceded back to Virginia in 1846. Hence the ban on the slave trade, lamented abolitionist William 
Jay, gained “nothing to the cause of humanity, since the traffic was only transferred from Washington 
to Alexandria.”8 Individual slaveowners in the city could still buy and sell slaves; they just had to do it 
elsewhere or, if a slave auction were held in town, only city residents could participate.  

 
Though the ban had limited effect, many local white leaders reacted with alarm. Livid at Congress 

for undemocratically imposing its will on the city, they feared that the ban would trigger a great 
migration of free blacks into the city. With a long-standing free black community, a network of small 
but important schools, and a variety of black-run churches, the District already attracted free blacks 
from nearby states. In the 1840s, Washington’s free black population grew by nearly 55% to more 
10,000 – almost 20% of the city’s total population and nearly three-quarters of the black population.9 
Now, with the ban in effect, white leaders such as Georgetown Mayor Henry Addison worried that 
free blacks would “flock to the District of Columbia, as to a city of refuge.”10 Washington City Mayor 
Walter Lenox and the city’s elected officials made a concerted effort to discourage black migration. 
Beginning in late 1850, they passed a series of amendments to the black codes to make life in the city 
less attractive for free blacks. Any black migrant was required to register with city officials within five 
days of arriving in the city – they would be fined or sent to the workhouse if they failed to do so, and 
then they would be expelled from the city. Secret meetings were prohibited, and any public meetings 
of blacks had to be approved by the mayor personally.11 Free blacks were also required to pay $50 for 
a certificate of freedom – a measure designed to make it prohibitively expensive for free blacks in the 
region to settle in the city. These legislative tweaks were accompanied by brutal and selective 
enforcement of the law. Shortly after the passage of the compromise, the Washington City Council 
doubled the size of its police force.12  

 
The black codes and increased enforcement helped chill the racial climate noticeably, and the city 

became harsher and less tolerant. Black migration slowed in response. After decades of substantial 
growth that far exceeded the growth of the city’s white population, during the 1850s the free black 
population grew by barely 1000, an increase of only 10% compared to a 60% increase in the white 
population. The slave population, meanwhile, declined by more than 13% as many masters decided 
to either sell or manumit their slaves rather than wait for a possible congressional ban on slavery. As 

                                                      
8
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9
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a result, the percentage of blacks in the city (free and enslaved) decreased to less than 20% by 1860 – 
the lowest point in Washington’s history.13  

 
But it was not the law alone that discouraged black migration into the city; it was also white 

immigration. Washington in the 1850s began attracting thousands of foreign-born white workers, 
thanks in large part to a federal building blitz intended to fortify the Union and show a renewed 
commitment to maintaining it – the construction parallel to the Compromise of 1850. In addition to 
the long-awaited expansion of the Capitol, Congress funded several labor-intensive projects across 
the city, including a new aqueduct and sewer system. With so much public building going on, 
Washington was in heavy demand for laborers of all kinds, skilled and unskilled, immigrant and native 
alike. The nation as a whole experienced an immigration boom in the 1850s, but Washington’s 
foreign-born population grew at 1.5 times the national rate, reaching a peak of 16% of the white 
population in 1860.14  

 
Many of the city’s new arrivals were Irish. The blight that ravaged Ireland’s potato fields in the 

mid-1840s pushed more than 1.2 million Irish immigrants, predominantly poor and Catholic, to 
American shores in the next decade. Most wound up in Boston, New York, and other northeastern 
cities, but thousands made their way south to Washington, often after first arriving in Baltimore – 
Maryland’s reputation as a Catholic-friendly state made the city an immigration hub.15 Washington’s 
Irish population more than tripled to 7,200, more than double the size of the next largest ethnic 
group, the Germans (and more than double the size of the slave population).16 “There are, already, 
more Irish and German laborers and servants than slaves,” wrote Frederick Law Olmsted after a trip 
to Washington in 1853, and “the proportion of white laborers is every year increasing.”17  

 
The immigrants came to a city with an established Irish community that boasted taverns, 

businesses, and churches – particularly St. Patrick’s on F Street, which installed an Irish immigrant, 
Father O’Toole, as priest in 1854 – that helped immigrants adjust to their new lives. Irish Catholics 
such as James Hoban, who designed the White House, had been active in the city since its founding.18 
Like their Protestant counterparts, many leading Irish families, including the Hobans, owned slaves, 
and they worked assiduously to assimilate into the larger white Protestant majority. But 
Washington’s Catholics maintained their religious and cultural traditions and had a particularly strong 
sense of moral obligation to the poor. While Washington’s political leadership petitioned Congress in 
the 1810s for the right to ban vagrants from the city, the Catholic community embraced poor 
immigrants, helping them find work and welcoming them into local congregations.19 Immigrants 
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17
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roughly 15% of Northerners. Ira Berlin and Herbert G. Gutman, "Natives and Immigrants, Free Men and Slaves: Urban 
Workingmen in the Antebellum American South," The American Historical Review, Vol. 88, No. 5 (Dec., 1983): 1176. 
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 Altenhofel, “Keeping House,” 42; Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White, 38.  
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could tap the resources of the local Catholic community, such as the Washington City Hibernian 
Benevolent Society, which was formed in 1818 by Irish tavern keepers, contractors, and workers to 
aid destitute Irish families.20 Georgetown University became an employer of first resort, often hiring 
newly-arrived immigrants as cooks, tailors, or farm workers until they could find more regular 
employment.21 The experience of Irish immigrants, then, contrasted sharply with that of free blacks, 
who had few community resources to draw upon and often were expected instead to be a source of 
support for their enslaved kin.  

 
Many of the new Irish immigrants began to congregate in a marshy area along the edges of Tiber 

Creek about a half mile north of Capitol Hill – with so much construction going on near the Capitol, it 
made sense to live close by. Just a rough mingling of shanties at first, the neighborhood grew into 
“Swampoodle,” a linguistic combination of two prominent features of the area: “swamp” and 
“puddle.” The lyrically-named community became the heart of St. Aloysius parish and, eventually, 
Gonzaga College High School. Swampoodle was fiercely Irish and utterly poor, known for street 
violence, overcrowding, and clashes with the black community.  

 
Though legendary Irish leader Daniel O’Connell had condemned slavery and likened the black 

struggle for freedom with Ireland’s fight for independence, the Irish in Washington tended to adopt 
the mores of the local white population and developed a volatile relationship with the city’s blacks.22 
Unlike German and Scottish immigrants, most Irish immigrants arrived in the city without marketable 
skills, so they competed directly with unskilled black workers, male and female alike. They faced a 
competitive disadvantage: black labor, slave or free, tended to be cheaper – employers could, and 
did, get away with paying black workers far less than they would pay white workers.23 To combat 
what they perceived as unfair competition, Irish immigrants resorted to collective action, banding 
together with other white workers to force employers to choose between them and their black 
counterparts. In 1852, about 250 white workers petitioned Congress to ban the use of black labor, 
slave or free, on federal projects.24 They contended that they themselves were “the main support of 
the country in time of war or civil commotion that is ready upon all occasions to devote their energies 
in support of the country while these said negroes [were] exempt not only from the said duties but 
provided with a permanent office and at good salaries.” 

 
Concerted collective action, combined with the legal framework of discrimination against free 

black workers, helped give the Irish a foothold in the low-skill economy. Irish women – the “Bridgets” 
of the contemporary stereotype – gave employers an alternative to free black women, and they 
quickly came to dominate the domestic servant market; as demand slackened, fewer and fewer free 
black women migrated to the city.25 The same held true for black men as well. As famed black 
abolitionist Frederick Douglass observed in 1853 (speaking in New York, not Washington – as a 
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fugitive slave, he still dared not come to the city): “Every hour sees us elbowed out of some 
employment to make room for some newly-arrived emigrant from the Emerald Isle, whose hunger 
and color entitle him to special favor. These white men are becoming houseservants, cooks, 
stewards, waiters, and flunkies” – the very kinds of jobs held by black men, free and slave.26  

 
Clustered at the foot of the economic ladder, many Irish fiercely resisted any implications that 

they belonged in the same class as blacks. Their economic circumstances may have forced them to do 
low-class work, but they were not going to be happy about it – they sometimes proved to be prickly 
workers. Frederick Law Olmsted noticed differences between the “Irish lads” and black servants 
during his stay in D.C. He found that the “aged negro” who helped him set his fire at his guest house 
was “more familiar and more indifferent to forms of subservience than the Irish lads.” The black 
“fireman” did not enjoy being subservient, but he seemed more resigned to his fate – he held  “an 
expression of impotent anger in his face, and a look of weakness.”27 

 
Olmstead’s observation illustrated a profound difference in outlook between free blacks and Irish 

immigrants, which stemmed from the different access to power that they enjoyed. Though 
Washington offered blacks more opportunities than other cities, most free blacks could rarely expect 
much more than the lower-class work in which they were engaged – there was little upward mobility. 
Indeed, by being free, they had reached the mountaintop, in a sense; though they themselves were 
poor, many free blacks had enslaved family members who looked to them for help. If the black 
fireman in Olmstead’s room showed “an expression of impotent anger,” it was because he had few 
economic, legal, or political opportunities through which he could change his situation. The Irish lads, 
by contrast, had access to different levels of power. Having come to the city by choice, Irish 
immigrants arrived to find an established Irish community that worked to connect them to jobs, 
homes, and social networks. If they ran in to trouble, they could rely on a network of Catholic 
institutions built to aid the poor. They knew that they could become naturalized citizens and 
eventually vote, run for office, and participate fully in civic affairs. The Irish lads in Olmstead’s room 
may have appeared less “familiar and indifferent” to subservience because they could more easily 
envision a future in which they would not have to be subservient.  

 
The Irish in D.C. considered themselves white, claimed privileges associated with being white, and 

were sensitive to perceived slights about their social status. Yet by taking the low-status work 
typically associated with blacks, they faced significant class and religious bigotry from a reinvigorated 
nativist movement. Although white ethnic boundaries have blurred in twenty-first century America, 
in the mid 1800s they stood out in sharp relief. Irish people may have had fair skin, but they were not 
always considered full citizens.28 Though the workplace discrimination immortalized in the 1862 song 
“No Irish Need Apply” was largely mythic – employers eagerly sought out Irish workers for unskilled 
work – there was serious and sustained social and cultural prejudice.29 One white Washingtonian 
labeled the District’s Irish as “a wild-looking, undisciplined and turbulent people…both men and 
women being much given to fighting and drinking. It was believed, and was probably true, that no 
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 Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881), 366-367.  
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 Olmsted, Frederick Law, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States in the Years 1853-1854, 2 vols, 2nd ed. 1904. 4.  
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 Berlin & Gutman, "Natives & Immigrants,” 1187. 
29
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one could control them except their priests.”30 One local slaveowner told Frederick Law Olmstead 
that Irish workers were “dishonest, would not obey explicit directions about their work, and required 
more personal supervision than negroes.”31 Before the annual St. Patrick’s Day parade – an event of 
major significance for the city’s Irish community – it was not unusual for residents in Irish 
neighborhoods to find “stuffed paddies” hanging from nearby trees. Filled with straw, with empty 
liquor bottles protruding from the pockets, these effigies played upon stereotypes of Irish 
drunkenness and stupidity.32 Irish workers had to confront the stereotype of “dumb Paddies” – which 
Olmsted defined as “Irishmen who do not readily understand the English language, and who are still 
weak and stiff from the effects of the emigrating voyage.”33 

 
Washington had experienced a short-lived nativist movement in the 1830s. That movement, 

which petered away in the early 1840s, rejected religious bigotry, in part because the Washington 
Native American Association included many Irish immigrants and their descendants. But the 
nationwide nativism of the 1850s was largely a response to Irish immigration, so it was profoundly 
anti-Irish and anti-Catholic. Nativist objections to Irish Catholics were legion, encompassing social, 
political, economic, cultural, and religious fears. Critics accused the Irish of being heavy drinkers 
prone to crime and violence, and they worried that Irish involvement in politics would lead to voter 
fraud and papal control of local government.  

 
Fears of “dumb Paddies” going to the ballot boxes and running for office helped spawn an 

enigmatic political movement officially called the American Party but that came to be known as the 
Know Nothings. Originally meeting in secret – when asked about the party’s doings, members would 
respond, “I know nothing” – the movement took hold across the nation, particularly in northeastern 
cities that experienced heavy immigration. Anti-immigrant and virulently anti-Catholic, the Know 
Nothing party rejected both major political parties, offering a third way that appealed to many 
economically anxious working and middle class white voters.34  

 
In Washington, Know Nothings tapped into not only ethnic prejudice but also class resentment. 

With the liberalization of the city’s voting rules in 1848, poor white men now had access to the polls 
in ways that they had not had before. Many native-born white laborers flocked to the party because 
they viewed it as anti-establishment; a vote for the Know Nothings was a vote against the arrogant, 
wealthy class.35 For decades, Washington’s local elections had been staid affairs dominated by men 
such as W.W. Seaton, the statesmanlike editor of the National Intelligencer who served as mayor 
throughout the 1840s. The electorate was small enough (and the elected bodies large enough) that a 
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candidate’s friends and professional acquaintances could muster the votes necessary to win. With the 
rise of the Know Nothings, however, Washington’s municipal elections became more overtly 
confrontational and tinged with xenophobia. When a respected Irishman named Gregory Ennis lost 
his bid for canal commissioner in 1853, one letter writer to the Evening Star fumed that there was no 
reason for Ennis’ defeat “unless upon the ground that he is an Irishman by birth.”36 The next year, the 
Know Nothings roared to power, winning a majority on the Common Council and the Board of 
Alderman and capturing the mayor’s seat despite being opposed by what one observer called “a large 
majority of the reflecting portion of this community.”37 “Notwithstanding we have had arrayed 
against us the foreign vote, with all their bitter prejudices and all their religious bigotry,” crowed new 
Mayor John T. Towers, “we have put them to flight.”38 
 

For three tense years, the Know Nothings infused local politics with drama and violence, much of 
it targeting the Irish community. In a brazen 1854 incident that highlighted the group’s anti-Catholic 
ideology, a gang allegedly linked to the Know Nothings broke into the Washington Monument 
construction site, absconded with an enormous stone that Pope Pius IX had donated to the project, 
and dropped it into the Potomac River.39 During the 1856 elections, the National Intelligencer 
reported, “scenes of tumult and violence were kept up with but brief intermissions throughout the 
day.”40 According to the Evening Star, a line-breaking incident in the Fourth Ward grew into a massive 
melee in which the “Irish were pursued, and beaten, and pelted with stones and brickbats, with little 
resistance on their part,” and “Irish women were struck down while trying to draw off their children 
or interposing to save their husbands or brothers.”41  

 
The Know Nothing movement helped bind the city’s Catholic community together. Before the rise 

of the nativist movement, patrician Catholic leaders tended to view poor Catholic immigrants as a 
burden to be borne out of religious duty. But faced with an existential threat from the Know Nothing 
party, not just locally but in Congress as well, the Catholic community came together in 
unprecedented ways. “We all live upon persecution and we are now well supplied with food,” wrote 
the Washington correspondent to the Catholic Mirror in 1854.42 In the face of such prejudice, 
immigrants such as Father Timothy J. O’Toole, installed at St. Patrick’s Catholic Church in 1854, 
rejected assimilation, choosing instead to focus on building strong, self-sufficient Catholic 
institutions.43 St. Aloysius, completed in Swampoodle in 1857, was a proudly immigrant and 
overwhelmingly Irish church that ministered to the needs of its laboring congregants and developed a 
wide range of social services, including an orphanage and benevolent society to care for the poor, 
sick, and aged.  
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As Washington Catholics united across class lines, they found allies in the city’s elite leadership. 
Blindsided by the Know Nothings, establishment leaders attacked the movement as, in the words of 
one letter writer to the Evening Star, “anti-American and anti-Christian.” Reflecting the views of the 
city’s elite, the editors and the vast majority of the letters to the Evening Star and the National 
Intelligencer excoriated the movement and explicitly defended Washington’s Catholics. “Of all places 
this city should be the very last to entertain narrow-minded and proscriptive prejudice against 
Catholic and naturalized citizens,” wrote “A Native Protestant” in the National Intelligencer, noting 
that Catholics such as Notley Young, Daniel Carroll, and James Hoban had been instrumental in the 
founding and building of the city.44 

 
The city’s white elite sought to undercut the Know Nothings by lumping them together with the 

most reviled political group in the city: abolitionists. For two decades, abolitionists had targeted the 
slave trade and slavery in the nation’s capital and earned the enmity of much of white Washington. 
By the early 1850s, as the Whig Party disintegrated over slavery, many prominent antislavery 
advocates, including Pennsylvania Rep. Thaddeus Stevens and Massachusetts Sen. Henry Wilson, saw 
the Know Nothing movement as an opportunity to break the national stalemate on slavery. Led by 
Wilson – who later became the author of the D.C. emancipation bill – northern Know-Nothings 
pushed for the party to oppose slavery. Know Nothings in the D.C. area, including Vespasian Ellis, the 
slaveholding editor of the city’s Know Nothing paper, the Daily American Organ, sought to take 
slavery off the table by insisting that it was none of the federal government’s business. The issue 
came to a well-publicized head at the party’s national convention in 1855, when southern Know 
Nothings managed to beat back Wilson’s effort to get the party to officially embrace abolition.45 
Though the pro-slavery forces had won, the political damage had been done – the Know Nothings 
and abolition were linked in many minds. Hence, when Know Nothings sought to win the 
governorship in Virginia in 1855, incumbent Democrat Henry Wise defeated his opponent by 
relentlessly attacking the movement as abolitionism in disguise. During the 1856 elections in D.C., the 
Evening Star denounced “the fanaticism of Abolitionism and Know Nothingism.” After the violence 
that marred those elections, the Star blamed both: “The treasonable sentiments of Abolition and 
Know Nothing orators and presses have brought things to this sorry pass.”46 

 
Eighteen fifty-six proved to be the high-water mark for Know Nothings in the city. Despite the 

attacks on Irish voters, the Anti-Know-Nothing candidate for mayor ousted Mayor Towers by a 32-
vote margin, and the Know Nothings lost seats on the Board of Aldermen and Common Council. But 
the political violence continued, reaching its climax in 1857 with an Election Day riot at the Northern 
Liberties market on 7th Street (site of today’s Mount Vernon Square). A Know Nothing-inspired mob 
of more than 1200, armed with guns, knives, clubs, and a six-pound miniature cannon, forced 
Washington’s mayor to appeal for help from President James Buchanan, himself the son of Irish 
immigrants. Buchanan sent 100 Marines to quell the violence, which they did after a bloody 
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confrontation that left eight people dead and dozens more wounded.47 The Know Nothings lost badly 
in the election that day, and they were never again a serious political force in the city.48 

 
By the late 1850s, the nativist movement had petered out, overwhelmed by the sectional crisis 

that was threatening the union. Local leaders in Washington focused less on internecine conflicts and 
more on helping avert a war that could be catastrophic for the city. The next decade would transform 
the city in unprecedented ways as the war and emancipation broke down the barriers to black 
migration that has been erected in the 1850s. As former slaves and white Republicans flooded into 
the city, the cross-class alliance of native whites solidified, forming a solid core of opposition to 
Radical Reconstruction and biracial democracy in the city.  

                                                      
47

 National Intelligencer, 2 & 3 June 1857; "Address of Ex-Mayor James G. Berret," Records of the Columbia Historical 
Society, Washington, D.C., Vol. 2 (1899), 206-210. 
48

 National Intelligencer 2 June 1867; Warner, At Peace with All Their Neighbors, 225-226.  


