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Abstract. This paper aims at analyzing Maryland Governor Thomas H. Hicks’s role in the con-

tentious political environment during the Civil War. Using a combination of secondary and primary

resources, including letters from the Pennsylvania and North Carolina legislatures, Hick’s speeches,

transcripts from the Maryland Assembly, and books on Maryland State History, this paper begins by

substantiating Maryland’s vulnerable position as a border state during the Civil War. Additionally, the

paper willillustrate the pressures facing Hicks as he made the decision to allow open debate despite tense

political opposition over slavery. Through an in-depth examination, this paper will provide a context for

Hick’s decision and highlight his support of individual rights, freedom of speech, and democracy during

a critical moment when Maryland was faced with the choice to join the Union or secede.
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Sectionalism, one of the primary causes of the
Civil War, developed between the North and the
South as the result of economic, cultural, and po-
litical differences between these regions. By the
mid 19" century, the debate focused squarely on
slavery. The five border states, which contained a
mixed population of Union and Confederate sup-
porters, were a contentious topic in the Civil War
because of their political composition and their
strategic geography, which facilitated the trans-
portation of troops and supplies between the
states. In the border state of Maryland, Governor
Thomas H. Hicks became a strong defender of
the debate over slavery, despite his pro-Unionist
stance. Although he held his own political views
on slavery, Hicks decided to keep the debate over
whether Maryalnd should join the Union or Con-
federacy open in Maryland by maintaining the
State General Assembly, so that a balanced body
of representatives could express their positions.
Considering Maryland’s precarious position as a
border state and its essential access to Washing-

ton D. C., Governor Hicks’ decision to allow open
debate on slavery was the right one.

The Sectional Struggle Leading Into the the
Civil War: Framing Hicks’ Decision

The sectional struggle between the North and
the South can be traced to the colonial period, when
the emergence of regional differences began to im-
pact the development of the Northern and Southern
economies. In the South, the ubiquity of fertile lands
and warm temperatures facilitated an agricultural
economy, which revolved around large plantations
which depended on slave labor. The North’s geogra-
phy, on the other hand, did not have the same agri-
cultural advantage, resulting in a diversification of its
economy, and a steady increase in manufacturing and
other industries. Goods were produced in the numer-
ous factories located within the suburbs and in the
city. Both regions cooperated with one another, with
the South supplying raw materials (most essentially,
cotton) to the North, where it was manufactured in
factories. However, when Congress passed the Tariff
of Abominations of 1828, the economic relationship
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between these two regions began to sour. This tarift
added a significant tax on imports, which seemed
to discriminate against the South because, without
a well-developed manufacturing system, this region
heavily relied on foreign goods. In response, John
C. Calhoun, a Senator from South Carolina and the
Vice President under Andrew Jackson, denounced
the Tariff of 1828 as unjust and unconstitutional.
This event fueled an already developing debate over
the balance of state and federal rights, which in this
instance began to focus itself on the effect it had on
the Southern economy. The Southern states wanted
to assert their authority so they could abolish the
federal laws they didn’t support. This especially
pertained to laws which interfered with the South’s
right to keep slaves. Calhoun’s abnegation toward the
growing power of the federal government as well as
the power of free states, accounts for why many, in-
cluding individuals in Maryland, wanted to secede
[11].

The second key factor that fueled the sectional
difference between the North and the South sur-
rounded the moral division each side had over slav-
ery. During the Second Great Awakening, many
Northerners critically reconsidered the ethics of
slave labor, which resulted in the growth of the abo-
litionist movement, which denounced slavery as a
sin (Second Great Awakening [10]). Famous aboli-
tionists such as William L. Garrison, who founded
the Liberator, and Frederick Douglass, who used his
own experience as a slave to educate others, inspired
many to join the abolitionist cause, further dividing
the North and the South.

The deep divisions of sectionalism prevented
either side from making a concession, and soon af-
ter Lincoln’s presidential win in 1860, seven states,
including South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Ala-
bama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas, seceded on
February 4, 1861. The secession of these states from
the Union marked the start of the Civil War, putting
border states in a precarious position as the war be-
gan to mobilize. Maryland, the border state closest

to Washington DC, was heavily influenced to join a
side as a result of these secessions.

Keeping Open Debate was a Response to the
Political Division in Maryland

In the wake of the Civil War, a group of states,
including Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri,
and West Virginia, became the border states. These
states had a mix of pro-slavery and anti-slavery sup-
porters and had not seceded from the Union. Al-
though Maryland had close political and economic
ties to the North, its economy was still largely agri-
cultural, which complicated its relationship with the
Union. From the Union’s perspective, Maryland was
a crucial military asset because it provided a large
army force. For example, at the beginning of the Civil
War, Maryland had 87.189 slaves and throughout the
course of the war, around 80.000 Marylanders served
in the Union armies, with about 10% serving in the
United States Colored Troops (Learn how both union
and Confederate regiments and commanders came from
Maryland and learn about their battles in the State).

Despite its mixed population of Union support-
ers and Confederate sympathizers, the Union took
steps to ensure that Maryland would remain under
Lincoln’s control. When Virginia joined the Confed-
eracy, the geographic location of Maryland meant
that its membership in the Union made certain that
Washington, D. C., would not exist as an island sur-
rounded by the Confederacy. As a consequence,
President Lincoln deployed thousands of Union
soldiers to prevent Virginia's Confederate force from
capturing Maryland ( The Pratt Street Riot [12]). The
development of Union troops presented Governor
Hicks with a substantial amount of exterior pressure
from the federal government.

Along with the external pressure given by the
president to preserve its Union ties, Maryland also
faced some internal problems, including the numer-
ous slaveholders who wanted the state to join the
Confederacy. In 1861, in a display of resistance, an-
gry, pro-slavery advocates blocked the rail lines and
threw stones at Union troops, resulting in a total of
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four Union soldiers and twelve civilians killed. In re-
sponse, Maryland’s delegates met to examine this is-
sue and arrived at a consensus that, in order to avoid
turther conflict, they would demolish all railroads
and bridges outside the city of Baltimore, effectively
forcing all trains from the North to boats when they
traveled to Washington (The Pratt Street Riot [12]).
These obstacles dramatically raised the difficulty
level in transporting Union supplies and soldiers.
To address the challenges created by Confederate
advocates, President Lincoln gave military officers
the right to arrest potential pro-slavery supporters
and hold them without trial. These laws fell under
a broader declaration of martial law, which was im-
posed on Maryland in order to restore the president’s
command. Although criticized as unconstitutional,
Lincoln asserted that martial law was essential by
claiming that war necessitated the decision (Martial
Law). For Maryland, an important consequence of
martial law was that it no longer had the choice to se-
cede, thus solidifying its position within the Union.
This factor added another layer of complexity which
persuaded Hicks to keep the debate open.
However, Lincoln’s plans for Maryland were not
always successful during Hicks’ governance. On April
19,1861, a pro-slavery crowd gathered and prevent-
ed the procession of a train carrying soldiers from
the 6th Massachusetts infantry from DC toward the
frontline. The Confederate sympathizers blocked the
railroads and threw stones at the trains, with some
even carrying pistols and muskets, as they waited for
the cars to stop completely. The officers on the train
telt threatened by these devotees, which resulted in
them commanding the troops to fire into the crowd.
This further irritated the mob, who retaliated by at-
tacking the soldiers more fiercely, some even with
stones and bricks, as they fired shots. The Mayor of
Baltimore stopped the squirmish, but did not suc-
ceed. Ultimately it was then the police who settled
this issue. To prevent further conflict, Governor
Hicks and Mayor George W. Brown called the mi-
litia to prevent further bloodshed. Lincoln’s actions

further agitated many Marylanders, whose govern-
ment, under law, jailed the Southern sympathizers
and held them without charges under military rule
(The Pratt Street Riot [12]). Lincoln’s intolerance of
Confederate supporters both alienated and provoked
this group, illustrating the delicate political situation
in Maryland. Understanding the motivations of his
constituents, Hicks reacted differently than Lincoln
and instead supported an open debate, which more
effectively addressed the complex political division
in his own state. By allowing an open platform where
both sides could freely express their opinions, Hicks’
choice aimed itself at reducing, not further inciting,
sectional violence in Maryland.

Keeping Debate Open Also Allowed Hicks to
Withstand Pressure from OQutside his State

Hicks was the governor for Maryland from 1858
to 1862 and was influential in preventing his state
from joining the CSA during the Civil War. From his
inception in office, he declared his unalterable po-
sition on supporting the Union cause and opposed
some of the rights of citizens in slave-holding states
(Thomas Holliday Hicks [6]).

Asapolitical leader, Hicks was a firm and staunch
Unionist who was annoyed by those who tried to
convince him to let Maryland join the Confederacy.
For example, he wrote a letter to Captain Contee on
December 8, 1860, claiming: “If the Union must be
dissolved let it be done calmly, deliberately and af-
ter full reflection on the part of the united South”
(Thomas Holliday Hicks [6]).

Numerous primary resources showcase the pecu-
liar political situation Hicks worked in as the Gover-
nor of Maryland. In a letter written to the citizens of
the state, he directly addressed the riot and attempted
to maintain peace, stating, “All powers vested in the
Governor of the States will be strenuously exerted, to
preserve the peace and maintain inviolate the honor
and integrity of Maryland” (Proclamation of the gov-
ernor of Maryland [2]). Within the same speech, he
maintained tranquility when delivering the lines”.
“I call upon the people to obey the laws, and to aid
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the constituted authorities in their endeavor to pre-
serve the fair fame of our States untarnished” (Proc-
lamation of the governor of Maryland [2]). In both
excerpts of his speech in April 1861, it is clear that
Hicks’ main goal was to maintain peace. Accordingly,
allowing open debates on slavery e was pivotal to ful-
filling this goal. Had he not permitted open debate,
Hicks would have surely seen a strong response from
Confederate supporters, who had already responded
negatively to Lincoln’s actions within their state.

In addition to the internal political problems be-
tween pro-Unionists and Southern sympathizers,
Hicks also faced several external challenges. A letter
written by the state assembly of Pennsylvania con-
firmed the political entanglements of Hicks’s position
and offers additional insight on why he was commit-
ted to keeping debate open in the General Assembly.
Within this letter, the Pennsylvania Legislature Branch
points out that Maryland was in a vulnerable position,
“I doubt not but that this movement will establish
matters in Maryland beyond all danger in the future.
The pressure there upon Hicks is fearful” (Alexander
K. Mc Clure to Abraham Lincoln [3]). In addition to
this, neighboring states pressured Maryland to stay
within the Union, which resulted in Hicks’s further
strain as he attempted to maintain order and satisfy
both the Union and Confederate supporters. The con-
tents of this letter illustrate the danger and pressure
that Hicks experienced as well as the impossibility
that, with tensions growing stronger, he could con-
tinue to politically appease both groups. Pennsylvania
was not the only state that attempted to use political
means to influence Maryland’s position in the Civil
War. In a letter from North Carolina, it furthermore
reinforces the pressure Hicks faced as it was a posi-
tion from the other side. The author speaks of Mary-
land’s neutrality and attempts to persuade Southern
sympathizers to leave Maryland, join the CSA army,
fight against the border states, and battle the Union
(«neutrality,» Fayetteville (NC) observer [4]). This
letter showcases the CSA efforts to recruit citizens
who were unsure about their positions. A letter like

this could persuade pro-Confederates in Maryland
to abandon their state and to join the CSA army. The
influence of southern newspaper publications, such as
from the Fayetteville Observer, shows the substantial
pressure Hicks faced as governor. It was clear that the
sectional struggle persisted in Maryland, and by not
allowing open debate, many Marylanders could po-
tentially abandon their civic ties and join the South.
Other citations also cite Hicks’ disagreement and
his desire to block troop movement through Mary-
land. In Seward’s letter, the risk of potential conflict
aggravated the reason why Hicks desired to open the
debate. A letter from William Seward, the Secretary
of State during this period, emphasized the impact
that the Baltimore riot had on the perception of the
federal army, claiming they violated an order from
the president. The letter also states that federal troops
should still pass through Maryland, despite Hicks’s
objection. This letter shows both the complexity and
challenge that Hicks faced as the Governor of Mary-
land, as well as the difficulty he had in maintaining
diplomacy within his own state (William Seward to
Thomas Hicks [S]). Hicks’ decision to hold a debate
was also a political opportunity for him to withstand
the pressure from forces outside Maryland.
Directly after the Baltimore riot, men throughout
Maryland implored Hicks to call for the General As-
sembly to oppose secession. Although Hicks did not
support the Confederate cause, he decided to call a
special session of the General Assembly to discuss
the crisis. This decision to allow debate reflected a
response to the numerous internal and external pres-
sures he faced in 1861, which had since escalated in
the wake of violent riots and the movement of fed-
eral troops in the state. This meeting was not part of
the original biannual assembly, but rather an addi-
tion that reflected the urgency of the present politi-
cal situation in the state. Reiterating his position in
a 1861 letter written after the Baltimore riot, Hicks’s
goal was to preserve peace within his state. For this
reason, allowing debate to continue would better
realize this goal than simply blocking Confederate
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sympathizers from sharing their views. Although
Hicks understood the importance of maintaining de-
bate, his choice to move the venue of the General As-
sembly indicated his expectation that the outcome
of this debate would support the Unionist cause.
For example, the governor decided to convene the
General Assembly in Frederick, Maryland, a strong
Unionist city, and not Annapolis, where there were
more Confederate sympathizers.

Final Outcome: The Demise of Hicks’ Open
Debate

Although Hicks facilitated the debate by calling
the General Assembly, the pro-slavery supporters
hardly had the chance to defend their position as the
Baltimore police captured all the pro-Confederate
delegates (Civil War and the Maryland General As-
sembly, Maryland State Archives [7]). The main ques-
tion, which was addressed in the General Assembly,
was whether or not to succeed from the Union. To
this end, a bill and a resolution were introduced call-
ing for secession. Although the bill was proposed, it
later failed because legislators argued they did not
have the authority to secede, citing their dependency
on Washington D. C. In the same meeting, the Gen-
eral Assembly also reached a consensus on sending
president Lincoln to protest the Union occupation
of Maryland. Subsequently, the assembly adjourned
and planned to meet on September 17, but by then
the pro-Confederate members of the General As-
sembly had been arrested. As a result, Unionists
claimed that they would not secede as they lacked the
constitutional authority to take such action. Thus,

although Hicks tried to convene the assemblies nu-
merous times, only a few actually took place both be-
cause of Lincoln’s intervention and the frequency of
the assembly’s change in location. The Assembly in
Frederick eventually ended as Maryland found itself
“inexorably drawn further and further into the heart
of the bloodiest war in American history” (Civil War
and the Maryland General Assembly, Maryland State
Archives [7]). Hicks attempted to support the open-
ing debate, but there were circumstances beyond his
control that altogether prevented it.

The Historical Significance of Hicks’ Decision
to Keep Open Debate in Maryland

Although the General Assembly Committee nev-
er reached a consensus, Governor Thomas Hicks was
still an essential figure to the nation. As the governor
of one of the most important border states during the
Civil War, he used the platform of free debate to ad-
dress the intrastate problems facing his divided con-
stituency. His decision to hold the General Assembly
in Maryland demonstrated the power of allowing
open debate and free speech, especially in a period
when both sides were willing to use violence when
they disagreed with political policy. Furthermore,
Hick’s open debate strategy illustrated the immense
challenges he faced after the president’s imposition
of martial law as well as the internal conflicts from
his own people. His decision to open the gates to all
opinions, even during the special period of secession
illustrates his high regard towards democracy and be-
lief that the citizens of Maryland should maintain the
right to participate in their own government.
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