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ABSTRACT 

 

 This is a study of the gangs that inhabited Philadelphia and its neighboring 

districts in the mid-nineteenth century.  In discussing the drastic societal shifts taking 

place in major American cities during this period—industrialization, immigration, 

urbanization, and the solidifying of class lines, this work paints a chaotic scene.  Within 

this tumultuous setting, gangs emerged in working-class neighborhoods to meet two basic 

needs of their members and the communities they occupied.  First, gang membership 

allowed working-class boys and men to establish shared identities.  Utilizing a gender 

analysis, this study will demonstrate how working-class males developed a distinct 

version of masculinity.  Set in defiance of middle-class values of self-control, wealth 

accumulation, and respect for the social hierarchy, this brand of masculinity embraced 

rowdiness, intemperance, and libertinism.  Participation in activities such as assault, 

drinking, and battling rivals allowed gang members to assert their working-class 

manhood.  Additionally, gang membership helped working-class boys and men carve out 

identities within their own neighborhoods.  In the rapidly changing urban landscape, 

native-born whites, immigrants, and African Americans often lived alongside one 

another.  By forming gangs along ethnic, religious, and political lines, these young men 

developed a sense of community and camaraderie in a sea of strangers.     

The second function mid-nineteenth century Philadelphia‟s gangs served was to 

empower their members and communities.  Through violent attacks, gangs could 

establish a degree of control over which ethnic, racial, or religious groups lived and 

worked within their neighborhoods.  Second, gangs empowered their members and 
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communities politically.  Recognizing their skill in using force, politicians in the mid-

nineteenth century allied themselves with gangs in order to win elections.  In return for 

their services, gang members received patronage positions and a degree of protection 

from the law.     

To Philadelphia‟s ruling elites, the poorer masses‟ increased participation in 

politics was unacceptable.  In an effort to curb the influence of the city‟s and surrounding 

districts‟ gangs, reformers fought to establish a more effective system of law enforcement 

and to bureaucratize local government.  As this thesis argues, the consolidation of 

Philadelphia and its neighboring districts in 1854 represents the traditional authorities‟ 

attempt to wrangle political power from the ward bosses of less affluent communities.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

On the evening of November 3, 1848, Democrats held a torchlight procession through the 

streets of Philadelphia and its adjoining districts.  Having recently lost several county 

elections, as well as the gubernatorial race, local Democrats wanted to make a strong 

showing of support for presidential candidate Lewis Cass and running mate William 

Butler for the upcoming election.  A report from the Whig newspaper, the North 

American and United States Gazette, decried the particularly offensive nature of the 

procession‟s signs, transparencies, and banners as it paraded through Whig-dominated 

neighborhoods with the intention of inciting fury in the bystanders. After referring to the 

parade participants as an “unprincipled and corrupt” gathering of Locofocos (a radical 

element within the Democratic Party), the report went on to highlight a particularly 

disturbing element participating in the procession:  

The Moyamensing delegation had their ranks disgraced by the presence of 

a number of one of the most ruffianly of the numberless lawless 

associations that have, within the last few years, stigmatized the fair name 

of Philadelphia.  We need hardly say that we allude to the “Killers”—a 

band of desperadoes, used as Locofoco bullies, and actually screened by 

the benighted authorities who, previous to the late annual election, held 

the sway in the District of Moyamensing.  

 

According to the report, it was members of this gang, the Killers, who initiated a skirmish 

as the procession passed through the heavily Whig-leaning district of Spring Garden.  

When the parade participants‟ cry of support for Cass and Butler was answered from the 

crowd with a call for Zachary Taylor and Millard Fillmore, the Killers leapt into action.  

The command “Awake Killers!” went up from the procession, at which time, several 

members of the Moyamensing delegation broke ranks and attacked some of the 
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bystanders.  Several people were beaten with clubs, and one man was shot in the leg.  

After the fray, the attackers fell back into formation, shouting “Hurra for the Killers!” 

One bystander died from his injuries later that evening.  According to the sworn 

statement of one eyewitness at the coroner‟s inquest, the perpetrators also gave a shout of 

support for the Moyamensing Hose Company, the most notorious of all fire companies at 

this time.
1 

 This account appeared in a Whig newspaper, so its veracity deserves scrutiny.  

However, whether or not the article adhered to the facts of this event, it does reveal the 

numerous social dynamics at work in American cities during the mid-nineteenth century.  

The Killers‟ prominent role in this account is particularly striking.  Framing the incident 

as an unruly, lower-class mob‟s attack on law abiding and decent citizens, the report 

illustrates middle- and upper-class Philadelphian‟s resentment and fear of the poor 

masses.  The participation of gangs in political activities alarmed conservative members 

of the middle class.  In their eyes, the lawless behavior exhibited by working-class mobs 

and gangs threatened to undermine the social hierarchy and destabilize society as a 

whole.
2
 For the poorer residents of the city and its neighboring districts, however, gangs 

offered several important benefits.  In a constantly changing and relatively anonymous 

urban landscape, men formed gangs in order to establish a common identity.  Gangs 

reflected their members‟ ethnic, religious, and political affiliations while protecting their 

members and their communities from competing groups.  Working-class men and boys 

                                                             
1 “City Items.” North American and United States Gazette, November 6, 1848. 

 
2 Michael Feldberg, “The Philadelphia Riots of 1844: A Social History” (PhD diss., University of 

Rochester, 1970), 121. 
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also joined gangs to establish a feeling of camaraderie with one another.  Finally, gangs 

offered their members and communities access to the political process.  For all these 

reasons, many working-class men and boys found gang membership desirable.  For these 

same reasons, the middle and upper classes feared and despised gangs. 

This thesis will examine gangs in Philadelphia and its surrounding areas from the 

1830s to 1880, nine years after the city‟s volunteer fire companies were disbanded.  The 

decision to demarcate this study with the elimination of the volunteer fire companies 

reflects my approach to the subject of the thesis.  Often, it is difficult to establish a clear 

distinction between gangs and groups such as fire companies and political clubs during 

the mid-nineteenth century.  Each of these groups exhibited rowdy behavior and forged 

collective identities that placed them at odds with middle- and upper-class citizens.  As a 

result, I will define gangs as groups that regularly engaged in activities frowned upon by 

“respectable” society.  Such activities include fighting, theft, assault, destruction of 

property, and “rowdy” behavior that the middle and upper classes viewed with 

disapproval.  Because the term “gang” traditionally has been assigned to groups 

comprised of working-class men and boys, I too will apply the term to those hailing from 

the lower economic strata.  Identifiable features of a gang may include a gang name, a 

particular style of dress shared by its members, or some other feature distinguishing the 

gang from the population at large.  For the purpose of this study, street gangs, fire 

companies, social groups, and political clubs all fall under the classification of gangs. 

The bulk of scholarship examining nineteenth century gangs was carried out in 

the late 1960s and 70s, a time when social history first emerged as an important field of 
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scholarship among American historians.
3
 In the wake of the numerous urban riots that 

devastated American cities in the 1960s, historians and sociologists began studying 

earlier incidents of urban unrest in order to gain perspective on their own world.  The 

intersection of industrialization, immigration, racial, ethnic, and religious conflict, as well 

as urbanization in the mid-nineteenth century, made the period a particularly fruitful one 

to examine.  What follows is a brief synopsis of the existing scholarship that informs this 

study. 

 The collection of essays in Allen Davis and Mark Haller‟s The Peoples of 

Philadelphia (1974) exemplify the social historian‟s desire to tell history “from the 

bottom up.” Focusing on the lower classes of Philadelphia and its districts from 1790 to 

1940, the articles in this volume examine the various religious, ethnic, and racial groups 

that comprised the city‟s lower ranks.  Of particular relevance are Bruce Laurie and 

David Johnson‟s essays discussing the mid-nineteenth century volunteer fire companies 

in Moyamensing and Southwark.  Both historians examine violent battles between the 

volunteer fire companies and their affiliated street gangs, placing the clashes within the 

context of deep-rooted identities formed on the basis of religion, ethnicity, and politics.  

Because these two districts bordered one another, and because they generally aligned 

themselves with opposing political parties, violent outbreaks became a regular 

occurrence.  Laurie and Johnson argue that such clashes provided gang members an 

                                                             
3 Kenneth Kusmer, “Historiography,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of American Cultural and Intellectual 

History, ed. Joan Rubin and Scott Casper (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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outlet for their frustrations, a sense of pride, and a means by which to exert control over 

their territories.
4
   

 In this vein, Sam Bass Warner Jr.‟s The Private City (1970) and Michael 

Feldberg‟s 1970 dissertation on the Philadelphia riots of 1844 attribute the violence of 

this period to the competing interests of numerous groups in Philadelphia and its 

adjoining districts.
5
 The period extending from the 1830s to the 1880s in Philadelphia 

was one of transition from a preindustrial to an industrial society.  As Philadelphians 

struggled to adjust to new work habits, new neighbors, and a new economy, they formed 

groups to help them cope with the destabilizing effects of industrialization.  While 

Warner sees evidence of this societal shift in the breakdown of community-oriented 

behavior as individuals pursued wealth, Feldberg traces the city‟s transition through the 

changing nature of its riots from focused, small affairs, to often chaotic struggles that 

sometimes lasted multiple days.  Both historians identify the crucial role economics 

played in elevating cultural differences at a time when artisans and members of the 

working class found their economic security and independence threatened by 

developments identified with the first stage of the Industrial Revolution in the United 

States.   

 For understanding the economic forces at work during this era, Bruce Laurie‟s 

Working People of Philadelphia (1980) and Herbert Gutman‟s important collection of 

                                                             
4 Allen F. Davis and Mark H. Haller, eds.  The Peoples of Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic Groups and 
Lower-Class Life, 1790-1940 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1974); Bruce Laurie, Working 

People of Philadelphia, 1800-1850 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1980). 

 
5 Sam Bass Warner Jr., The Private City: Philadelphia in Three Periods of its Growth (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970); Feldberg, “The Philadelphia Riots”. 
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essays, Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America (1976) proved invaluable.
6
 

Laurie‟s work provides great detail on the conditions antebellum Philadelphia‟s working 

class faced as migration from Europe and rural America created a labor surplus.  

Combined with increasing efficiencies in the manufacture and transport of goods, 

Philadelphia‟s working class struggled to maintain their economic independence.  

Whereas Laurie‟s study focuses primarily on early labor movements, Gutman sees an 

inherent, ongoing conflict between preindustrial and industrialized cultural values.  As 

the United States absorbed wave after wave of immigrants from generally non-

industrialized nations, each wave of newcomers struggled to conform to the regimented 

daily routines of factory work.  Many young men resisted these new routines, which to 

the annoyance of their employers often included drinking at saloons on workdays or not 

showing up for work at all.  Although gangs are peripheral to Gutman‟s work, he implies 

that struggling artisans and working-class men often formed gangs as a means to cope 

with, or lash out against, a rapidly changing society.   

 Inevitably questions of masculinity arose while researching this topic.  Although 

gender analysis is largely absent from the scholarship on urban gangs, Howard 

Chudacoff‟s The Age of the Bachelor (1999), Philip Howell‟s 2001 article, “Sex and the 

City of Bachelors,” and Amy Greenberg‟s Cause for Alarm: The Volunteer Fire 

Department in the Nineteenth-Century City (1999), provide valuable insight into the 

masculine subcultures of urban society during this period.
7
 Chudacoff and Howell‟s 

                                                             
6 Laurie, Working People; Herbert G. Gutman, Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America: 
Essays in American Working-Class and Social History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976). 

 
7 Howard P. Chudacoff, The Age of the Bachelor: Creating an American Subculture (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1999); Philip Howell, “Sex and the City of Bachelors: Sporting Guidebooks and Urban 

Knowledge in Nineteenth-Century Britain and America,” Ecumene 8, no. 1 (2001): 20-50; Amy S. 
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socioeconomic distinction between bourgeois and working-class masculinity greatly 

inform this study.  These scholars argue that two versions of manhood embraced 

conflicting values in nineteenth-century America.  The middle-class, “respectable” 

version emphasized responsibility and self-control.  Men adhering to this version of 

masculinity got married and took pride in providing for their families.  Conversely, 

working-class manliness embraced what Chudacoff refers to as the sporting-male culture.  

Men who pursued this version of masculinity avoided domestic life, and instead indulged 

in activities considered unsavory by the middle class.  Such activities included spending 

time in saloons and brothels, gambling, and attending cock-fights.
8
 Building upon 

Chudacoff and Howell‟s analysis, this thesis will examine the role masculinity played in 

Philadelphia‟s gangs during the mid-nineteenth century.   

Also incorporating gender analysis into her work, Greenberg‟s survey of other 

cities‟ fire companies reveals the centrality of manhood in the nineteenth-century 

firehouse.  In an era of excessive violence, Philadelphia‟s volunteer fire companies 

played an especially active role in igniting violent outbreaks.  According to Greenberg, 

the volunteer fireman served as the embodiment of working-class manliness.  He 

possessed strength, toughness, and loyalty to his company and neighborhood.  As this 

study will demonstrate, the same traits so revered in the firehouse also applied to the 

street corner and saloon.  As a result, participation in fire companies and street gangs 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Greenberg, Cause for Alarm: The Volunteer Fire Department in the Nineteenth-Century City (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1998). 

 
8 Chudacoff, Age of the Bachelor, 35. 
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often overlapped, making it difficult to distinguish one from the other during the mid-

nineteenth century.   

 Such assessments involve a degree of speculation.  The historian has always been 

at the mercy of his sources.  In this study‟s case, the subjects left scant records of their 

motivations, perceptions, desires, or fears.  As a result, I rely heavily upon the written 

records of the middle and upper classes that despised the gangs they wrote about.  In an 

effort to give the subjects of this work a voice, I will also incorporate information and 

concepts drawn from modern sociological studies of gangs into this thesis.  Although 

variations between modern gangs and those of the nineteenth-century certainly exist, 

numerous commonalities are evident as well.  Today‟s gangs continue to thrive in poor 

neighborhoods of America‟s cities, often in areas where immigrants or racial minorities 

cluster.  Like today, mid-nineteenth century gang members lacked access to stable 

employment, education, and other resources necessary to improve their socioeconomic 

status.
9
 Sociological studies can provide insight into why young men joined gangs, what 

they hoped to gain through membership, and a general sense of the conditions that made 

gang membership appealing.  In this regard, Martin Sanchez-Jankowski‟s Islands in the 

Street, and Ruth Horowitz and Gary Schwartz‟s influential article, “Honor, Normative 

Ambiguity and Gang Violence,” have proved invaluable to this study.
10

 Sanchez-

Jankowski‟s book is the result of a decade of research on gangs in Los Angeles, New 

York City, and Boston.  His extensive interviews with gang members provide insight into 

                                                             
9 As Chapter 3 will argue, nineteenth-century gangs did grant their members access to political figures and 
jobs through their extralegal activities on election days.  

 
10 Martin Sanchez-Jankowski, Islands in the Street: Gangs and American Urban Society (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1991); Ruth Horowitz and Gary Schwartz, “Honor, Normative Ambiguity 

and Gang Violence,” American Sociological Review 39 (April, 1974): 238-51. 
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their lives rarely afforded to scholars.  Equally informative, Horowitz and Schwartz‟s 

study entailed a year of interviewing and observing an inner-city Chicano gang.  Their 

study is primarily focused on the concept of honor and how perceived threats to a gang‟s 

honor brought about violent clashes with rivals.  Utilizing these and other modern 

sociological studies of gangs, I hope to supplement the largely silent voices belonging to 

the subjects of this study.   

 In addition to giving the historical actors a voice, I will also examine the 

relationship of gangs of the time with Philadelphia‟s police department, fire companies, 

and political system.  Harry Silcox‟s Philadelphia Politics from the Bottom Up provides 

an in-depth view of how gangs managed to gain a political voice in the nineteenth-

century.
11

 Silcox‟s biography of street tough turned ward boss William McMullen 

brilliantly demonstrates how poor Irish Catholics exercised political control over their 

communities.  In the era of ward politics, street gangs proved to be valuable resources for 

politicians.  Their skill in using, or threatening, violence helped shape election results, 

either by compelling people to vote for their ticket, or by forcefully preventing them from 

casting their ballots in opposition.  In return for their services, gang members received 

jobs within the victorious politician‟s jurisdiction.  As for gangs‟ impact on law 

enforcement, David Johnson‟s Policing the Urban Underworld illustrates how 

Philadelphia‟s current professional police and fire departments developed in response to 

gangs and riots in the mid-nineteenth century.
12

 As violent outbreaks increased in 

                                                             
11 Harry C. Silcox, Philadelphia Politics from the Bottom Up: The Life of Irishman William McMullen, 

1824-1901 (Philadelphia: Associated University Presses, 1989). 

 
12 David R. Johnson, Policing the Urban Underworld: The Impact of Crime on the Development of the 

American Police, 1800-1887 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1979). 
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frequency and severity during this period, it became apparent to city leaders that the 

antiquated system of night watches, aldermen, and volunteer fire companies were 

incapable of protecting citizens or their property.  As a result, reformers fought for years 

to consolidate Philadelphia and its neighboring districts under a single, paid police and 

fire department.    

   

To understand why gangs developed, what individuals hoped to gain from gang 

membership, and to more fully grasp the function gangs served in mid-nineteenth century 

Philadelphia, it is necessary to examine the larger social forces at work.  The second 

chapter of this thesis establishes the historical setting, recounting how the convergence of 

industrialization, urbanization, and immigration created one of the most violent periods in 

America‟s history.
13

 Like other major U.S. cities, Philadelphia underwent rapid change in 

the mid-nineteenth century.  Its population swelled as the city and its districts absorbed 

masses of European newcomers and native-born, rural migrants in search of work in its 

factories.  Poorer districts such as Moyamensing and Southwark became the sites of 

haphazard growth, and residents there found themselves living in squalid dwellings 

crammed into narrow streets and alleyways.  As manufacturing became increasingly 

mechanized, members of the working class found fewer job opportunities available.  The 

increasing competition for work created animosities between competing religious, ethnic, 

and racial groups.  While poorer residents saw a deterioration of their economic 

condition, the middle and upper classes actually increased their wealth.  All of these 

                                                             
13 Feldberg, “The Philadelphia Riots,” 2; Hugh D. Graham and Ted R. Gurr, eds. The History of Violence in 

America: Historical and Comparative Perspectives (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1969).  Both works 

refer to the 1830s, 40s, and 50s as an extremely violent period in American cities. 
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factors contributed to the frequent violent outbursts that took place in Philadelphia and its 

adjoining districts in the mid-nineteenth century 

 After examining the social conditions of nineteenth-century Philadelphia, the 

focus of this study shifts to the identity formation of gangs.  Much like today, mid-

nineteenth century gangs were most heavily concentrated in poorer neighborhoods.  The 

negative behaviors they exhibited reflected a working-class set of values independent 

from those of the bourgeoisie.  The violence, intemperance, and libertinism embraced by 

gangs represented a rejection of the more affluent society that looked down upon them.  

Gangs also drew lines of distinction between the poor denizens of these communities.  In 

the rapidly changing urban landscape, immigrants, native whites, and blacks often lived 

alongside one another.
14

 Gangs provided a means by which neighborhoods could assert 

their religious or ethnic identities. Because these competing groups lived in close 

proximity to one another, fights frequently erupted between gangs as they struggled for 

dominance and asserted their working-class masculinity.   

 In addition to identity formation, gangs also provided an important avenue to 

empowerment for their members and communities.  The fourth chapter will focus on how 

gangs made it possible for poorer residents to exert control over their neighborhoods, 

either by violently coercing competing groups to leave, or through their participation in 

politics.  In this violent era, elections were often determined by which side could summon 

the most muscle on election days.  Recognizing gangs‟ penchants for violence, local 

politicians enlisted their services in securing votes.  In return, politicians offered 

                                                             
14 Theodore Hershberg et al., “A Tale of Three Cities: Blacks and Immigrants in Philadelphia: 1850-1880, 

1930 and 1970,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 441 (January 1979): 55-

81. 
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government jobs to their supporters and diverted funds to fire companies who aided in 

“campaigning.”  In this way, gangs granted their local communities access to the political 

process.  They were effective in doing so because law enforcement initially lacked the 

strength and resources necessary to control gangs and prevent riots.  In the eyes of the 

middle class, this state of affairs was untenable.  The fourth chapter, then, will also trace 

the reforms enacted to reign in the lawlessness of the working class. 

 Philadelphia‟s gangs were integrally connected to numerous aspects of urban 

society in the nineteenth-century.  They both reflected and defined their neighborhoods 

and those who inhabited them.  This thesis will demonstrate that, despite a propensity to 

violence, gangs provided a means by which poorer residents could maximize their limited 

resources.  Even their violent actions, seemingly haphazard or “riotous” to outsiders, had 

a rational basis in gang members‟ class, ethnic, racial, or religious identity and/or in their 

involvement in politics.  To gain an understanding of the functions these gangs served, it 

is first necessary to examine the environment that spawned them. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE SETTING 

 
 

Philadelphia during the mid-nineteenth century was plagued by frequent outbursts of 

violence.  The industrialization, immigration, and population increase that accompanied 

Philadelphia‟s transition from a preindustrial to an industrial city disrupted the lives of its 

residents tremendously.  For those adversely affected by these forces, collective violence 

often provided the only means by which they could improve their conditions.  The 

perpetrators and victims of this collective violence shifted throughout the period; native 

whites attacked immigrants, immigrants attacked free African Americans, and struggling 

laborers attacked scabs.  In each case, however, the attackers sought out those whom they 

perceived as threats to their own well-being.   

Of the numerous changes Philadelphia underwent during the mid-nineteenth 

century, the economic transformation that took place was the most jarring for poorer 

residents in the city and its neighboring districts.   Philadelphia rapidly industrialized; in 

1840, businesses invested approximately $8.8 million in manufacturing.  By 1850, this 

figure had grown to $33.7 million.  A decade later, total investment in manufacturing 

increased to $73 million.
15 

Such mechanization increased productivity, and both skilled 

and unskilled laborers found themselves struggling to compete.  In this climate, the 

apprentice system evolved from a master-apprentice relationship to that of an employer-

                                                             
15 J. Thomas Scharf and Thompson Westcott, History of Philadelphia, 1609-1884 (Philadelphia, 1884), III, 

2236, 2238, referenced in Elizabeth M. Geffen, “Violence in Philadelphia in the 1840s and 1850s,” 

Pennsylvania History, 36, no. 4 (October, 1969): 381-410. 
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employee.
16 

Capitalists amassed great fortunes while members of the working class 

grappled with deteriorating economic conditions.  Additionally, improvements to 

infrastructure exacerbated the situation.  Railroads, canals, and better roads allowed 

goods to flow more freely between regions.  A shoe factory in Massachusetts could now 

sell its wares in Philadelphia, increasing the pressure on local manufacturers in that 

industry and forcing wages lower.
17

  

The handloom weavers of Moyamensing and Kensington epitomized the 

challenges faced by this period‟s wage earners.  Competition from outside the region 

pressured Philadelphia manufacturers to control costs.  Taking advantage of the labor 

surplus, they formed a cartel in order to set wages below subsistence levels.  Unskilled 

jobbers supplanted skilled laborers.  They were given ambitious quotas, and weavers who 

failed to meet them received no pay.  Weavers who did meet their quotas often waited 

upwards of a month to receive payment, which frequently came in the form of store 

credits instead of cash.  Adding fuel to the fire, weavers believed that their employers 

received kickbacks from the store owners, resulting in higher prices being passed on to 

the weavers.
18

  

In an effort to secure wage increases, the weavers of Moyamensing and 

Kensington held periodic strikes from August, 1842 to May, 1844.  As often happened in 

antebellum Philadelphia, the strikes became riots.  Striking weavers broke into the homes 

                                                             
16 Michael Feldberg, “The Philadelphia Riots of 1844: A Social History” (PhD diss., University of 

Rochester, 1970), 4. 

17 Bruce Laurie, Working People of Philadelphia, 1800-1850 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 

1980), 8-10. 

18 “Local Affairs.” Public Ledger, January 10, 1843; Elizabeth M. Geffen, “Industrial Development and 

Social Crisis, 1841-1854,” in Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, ed. Russell F. Weigley (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 1982), 337-8.  
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of scabs, assaulting them and occasionally members of their families.  Their primary 

objective, however, was to prevent the scabs from working, which they accomplished by 

smashing looms, throwing sulfuric acid on or cutting webs, and by stealing spools of 

yarn.  One employer in Moyamensing was beat nearly to death.  In Kensington, the 

sheriff formed a posse to establish order.  After forcing the posse to flee, rioters 

pummeled the stranded sheriff.
19

   

As skilled and unskilled laborers struggled to maintain their livelihoods in the 

rapidly industrializing city, the urban landscape underwent a drastic transformation.  

Prior to the 1840s, Philadelphia was a walking city.  The city proper only encompassed 

the area between the Delaware and Schuylkill rivers, from South Street to Vine Street.  

At this time, wealthy residents were concentrated into the commercial core of the city, 

near the Delaware River.  Poorer residents lived outside this area, and it was in this less 

affluent periphery that industrial hubs began to emerge.  Districts such as Kensington, 

Southwark, and Spring Garden housed early factories and the wage earners who worked 

in them.
20

  

In the mid-1840s, more affluent residents began to move outside the city.  

Germantown and West Philadelphia became havens for those desiring an escape from the 

crowded downtown, and the widespread use of omnibuses and passenger cars facilitated 

this movement outward.
21

 Formerly grand homes were converted to multiunit dwellings 

                                                             
19 Feldberg, “The Philadelphia Riots,” 51-60; Bruce Laurie, Working People of Philadelphia, 1800-1850 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1980), 124-5; Geffen, “Violence in Phila.,” 398. 

 
20 David R. Johnson, “Crime Patterns in Philadelphia, 1840-70,” in Peoples of Phila. ed. Davis and Haller, 

90; Warner, Private City, 56. 

 
21 Nicholas Wainwright, ed. A Philadelphia Perspective: The Diary of Sidney George Fisher Covering the 

Years from 1834 to 1871 (Philadelphia: Historical Society of Pennsylvania, 1967), 202, 316. 
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or demolished to make room for large commercial buildings.  As the wealthy moved 

from the area, poor residents moved in.  By the 1870s, Philadelphia‟s settlement pattern 

had, to a significant degree, reversed itself, with poorer residents increasingly living in or 

near the downtown area, and wealthier residents living outside.
22

  

 In addition to shifting settlement patterns, this was also a period of rapid 

population growth.  In 1790, the combined population of Philadelphia, Southwark, and 

Northern Liberties was 44,096.  By 1840, their combined population had skyrocketed to 

155,743.
23

 Immigration provided a significant portion of these new residents, with the 

majority coming from Ireland.  Beginning in the 1830s, Irish immigration to the United 

States began increasing, totaling approximately 20,000 arrivals per year.  In 1840 and 

1841, their numbers increased further, with around 36,000 Irish coming to American 

shores annually in those years.  In 1842, just under 50,000 Irish immigrated, and the 

potato famine of the mid 1840s drove Irish immigration even higher.
24

  

Such a huge influx of newcomers would create tensions in any economic climate.  

However, Philadelphia experienced recessions in 1824, 1829, 1833, and a severe 

downturn in 1837 that did not bottom out until 1841.
25

 Facing such economic challenges, 

many artisans and less skilled members of the working class sought scapegoats for their 

lack of economic security, and immigrants fit the bill.  Although foreign journeymen had 

previously been accepted in trade unions, the economic downturn of 1837 caused native-
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born artisans to reverse this policy in the 1840s.  Excluded from trade unions and 

desperate for work, immigrants often incited further outrage by scabbing during strikes 

and by accepting work for less than the prevailing wage.
26

  

Irish Catholics were the most visible group to commit such offenses, and in light 

of such economic challenges, religious identity became a central source of tension in 

Philadelphia and other U.S. cities.  Not only had Irish immigration sharply increased 

during the antebellum decades, but its composition shifted as well.  Although the earliest 

Irish immigrants to America had been Protestants, after 1820, roughly 80% of Irish 

arrivals were Catholics.
27

 They were also overwhelmingly poor.  Their religion, poverty, 

and culture marked them as foreign “others.”  At a time when many middle-class 

Protestants embraced temperance, Catholics seemed to embody drunkenness and 

decadence.
28

 Most Protestants viewed Irish Catholics as being unfit to live under a 

republican government, or worse, as being subject to papal despotism.
29

 As more Irish 

Catholics arrived, animosity toward them grew in intensity.   

One of the earliest examples of this ethnic and religious animosity coming to a 

head occurred during a parade on July 12, 1831.  An organization known as the Society 

of Gideon held a parade to commemorate Protestant victory over Catholicism at the 

Battle of the Boyne in 1689.  As the procession worked its way through the city, Catholic 
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bystanders and parade participants exchanged heated words.  According to a report to the 

mayor‟s court, an accompanying band played antagonistic songs such as “Boyne Water” 

and “Yankee Doodle.”
30

 The parade concluded with dinner at the Odd Fellows Hall on 

Fifth Street, near Pine.  As the Gideonites dined, angry crowds milled about outside and 

shouted insults through the windows.  

When time came to end the festivities, the parade participants left the hall in 

columns in order to ensure their own safety.  Soon paving stones and other missiles flew 

through the air.  Many of the Gideonites broke ranks and dashed home.  However, the 

parade leaders who had equipped themselves with swords, drew their weapons and 

attacked the mob.  Eyewitness testimonies varied according to their allegiances; some 

witnesses claimed the Gideonites left the hall with swords drawn, and others reported that 

they did not draw their swords until after being pursued by the Catholic mob.  In October, 

the mayor‟s court found four parade participants and fifteen Catholics guilty of rioting.  

Revealing the court‟s view of Irish Catholics as lawless outsiders, it reminded them “that 

if they were obliged to seek protection here from the bondage of another country, they 

were not to insult those laws which they expected would protect them.”
31

  

African Americans were also scapegoated for economic conditions over which 

they had no control.  The city‟s black population suffered a general decline in their 

quality of life during the antebellum period.  Prior to the 1820s, Philadelphia‟s free and 

enslaved African Americans worked in a variety of skilled trades.  As the economy 
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floundered and more white newcomers moved into the city, African Americans were 

displaced from artisan occupations.
32

 Frederick Douglass witnessed such discrimination 

while apprenticing in 1836 in a Baltimore shipyard:   

All at once, the white carpenters knocked off, and said they would not 

work with free colored workmen.  Their reason for this, as alleged, was, 

that if free colored carpenters were encouraged, they would soon take the 

trade into their own hands, and poor white men would be thrown out of 

employment.  They therefore felt called upon at once to put a stop to it.  

And, taking advantage of Mr. Gardner‟s necessities, they broke off, 

swearing they would work no longer, unless he would discharge his black 

carpenters.
33

 

 

Skilled trades were not the only occupations foreclosed to African Americans in the mid-

nineteenth century.  Factory owners also refused to hire blacks, likely due to their own 

racist attitudes, pressure they received from their workers, and because some European 

immigrants already possessed experience working in industrial occupations.
34

  

In the face of such hostility, Philadelphia‟s African Americans formed their own 

churches, orphanages, temperance societies, and other benevolent organizations.  

Concurrently, white abolitionists increased their efforts to end slavery and support free 

blacks.  For many poor whites hailing from both sides of the Atlantic, such actions 

fanned the flames of indignation.  However, the Irish played a particularly active role in 

                                                             
32 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1996), 15; Gary Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-

1840 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 145; Theodore Hershberg, “Free Blacks in Antebellum 

Philadelphia: A Study of Ex-Slaves, Freeborn, and Socioeconomic Decline,” Journal of Social History 5, 

no. 2 (1971/1972): 185; John A. Saunders, 100 Years After Emancipation (History of the Philadelphia 

Negro) 1787 to 1963 (Philadelphia: Free African Society, 1966), 138. 

 
33 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 

1995), 56. 

 
34 David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (New 

York: Verso, 1991), 151-2; Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New -York: Routledge Classics, 

2009), 131-132; Charlotte Erickson, Invisible Immigrants: The Adaptation of English and Scottish 

Immigrants in Nineteenth-Century America (Coral Gables, Florida: University of Miami Press, 1972), 17; 

Nash, Forging Freedom, 145, 242; Hershberg, “Free Blacks in Antebellum Philadelphia,” 191. 

 



20 
 

 
 

lashing out against African Americans.
35

 Race riots became a common occurrence in 

Philadelphia‟s southern suburbs, particularly Moyamensing, where blacks and Irish often 

lived side-by-side in cramped dwellings.  According to historian Sam Bass Warner Jr., 

“The bombardment of Philadelphia with abolitionist propaganda and southern protests 

during the years 1831-1833 pinpointed the Negro ghetto [the border of Philadelphia and 

Moyamensing] as a target for socially acceptable violence.”
36

 One such conflagration 

occurred during the Carousel Riots on August 12, 1834.  After a fight broke out between 

whites and African Americans at a carousel near South Street and Seventh, a white mob 

destroyed it in retaliation for suffering insults from blacks.  The following evening, a 

crowd of whites descended upon a predominantly black portion of Moyamensing where 

they assaulted African Americans, broke into their homes, and destroyed their personal 

property.  White residents‟ homes were spared by placing lit candles in their windows, 

suggesting this was a premeditated attack.
37

 Although it is impossible to determine with 

certainty if the majority of rioters were Irish Catholics, of the eighteen men arrested 

during the affray, twelve had Irish surnames.
38

  

Another similar attack occurred in Southwark on August 1, 1842, when an 

African American men‟s temperance group paraded through the streets to celebrate 

Jamaican Emancipation Day.  When the procession reached Wharton Market (a poor 

Irish and native-born white area), bystanders began throwing produce at the parade.  A 

fight broke out, and bystanders pursued parade participants as they fled to their own 
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neighborhood.  There, whites assaulted black residents, and later that day, word spread 

that three white youths had been shot by African Americans during the conflict.  

Outraged whites then formed an even larger mob near St. Mary‟s Street, attacking blacks 

and setting fire to an African American church.  Rioters also burned down a meeting hall 

believed to hold black abolitionist meetings.  The violence carried over to the next day 

when Irish coal heavers along the Schuylkill attacked black laborers.
39

 This violent 

outburst compelled numerous African Americans to leave the area, and in many cases the 

move was permanent.   

Such riots were not unique to the suburbs, however, and they were not restricted 

solely to attacks on African Americans.  Opening May 14, 1838, Pennsylvania Hall was 

one of the city‟s largest and most elegant meeting places.  It had also been built by and 

for abolitionists.  At a time when Pennsylvania‟s blacks had been disenfranchised and 

racial violence plagued the city, such a structure outraged citizens holding hostile views 

toward African Americans.  During its first three days in use, angry crowds assembled 

outside the building.  On the evening of May 16, hecklers congregated in the back of the 

hall and hissed at speakers during a meeting of the Female Anti-Slavery Society.  

Outside, others threw rocks through the windows.  The meeting adjourned early without 

any further incidents, but it was a sign of things to come.   

The following day, Mayor John Swift convinced Pennsylvania Hall‟s board to 

cancel upcoming meetings and close its doors until tensions settled.  They did so 

grudgingly, but in the evening, crowds again formed outside the hall.  Numbering an 

estimated 3,000, members of the mob broke into the building, where they threw 
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abolitionist literature into the street and ignited the building‟s gas lines.  Volunteer fire 

companies arrived at the scene only to direct their hoses at neighboring buildings.  As this 

study will show, fire companies repeatedly refused to prevent the burning of buildings 

targeted by incendiary mobs.  Whether the firemen allowed Pennsylvania Hall to burn 

down on their own accord or out of fear of retaliation from the crowd remains unclear.  

The Public Ledger’s report on May 18 placed blame on the fire companies for allowing 

the buildings to burn.  However, it later reported on July 18 that the mob was at fault for 

preventing the fire companies from saving the building.
40

 After the destruction of 

Pennsylvania Hall, rioters continued their assault on African American institutions.  On 

May 18, a mob in Spring Garden set fire to the Friends Shelter for Colored Orphans.  

When the Good Will Fire Company arrived to battle the blaze, rioters stifled their efforts.  

Finally, under the leadership of the police magistrate and the company‟s chief engineer, 

the fire company managed to drive off the mob and save the building.
41

  

 

Philadelphia during this period was a city undergoing tumultuous change.  Working-class 

residents found it increasingly difficult to survive as wages declined, competition for jobs 

increased, and their work days became more regimented.  As they faced the realities of 

this new economy, Philadelphia‟s working class and poor found themselves in unfamiliar 

surroundings.  The shabby dwellings erected in the tight alleys and yards in poor 

neighborhoods created cramped, unsanitary conditions for those who lived there.  Not 

only did the physical features of these communities change, but so did the demographics 
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of the inhabitants.  Strangers became neighbors as migrants from the countryside and 

from abroad flocked to the city in search of employment.  For those who had previously 

lived in rural villages, the crowded, putrid conditions of the city must have been 

overwhelming.  It was this chaotic setting that gave rise to gangs, and it is to these gangs 

that this study will now direct its focus. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IDENTITY 

 

 
The conflict that was a defining feature of Philadelphia‟s gangs in the mid-nineteenth 

century occurred on two levels; the first consisted of socioeconomic antagonism between 

the city‟s working class and the upper classes.  Amid such rapid growth and social 

upheaval, Philadelphia‟s residents sought ways to establish a feeling of community and 

shared identity.  Wealthy and poor alike formed groups to accomplish this, however, the 

types of associations these groups developed differed greatly.  While the city‟s wealthy 

residents enjoyed exclusive social and sporting clubs to escape the increasingly structured 

daily routines of industrial society, members of the working class formed their own, quite 

different collectivities in saloons, gambling dens, dance halls, and brothels.
42

  

Within these separate social spheres, two competing versions of masculinity 

emerged.  In his study of the development of a bachelor subculture, Chudacoff makes the 

distinction between working-class and bourgeois masculinities.
43 

According to 

Chudacoff, the middle-class man took great pride in his self-restraint and his ability to 

provide for his family.  He valued order and wealth accumulation, and sought to separate 

his home life from the chaotic city.  For men of the working class, such values held little 

appeal.  Likely in response to their exclusion from jobs offering upward mobility, 
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working-class men in turn rejected middle-class values.
44

 Instead, they viewed self-

restraint as feminine.  These men demonstrated their manliness through fighting, 

philandering, gambling, and heavy drinking.  Unlike middle-class men, their sources of 

recreation largely fell within the crowded cityscape.   

This working-class, masculine subculture was the second level of conflict that 

gangs operated in.  Clashes between gangs occurred regularly as they fought to 

demonstrate their manliness and dominance over rivals.  Their names alone suggest their 

toughness—the Killers, Snakers, Deathfetchers, Blood Tubs, and Rats represent a small 

sample of the monikers that appeared in Philadelphia‟s newspapers in the mid-nineteenth 

century.  Although gangs existed throughout Philadelphia County, they were most 

prevalent and active in the poor districts of Southwark and Moyamensing, where 

cramped and unsanitary living conditions compelled youths to gather in the streets.
45

 

Condemnatory accounts of their rowdy and violent behavior appeared on a daily basis in 

Philadelphia‟s newspapers, revealing the condescending views the city‟s middle and 

upper classes held toward these uninhibited youths.  Fights, assaults, robbery, verbal 

taunts, offensive dress, and foul language comprised the list of grievances expressed by 

respectable citizens toward gangs.  In many cases, they directed their criticism toward the 

youths‟ parents for allowing them to congregate unsupervised.  Occasionally 
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commentators accused the gang members‟ parents of partaking in the violent exchanges 

as well.
46

  

Class differences serve to explain how youths were able to congregate 

unsupervised in these poor areas.  Unlike their middle-class counterparts, working-class 

fathers generally did not earn enough to support their families.  As a result, each member 

of the family was responsible for contributing to the household.  Because working-class 

boys had more economic opportunities outside the home than their sisters did, they were 

afforded a greater degree of freedom by their parents, who often were too busy working 

to supervise them.
47

 The breakdown of the apprentice system likely facilitated the growth 

of gangs as well.  As apprentices became employees, they no longer lived under the close 

supervision of their masters, allowing them to meet with their friends in the evenings.   

Obtaining detailed information on who comprised these gangs is nearly 

impossible.  Though numerous, contemporary accounts of these gangs rarely identified 

individual gang members.  One report, notable for its thoroughness, identified a slain 

victim as Roger Kelly, an eighteen-year-old member of the Buffers.  According to the 

report, Kelley was employed by the Morris and Tasker iron foundry, lived with his 

parents on Wharton Street, near Fifth Street, and had just paid his wages to his mother 

prior to being murdered.  Eight members of the attacking gang, the Skinners, were 

arrested the following day in connection with the crime.  All of the young men arrested 
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were 18 to 21 years old.
48

 Other contemporary sources supported this youthful portrayal 

of Philadelphia‟s street gangs.   In his essays on Philadelphia social life, popular writer 

George Foster described the composition of the street gangs as being “principally 

composed of young apprentices from fifteen to twenty years old, or regular and 

professional loafers, and a strong infusion of those most obscene wretches the „fancy 

men,‟ who live on the pensions granted them by their mistresses.”
49

 Another writer, 

George Lippard, provided a similar description of the Killers, dividing them into three 

groups.  The majority, he said, were apprentice boys, the second group were young men 

aged nineteen or twenty, and the third (and smallest) group was comprised of grown men, 

“the very worst specimens of the savage of the large city.”
50

  

According to crime historian David Johnson, four types of gangs emerged in 

American cities in the 1840s—street corner gangs, theft gangs, violent gangs, and combat 

gangs.
51

 While gangs did not necessarily adhere to such clearly demarcated lines of 

distinction, these categories do provide a useful means for analyzing the various 

functions of Philadelphia‟s street gangs.
52

 Street corner gangs were composed of youths 

who lived near one another.  Primarily social in their function, their members were 

known as “corner loungers.”  These corner loungers represented more of an annoyance to 
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passersby than a threat, and they seemed content to verbally insult anybody who 

happened to be nearby, especially respectable citizens who took great umbrage to being 

insulted by those they considered beneath them.  The Pickwick Club and the Blood Tubs 

fit into this category.  Theft gangs focused primarily on financial enrichment.  Working in 

teams, they often targeted homes that were temporarily vacant.  They stole any valuables 

they could find, stripped metal fixtures, and destroyed anything they could not carry.  

Such destruction to wealthy residents‟ homes suggests class animosity of the offenders.  

The Forty Thieves and the Jack of Clubs fell into this category.  The third category—

violent gangs—generally did not restrict themselves to a street corner.  Their modus 

operandi was to attack others, whether they were rival gang members, blacks, middle-

class passersby, or policemen.  Members of violent gangs regularly armed themselves 

with razors, clubs, pistols, and slungshots.
53

 Johnson places the Turks and the Wildcats in 

this category.
54

  

Closely associated with violent gangs is the fourth category, combat gangs.  

Philadelphia‟s most notorious gangs fell into the combat category.  Like violent gangs, 

combat gangs focused on attacking others.  However, combat gangs generally attached 

themselves to their local volunteer fire companies.  Their preferred targets were rival 

street gangs and fire companies, and the battles that took place often lasted for hours 

instead of being brief, small-scale attacks.  At the heart of these clashes lay rivalries of 

deep-rooted identities.  Street gangs, fire companies, and political clubs reflected their 

                                                             
53 Slungshots appear to have been a favored weapon among Philadelphia‟s gangs.  Consisting of a small 
lead ball attached to a leather cord, they could be easily concealed in the palm of an attacker‟s hand.  See 

Lippard, Charles Anderson Chester, 32; Foster, Philadelphia in Slices, 37. 

 
54 Johnson, Policing the Urban Underworld, 189-91 contains a complete list of gangs and their 

classifications based on their appearances in the Public Ledger. 

 



29 
 

 
 

immediate neighborhoods‟ ethnicities, religions, and political ideals.  Irish Catholic gangs 

such as the Killers and the Bouncers, and native Protestant gangs like the Rats and the 

Shifflers frequently battled one another, occasionally with deadly consequences.  Both 

groups attacked blacks who lived clustered together in a section of Moyamensing.  

However, Irish Catholic gangs appear to have been especially active in such attacks.  

Historians David Roediger and Noel Ignatiev attribute Irish aggression towards African 

Americans as stemming from their desire to assert their white identities, granting them 

access to the employment opportunities and political power exercised by the dominant 

white culture in America.
55

  

There is no mention of African American gangs in the newspapers of this era.  

Most often, blacks appeared as victims of attacks by white gangs, with the Killers 

garnering the lion‟s share of recognition for such attacks.
56

 However, reports of African 

Americans participating in violent clashes among one another, as well as against whites, 

appeared frequently.  It seems doubtful that black gangs did not exist, especially in such a 

hostile environment where they would have needed protection from white attackers.  In 

all likelihood, African Americans found it necessary to refrain from explicitly exhibiting 

gang affiliation.  At a time when authorities refused to allow blacks to form volunteer fire 

companies, any perceived rowdy association comprised of blacks would have alarmed 
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white citizens.
57

 African Americans certainly would have wished to limit the number of 

violent attacks directed towards their community by their white neighbors.  Similarly, 

newspaper editors may have refrained from mentioning African American gangs in the 

pages of their publications.  At a time marked by intense racial antagonism and frequent 

outbursts of collective violence, reports of black gangs might well have incited even more 

race riots.  Embracing bourgeois ideals of order, newspaper editors would have wanted to 

avoid stirring unrest in the city and its neighboring districts. 

Although gangs drew a great deal of attention from this era‟s newspapers, social 

commentators rarely devoted much thought to why young men formed gangs.  However, 

modern sociological studies provide a conceptual basis for understanding what these 

young men hoped to gain from gang membership.  Sociologists identify divergent 

cultures and sets of values between those living in impoverished and wealthy 

communities.  Like their mid-nineteenth century predecessors, today‟s gangs exist in 

poorer urban settings.  They operate within a normative system that Jeffrey Fagan and 

Deanna Wilkinson refer to as “street” culture.
58

 Asserting one‟s manliness or physical 

toughness is a central component of street culture, and adolescents and men demonstrate 

their manliness by using violence to gain respect.  Protecting one‟s group or territory, and 

exacting revenge upon rivals in response to a perceived affront to their manliness or 

honor, provide numerous opportunities to use violence to this end. Conflicts occur 
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regularly in street culture, and young men who consistently respond through violent acts 

gain prestige among their peers.
59

  

It is likely that such issues of toughness and prestige factored prominently into the 

clashes that took place between Philadelphia‟s gangs in the mid-nineteenth century.  A 

clash in 1845 between the Rats and the Crockets illustrates this point.  As the Crockets 

were enjoying a party, members of the Rats stole the Crockets‟ flag.  To complete the 

insult, the Rats later raised the flag at the intersection of Second Street and Moyamensing 

Road, an area they claimed as their territory.  A fight broke out once the Crockets saw 

their stolen flag on display, and the struggle would have grown into a “general battle” had 

a police officer not arrived on the scene and arrested one of the leaders.
60

 Another 

incident involving a gang‟s bruised image occurred when three members of the 

Tormentors pursued a suspected member of their rival gang, the Schuylkill Rangers, into 

a glassworks plant in Mantua.  A fight erupted between the Tormentors and the 

employees at the factory.  After being badly beaten, the Tormentors fled from the scene.  

Expecting more trouble, the owner of the glassworks procured a gun.  When the 

embarrassed Tormentors returned in greater numbers, they renewed their attack.  The 

glassworks employees beat a hasty retreat as the gang destroyed much of the equipment 

in the factory.  The battle ended after one of the Tormentors was shot and killed by the 

proprietor.
61
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Despite the inherent dangers associated with these violent outbursts, gangs could 

rely upon a certain level of support from their communities.  In discussing modern urban 

gangs, Sanchez-Jankowski describes gangs as being an essential organization in many of 

their communities.  Gangs reflect their communities‟ ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic 

identities, and they help to secure their neighborhoods‟ interests in an environment in 

which numerous groups compete for limited resources.
62

 Such was the case in the mid-

nineteenth century.  Periodically, accounts of neighborhoods supporting street gangs and 

fire companies during conflicts appeared in Philadelphia‟s newspapers.  An eyewitness to 

an altercation in Moyamensing between the Franklin Hose Company and the 

Moyamensing Hose Company lamented, “The whole spirit of the neighborhood in young 

and old, male and female, seemed to be in sympathy with the conflict.”
63

 In a separate 

altercation, the Moyamensing Hose Company and the Killers managed to steal the native-

Protestant Shiffler Hose Company‟s carriage.  After bringing the carriage back to their 

own firehouse, they hacked it to pieces while onlookers shouted “Go it, Moyamensing!”  

Pieces of the carriage were distributed as mementos to the crowd.
64

 Such support seems 

natural when examining the Killers.  In addition to being arguably the fiercest gang in 

Philadelphia County, they also served their community of Moyamensing.  Not content 

simply fighting off nativists and blacks, the Killers acted the part of a nineteenth-century 
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Robin Hood, occasionally distributing food they stole to poor residents in their 

neighborhood.
65

  

Such broad community backing raises questions about the role of women in 

Philadelphia‟s gangs during the mid-nineteenth century.  Although rarely mentioned in 

reports on gang violence, women appear to have exhibited their support for local gangs 

during clashes with rivals.  In describing the aforementioned battle between the Franklin 

and Moyamensing Hose companies, the eyewitness explicitly mentioned that women 

were in attendance at the riot.  According to “T.S.,” “There were a great number of 

women present, who manifested no fear and no disapprobation of what was going on. . . 

No fathers nor mothers beckoned away their youth from the field of crime and blood.”
66

 

One report from 1846 actually attributed gang violence to women, stating “even the 

mothers of these young rowdies, who live in the courts and alleys down town, are 

fighting and playing the Amazonian about them.”
67

  

Although two or three notorious female gang members appear in historical 

accounts of New York City‟s Five Points district, no women appear to have gained such 

recognition in Philadelphia‟s gangs during the nineteenth-century.
68

 In all likelihood, 

women‟s participation in gang activities was limited to a supportive role.  As the account 
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from 1846 indicates, mothers may have become involved in fights when youth gangs 

clashed.  However, as boys grew into men and some corner gangs transitioned into 

combat gangs, women would probably have been less inclined to partake in clashes that 

often had fatal consequences.  As the mothers, sisters, girlfriends, and wives (in the case 

of older gang members) of these boys and men, women may have been relegated to 

voicing their support during conflicts, caring for the wounded, or by providing false 

testimony to authorities after violent outbursts in order to keep gang members out of 

prison.  The conflicting eyewitness accounts of the riot that occurred during the 

Protestant procession in 1831 suggest this may have been a common practice. 

Another appealing feature of gang membership was the fact that it afforded young 

men the opportunity to gain recognition within and beyond their communities.  

Contemporary reporter George Foster cited gang members‟ vanity as a reason for their 

rowdy behavior.  According to Foster, the coverage that gangs received in newspapers 

“was exactly the kind of fame they coveted.”
69

 Clashes between rival gangs even became 

a source of entertainment.  An open space in western Moyamensing became known as the 

Battle Ground.  Gang fights erupted there frequently, and spectators gave shouts of 

support to their favorite gangs during the conflicts.
70

 Gangs also received a great deal of 

press beyond Philadelphia.  In 1847, a letter from a resident of Louisville, Kentucky, 

mentioned that the city was waiting with great anticipation for the arrival of members of 

the Bouncers and Killers, who were marching in the Pennsylvania volunteer forces.  The 
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letter cited the national fame of both gangs for their rowdiness.
71

 These gangs‟ notoriety 

went beyond newspapers as well.  Fictional stories of the Killers such as The Almighty 

Dollar: or, the Brilliant Exploits of a Killer (1847) and The Life of Charles Anderson 

Chester (1850) provided dramatic accounts of the gang to a public that was 

simultaneously horrified and fascinated by their exploits.   

This mixed response of horror and fascination gangs elicited was endemic of the 

social climate of the mid-nineteenth century.  The free market ethos of the day pervaded 

throughout all commercial enterprises as businesses sought to gain market share and 

increase revenue.  This was especially apparent in the media.  Beginning in the 1820s and 

30s, newspapers, theater productions, and novels introduced a turn toward 

sensationalism.  Murder, rape, incest, bigamy, and other appalling acts received more and 

more attention in these outlets, feeding the public‟s insatiable appetite for shocking 

stories.
72

 Perhaps nowhere was this shift towards the sensational more apparent than in 

newspapers.  The advent of the penny press in the 1830s created a new business model in 

journalism, one that depended upon wide circulation and advertising revenue instead of 

relying predominantly on subscription fees.  As these inexpensive sources of information 

and entertainment sprouted up in major U.S. cities, each newspaper competed for readers 

and advertisers.  The most successful papers were the ones that devoted a great deal of 
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space to stories about crime, sexuality, and other aspects of the human experience that 

appeal to baser human interests.  

For this very reason, social critics lambasted the penny papers.  Typically drawn 

from the upper strata of society, these critics viewed sensationalism as a hallmark of the 

lower classes.  Perhaps more disturbing, however, was the fact that the middle and upper 

classes also read penny papers.
73

 Much of the sensationalism of the mid- and late-

nineteenth century revolved around the decadence of the wealthy and the depravity of the 

poor.  Because of this, the penny press likely held great appeal for members of the middle 

class.  Daily reports on the lives of the rich and the impoverished provided middle-class 

readers with views into what they thought of as exotic worlds.
74

 Violent clashes between 

Philadelphia‟s gangs provided the sort of sensational stories the public craved, and 

newspapers in the mid-nineteenth century city readily supplied readers with nearly 

limitless tales to excite their emotions.   

Such publicity likely pleased gang members because it granted them status.  

Modern gangs continue to relish media attention.  One sociological study mentions a 

gang leader in Chicago who made a scrapbook of newspaper clippings in which his gang 

received mention, underlining the name of his gang or specific gang members as they 

appeared in the articles.
75

 Gangs today frequently work with media outlets in order to aid 

in member recruitment.  By showcasing benefits membership affords such as status and 

brotherhood, gangs can draw in new members or expand into new territories.  Media 

                                                             
73 Schudson, Discovering the News, 51-2; Stevens, New York Press, 20; Spencer, Yellow Journalism, 99; 

Daly, Sensation and Modernity, 7, 14. 
 
74 Schudson, Discovering the News, 28. 

 
75 James F. Short, Jr., ed., Gang Delinquency and Delinquent Subcultures (New York: Harper & Row, 

1968), 20. 

 



37 
 

 
 

exposure also helps gangs advertise illicit business services in their communities, and 

allows them to project their strength.
76

 This last point certainly applied to Philadelphia‟s 

gangs in the mid-nineteenth century.  In an environment where gangs fought constantly to 

assert their working-class masculinity, mention of their rowdyism in print would likely 

have enhanced their reputation in the streets.  Certainly it would have heightened the 

respectable class‟ awareness of their violent tendencies, striking fear in those who 

distanced themselves from and looked down upon the urban working class.  However, 

such attention in the media could have created more conflict.  As gangs received 

coverage in the press, it is plausible that rival gangs would have found it expedient to 

attack those gangs in order to defend or enhance their own image.   

 

The violent tendencies of mid-nineteenth century volunteer fire companies seem 

astonishing today.  A brief review of the history of Philadelphia‟s fire companies will 

reveal how this state of affairs came to be.  From the volunteers‟ earliest days, city elites 

headed the fire departments, with members of the upper-middle and middle classes filling 

the ranks.  Historians typically have portrayed the fire companies of the eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries as embodying the selfless, community-oriented ideals of pre-

industrial America.
77

 As the nineteenth-century progressed, however, the composition of 

the fire companies began to change.  Rapid, haphazard growth of the city and its poorer 

suburbs meant fires broke out with greater frequency, creating a need for more fire 
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companies.  Like street gangs, the fire companies also drew their members from the 

neighborhoods in which they resided.  With poorer districts expanding the most rapidly, 

their company rosters became comprised almost exclusively of working-class members in 

the 1830s.
78

  

The socioeconomic composition and highly localized structure of these fire 

companies played a crucial role in fomenting violence between them and their affiliated 

street gangs.  For a man to be nominated to a firehouse represented a tremendous honor.  

A nomination meant that the fireman met the approval his fellow firemen and his 

neighborhood at large.
79

 With their pride on the line, rivalries between companies soon 

developed.  Fire companies began racing one another to put out fires.  To arrive at the 

water plug first represented a tremendous honor, and many of the companies found racing 

their engines and ringing bells a great form of entertainment.  As early as 1819, these 

races began taking place whether or not a fire actually raged, much to the annoyance of 

neighborhood residents.
80

 The competitiveness of these contests increased over the 

following decades, as racing companies began running their engines into one another and 

attempting to slow down their rivals.  Races became violent, and by the 1830s, fights, 

false alarms, and drunkenness all became mainstays of the volunteer companies.  Street 

gangs took to running with fire companies they identified with geographically and 
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ethnically in order to protect them or to ambush rivals.  By the 1840s, many fire 

companies were indistinguishable from their associated gangs.
81

  

Fire companies present an interesting case because they embodied both working-

class and middle-class identities.  Clearly, the men who joined volunteer fire companies 

possessed strength and toughness.  They formed strong brotherhoods in their firehouses, 

bonds that they often forged through shared struggles against rival fire companies.  

Companies in poorer areas usually allowed members to board at the station house.  There, 

young bachelors drank, played cards, and kept watch for fires and attacks from rivals.
82

 

However, fire companies also afforded their members opportunities to participate in 

activities that fell outside the realm of the working class.  They formed athletic clubs, 

participated in parades in splendid uniforms, visited fire companies in distant cities, and 

held formal balls.
83

 The firehouses themselves reflected middle-class aspirations.  

Starting in the 1830s, they became larger and more extravagant in their furnishings.  

Many firehouses featured game rooms, meeting halls, and libraries.  Firehouses became 

the centers of their neighborhoods and were institutions that local residents took pride 

in.
84

  

Despite such bourgeois aspirations, or perhaps because of them, Philadelphia‟s 

wealthier residents regarded the volunteer fire companies with contempt.  The wealthy 

social commentators Sidney George Fisher and Charles Godfrey Leland both recorded in 
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their journals that the fire companies were comprised of dangerous, lawless men hailing 

from the lower classes.  They wrote of the nightly battles that took place between the 

companies, and believed the firemen considered themselves to be above the law.
85

 In 

describing a firemen‟s ball he attended, Fisher addressed the issue of class: 

These public balls have a good effect in bringing the different classes 

together occasionally, & tend to produce a more kindly feeling on both 

sides.  The higher order are impressed with respect by witnessing the 

multitudes of decent, good-looking people, among those whom they are 

apt to regard with contempt, & the lower are gratified by being in the same 

room with persons whom they consider above them, by having an 

opportunity of seeing and observing their appearance and manner, & 

feeling that they do not disdain to mingle with them and partake of the 

same amusements with themselves.
86

  

 

When not hosting formal fundraisers or parading about the city in uniform, volunteer 

firemen behaved more in line with their working-class, masculine identities.  Reports of 

violent struggles between fire companies appeared in newspapers as frequently as clashes 

between street gangs.  Under the heading of “Another Riot among Firemen,” the Public 

Ledger described a violent clash that occurred near the Beach Street Market in 

Kensington.  According to the report, the Good Intent Engine and the William Penn Hose 

Company, along with a gang of boys, attacked the Kensington Engine Company as they 

rushed to a fire in the area.  Outnumbered, Kensington Engine retreated after a brief 

scuffle.  After amassing a greater force, they returned to the scene of the attack and 

renewed the struggle, eventually chasing off their assailants.
87

 It is likely that Kensington 
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Engine‟s additional support came from the neighborhood in which their firehouse was 

located, including members of their affiliated street gang.   

 Such accounts appeared daily in the Philadelphia press.  A Monday edition of the 

Public Ledger in 1852 recounted the weekend‟s violent outbursts between fire 

companies.  In total, seven firemen‟s riots occurred in two days.  Two men were shot, 

three were stabbed, and countless firemen were injured by launched paving stones.  An 

editorial followed the report with a call to end the volunteer system and start a paid fire 

department.
88

 As the next chapter will demonstrate, such appeals became a common 

theme during the mid-nineteenth century.     

 Like their street gang counterparts, volunteer firemen also achieved notoriety 

locally and nationally through their rowdy behavior.  Aside from appearing daily in 

newspapers, the volunteer fireman became the subject of fiction in print and on stage.  A 

popular play in 1848 featured a fighting fireman named Mose.  As a member of a New 

York City volunteer fire company, and of the street gang the Bowery Boys, the character 

of Mose fought or threatened to fight in every scene he appeared in.  The play, A Glance 

at New York, travelled throughout the nation.  The character of Mose enraptured 

audiences—children imitated him, he appeared in advertisements, circus, and ballet 

performances, and his famous lines were repeated in the press.  Of course, many in the 

public expressed concern that the character of Mose was a poor role model for youths and 

firemen alike.
89
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An 1855 novella told a more cautionary tale.  Jerry Pratt’s Progress, or 

Adventures in the Hose House, follows a young man into the depravities of the volunteer 

fire companies of Philadelphia.  An innocent youth from a farm in Bucks County, Jerry 

Pratt becomes infatuated with the hard drinking, foul-mouthed, and violent ways of his 

fellow apprentices‟ fire company.  Seduced by the rowdy lifestyle, Jerry sets a fire to 

draw a rival company into an ambush.  After setting the blaze, Jerry is spotted and shot in 

the leg by a police officer.  Unable to escape, he is arrested and imprisoned.  While in 

prison, Jerry learns that his mother died from a broken heart as a result of Jerry‟s descent 

into a decadent lifestyle.  After a visit from his girlfriend, he vows to never return to the 

firehouse.  After gaining his freedom, Jerry heads towards her home.  On the way, 

however, Jerry hears a fire alarm.  Soon, he spots his old company struggling to pull the 

engine down the street.  Overcome by the thrill of seeing his friends and the apparatus, 

Jerry rushes to their aid.  A riot quickly breaks out between his company and the Bull 

Dogs, and Jerry is shot in the heart.  His companions rush him to the firehouse, and it is 

there that he realizes the error of his ways.  Just before dying in the arms of his lover, 

Jerry tells his friends to leave the fire company or they are doomed.   

It is a telling story, one that exhibits the greatest fears of middle-class society.  

Contemporary observers fretted over the prevalence of youths spending time at 

firehouses and running with the engines.  According to the chief engineer of the newly 

professionalized fire department in Cincinnati, volunteer firehouses were “nurseries 

where the youth of the city are trained up in vice, vulgarity, and debauchery.”
90

 The 

middle class saw the firehouse as being in competition with the private home, and Jerry 
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Pratt’s Progress evidences this point.  In the end, the innocent youth is seduced by the 

rowdyism and camaraderie of the firehouse.  Having been corrupted, the young man turns 

his back on his family and his master.  He ruins not only his own life, but the lives of 

those who care for him most.  Finally, the tale concludes with a direct appeal to parents, 

admonishing them that if they fail to end the volunteer system, their sons could fall prey 

to the same depravities.   

 

The mid-nineteenth century was a period of crisis for working-class men.  Increased 

competition for employment, generally declining wages, the loss of economic 

independence, and the solidifying of class lines all served to entrap poor men in lives of 

toil to merely scrape by.  Aware of their condition and the condescending attitudes 

wealthier men held towards them, working-class men formed a distinct subculture that 

valued traits the middle class found repulsive.  The working-class masculine identity that 

emerged became defined by exhibitions of brute strength, fighting, womanizing, 

gambling, and drinking.  Through these manly pursuits, working-class men succeeded in 

rejecting the middle-class culture that rejected them.   

 Gang membership offered working-class boys and men numerous opportunities to 

assert their masculinity.  Whether by verbally taunting wealthy passersby, stealing from 

them, or by fighting among one another, gang life revolved around many of the activities 

that decent society frowned upon.  Yet gangs also allowed their members to establish an 

identity within their communities.  In the crowded urban setting where various ethnic and 

religious groups lived side by side, residents could feel isolated in a sea of strangers.  

Gangs reflected their members‟ identities, and helped such groups secure their interests 
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from rivals.  They also offered their members a measure of respect, honor, and prestige.  

Marginalized men could gain recognition within their communities for being tough.  The 

rowdiest gangs achieved notoriety throughout the country.  For the gangs that evolved 

from youthful street corner associations into combat gangs, fire companies, and political 

clubs, access to legitimate power became possible.  It is to this aspect of mid-nineteenth 

century Philadelphia‟s gangs that we will now turn.  
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CHAPTER 4 

EMPOWERMENT 

 

 
This chapter will examine how joining gangs and engaging in violent acts allowed the 

lower classes to assert some level of control over their communities.  The city‟s poor 

traditionally lacked access to political power and economic opportunities.  Despite 

Andrew Jackson‟s “bloodless revolution” of the masses, elites bearing names such as 

Morris, Binney, and Mifflin continued to rule Philadelphia and its surrounding areas.
91

 

Denied economic independence and initially excluded from politics, the poorer classes 

frequently resorted to collective violence in order to secure what they perceived as their 

interests.  The race riots discussed previously illustrate this point.  By attacking blacks, 

Irish Catholics in Moyamensing sought to control who lived and worked in their 

neighborhoods.
92

 Such attacks appear to have been effective. From 1840 to 1850, the 

white population in Philadelphia and its surrounding suburbs rose from 238,204 to 

389,001 while the black population declined slightly from 19,833 to 19,761.
93 

 

The Kensington Railroad Riots from 1840 to 1842 provide another example of 

poorer residents acting violently to control their turf.  Outraged over the state legislature‟s 

approval of an easement for a railroad through their district, Kensington‟s working-class 
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inhabitants organized in order to prevent work from being done on the line.  Mobs 

periodically attacked workmen with paving stones and weaver dye-sticks when they 

attempted to lay rail over the course of the two year conflict.  On one occasion, mobs 

chased off a sheriff‟s posse assigned to protect the construction crews.  In the evening, 

local residents set fire to the tavern that the posse established as their headquarters.  

Eventually the railroad companies relented, and the easement was repealed by the state 

legislature.
94

  

Moyamensing residents employed similar tactics by burning down a hospital in 

their community in the summer of 1866.  During a cholera outbreak, the city decided to 

convert Moyamensing Hall into a hospital for those afflicted with the disease.  Residents 

near the hall became agitated over the prospect of bringing large numbers of cholera 

patients into their neighborhood.  On a particularly windy day on August 4, a fire broke 

out in the kitchen area behind the building.  It quickly spread, and soon much of 

Moyamensing Hall was engulfed in flames.  Two watchmen at the hospital had left their 

posts just prior to the conflagration.  Citing the watchmen‟s absence and local residents‟ 

fears that a hospital for cholera patients would only bring more disease to their 

community, the Public Ledger labeled it a case of incendiarism.  By destroying the 

hospital, residents of Moyamensing managed to undermine city leaders and maintain 

control of their own community.
95
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To understand the broader significance of such acts, one should not view 

collective violence and political power as occupying two separate spheres.  In fact, 

violence between competing groups played a crucial role in mid-nineteenth century 

politics.  In discussing this interaction between groups and the state, political scientist 

H.L. Nieburg states, “All groups within the nation-state have a political dimension and on 

occasion may enter the formal political process.  That is why politicians are notorious 

joiners and seek to identify themselves with as many formal and informal groups as 

possible.”
96

 In the era of ward politics, street gangs, fire companies, and political clubs 

formed a seemingly chaotic political mass as lines of distinction between these groups 

became blurred.  Street gangs played a crucial role in politics, especially on election days.  

Neighborhood “toughs” would use or threaten to use force against those who might have 

considered voting for their political opponents.  They also coerced voters to stuff ballots 

for their own candidate.  Violence on election day was a common occurrence in the mid-

nineteenth century, and frequently the political parties that could muster the best fighters 

proved victorious.
97

  

 Election day violence represented the height of partisan and geographic 

hostilities, but the entwinement of gangs and politics typically began well before 

elections.  In his discussion of ward politics in Boston‟s South End, the Progressive era 

reformer Robert A. Woods described how groups acquired political power in the late 

nineteenth century.  In order to understand how certain political factions came to power, 
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Woods stated that we “must recognize the power and prevalence of gangs.”
98

 Starting as 

street corner gangs composed of underprivileged youths from the neighborhood, many 

gangs evolved as their members aged and became husbands and fathers.  Taking their 

meeting place from the streets to the local saloon, these gangs often became known as 

political clubs.  Like the volunteer fire companies, these clubs offered many of the 

accoutrements of middle-class associations—regular meetings, participation in parades, 

and hosting dances or balls.  However, Woods made a point to mention that such events 

featured a distinctively rowdy air, revealing his own bourgeois sentiments.   

 Despite the working-class composition of these groups, they did become viable 

political entities.  Often saloons and dance halls allied themselves with the political clubs 

or gangs that patronized them, and politicians formed relationships with each of these 

bodies to create what Woods called the “machine.”
99

 The machine formed the basis of 

political parties on the local level.  According to Woods, it was fueled by self-interest.  

Ward bosses possessed the connections to reward their political adherents, usually 

through patronage.  They could secure employment or city contracts for those who 

proved most loyal, or they could simply buy a round of drinks at the local saloon to 

favorably shape the patrons‟ opinions of their party.  Such practices led to political 

parties dominating individual wards.
100

 Again, Woods revealed his disdain for the South 

End‟s political process, stating: 

If the candidate has been the leader of a gang from boyhood up, has 

graduated from the grammar school, is a good fighter and a good fellow, 
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knows the social code of the saloon, and has a dash of respectability in 

dress and appearance,--he is popular and a successful candidate.  In the 

candidates of these wards, personal popularity is almost essential; the 

question of fitness for the office cuts little or no figure.  Here again the 

best men of the district must often meet failure.
101

  

 

As the above passage attests, in many cases the politicians themselves hailed from street 

gangs and political clubs.  The career of William McMullen serves as the sterling 

example of how gang membership could provide access to political power for gang 

members.  As the son of poor Irish immigrants in Moyamensing, McMullen spent much 

of his childhood in the streets of his community.  He earned a reputation over the years as 

being a good fighter, and his physical strength earned him the nickname “Bull.”  During 

the nativist riots of 1844, McMullen defended Catholic churches from rioting Protestants 

and was even rumored to have been involved in the killing of nativist George Shiffler.  

He became a leader of the Irish Catholic gang the Killers, and a member of the 

Moyamensing Hose Company.  For all these reasons, McMullen represented the 

archetypal masculine man in working-class Moyamensing and was a respected member 

of the community.
102

   

 McMullen‟s fighting abilities and prestige brought him great success in his 

political career.  He was elected president of the Democratic Keystone Club in 1850.  

McMullen and his rowdies earned recognition from the Democratic Party for their role in 

electing Horn R. Kneass to district attorney in 1852.  Although authorities overturned 

Kneass‟ election on the grounds that illegally naturalized Irishmen swayed the results, 
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McMullen‟s Keystone Club was again called upon to help elect Richard Vaux mayor, 

along with numerous other Democrats to offices in 1856.
103

 For his contributions, 

McMullen was given the position of Inspector of Moyamensing Prison.  As Inspector, 

McMullen served imprisoned Moyamensing residents.  He passed communications to 

prisoners from their families (a violation of prison rules), secured shorter sentences for 

friends and political allies, and made recommendations for visitation rights and release.
104

 

In 1857, McMullen was elected alderman, a position that further increased his influence 

and ability to help his community.   

 McMullen‟s success in local politics gained him an ally in national politics as 

well.  The working relationship between McMullen and congressman Samuel Randall 

lasted the duration of Randall‟s career in Washington, from 1862 to 1890.  As the local 

muscle, McMullen helped assure his Fourth Ward‟s unwavering support in reelecting 

Randall year after year.  By this time, McMullen had evolved into an astute practitioner 

of street politics.  His leadership proved invaluable to Democratic success as he and his 

followers used any means possible to secure votes for their candidates.  As alderman, 

McMullen exercised a degree of control over the justice system that allowed him to help 

friends and punish adversaries.   McMullen also became a saloon owner in 1854, a time 

when saloons were becoming centers of political activity.  Owning a saloon granted 

McMullen even greater access to the political intelligence that he shared with Randall 

regularly.
105

  

                                                             
103 Silcox, Philadelphia Politics, 44. 

 
104 Ibid., 51-53. 

 
105 Ibid., 49.      

 



51 
 

 
 

Patronage was the fuel that kept the machine running.  In return for his services to 

Randall and the Party, McMullen managed to find employment for constituents and those 

who proved to be loyal Democrats.  As a congressman, Randall utilized political 

connections to appoint McMullen‟s recommendations to positions in the Mint, the 

Customs House, Eastern State Penitentiary, and the Navy Yard.  According to 

McMullen‟s biographer, “Randall‟s success at the national level depended upon 

McMullen‟s ability to keep the Philadelphia constituents happy and satisfied.  Bottom-up 

politics kept Randall in office and McMullen the most powerful man in the Fourth 

Ward.”
106

 Employment opportunities and a direct link to attentive politicians made for 

happy constituents in the Fourth Ward.      

 In the eyes of Philadelphia‟s elite, however, this brand of politics represented 

blatant corruption.  A general anxiety seemed to permeate the middle and upper classes 

over the state of politics in the poorer wards.  According to Sidney George Fisher, gangs 

and political clubs held tremendous power because elected officials did not wish to upset 

their constituents.
107

 Op-ed pieces appeared regularly in Philadelphia‟s newspapers 

throughout the mid-nineteenth century lamenting that authorities were either unwilling or 

unable to control the city‟s rowdy elements.  Judge Anson Parsons cited the former as the 

cause for ineffective law enforcement in September, 1850, when he wrote:  

It is well known that there are certain police officers connected with these 

gangs, and that when the associates have disturbed the peace, they go to 

the officers and say—“Here, hands off.  Don‟t you know that A. B. and C., 

your commissioners, were elected by our influence?  If you interfere with 
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us we will have them turned out, and then your salary will cease, for you 

will be swept out with them.
108

  

 

Likely contributing to policemen‟s unwillingness to aggressively curb violence 

was the fact that they lacked the power and resources to do so.  Prior to 1854, 

Philadelphia maintained an antiquated and lackluster system of law enforcement that 

featured several police divisions—criminal, municipal, day, night, special, and 

watchmen.
109

 Adding to the confusion, surrounding districts such as Moyamensing, 

Southwark, and Northern Liberties fell outside the jurisdiction of the Philadelphia police, 

making law enforcement virtually impossible.  Gangs frequently attacked policemen in 

the city and would then retreat into a neighboring district where the officer could not 

arrest them.
110

 When the city later incorporated Kensington, Southwark, Moyamensing, 

and Northern Liberties under a single police force, it continued to offer insufficient 

protection for residents.  As of 1842, the number of police serving the city and its 

incorporated districts totaled 318.
111

 At a time when the combined population of these 

areas rested at approximately 260,000, such a police force was stretched markedly thin.
112
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The police force was so inadequate in fact, that authorities once resorted to employing a 

street gang to suppress riots in Moyamensing.
113

  

 The power exercised by Philadelphia‟s gangs and mobs, contrasted with the 

relative lack of power possessed by the authorities during the mid-nineteenth century 

created a need for reform in law enforcement.  Two glaring examples of the police 

force‟s inability to preserve the peace come to light when examining this period in 

Philadelphia‟s history, both of which set the wheels of reform in motion.  Arguably the 

city‟s most destructive riots occurred in 1844.
 
 The trouble began when an assembly of 

the American Republican Association congregated in a predominantly Irish Catholic 

portion of Kensington on May 3.  While spouting their anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant 

message, the rally was interrupted by an Irish mob carrying clubs and throwing paving 

stones.  The nativists fled the scene only to return in greater numbers three days later.  

Again fighting broke out, this time accompanied by shots fired from the windows of Irish 

homes in the area.  The nativists proceeded to ransack several Irish homes and set them 

on fire.  During the struggle, a young nativist by the name of George Shiffler was killed 

and eleven other nativists were wounded.  Shiffler became a martyr for the nativist cause, 

and a nativist fire company established later in Southwark assumed his name.  During the 

riots, the sheriff attempted to call forth the local militia.  The militia, however, refused to 

serve.  In his history of the Philadelphia police, Howard Sprogle writes of the militia 

members, “Coming from among the citizens, some of them were likely to be influenced 

by the same passions and prejudices that were carried to extremities by the mob.  Many 

of them did not desire to be placed in a position of antagonism to their fellow-citizens, 
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and the duty of enforcing the civil laws in times of excitement was not pleasant.”
114

 As a 

result, the rioting continued into the evening.  The mob did not disperse until shots rang 

out from the school at the Sisters of Charity seminary, killing two onlookers. 

 The following evening, the nativists returned to Kensington to hold a ceremony 

for George Shiffler at the place he had been shot.  Gunshots soon rang out from homes in 

the area, and the Hibernia Hose Company made itself especially conspicuous in its 

attacks on the nativists.  Again the American Republicans retaliated and set fire to the 

houses gunmen shot from, and eventually broke into and burned down the Hibernia Hose 

house.  The unruly mob also returned to finish the job at the Sisters of Charity seminary, 

burning it and St. Michael‟s Church to the ground.  Eventually troops were raised to quell 

the riot in Kensington.  While the militia patrolled Kensington, nativist rioters saw an 

opportunity to commit further attacks on Catholics in the city.  A mob congregated 

around St. Augustine‟s church on Fourth below Vine Street.  When Mayor John Scott 

showed up with police to disperse the crowd, the crowd threw stones at the mayor and his 

men while a small group snuck into the church and proceeded to set it ablaze.  Protestant 

fire companies at the scene allowed the church to burn as they focused on saving nearby 

houses. As the steeple came crashing down, the rioters let out a cheer.
115

  

 Recognizing the utter failure of the police and militias to establish order during 

this first phase of the nativist riots, the city councils decided on May 8 to appropriate 

$20,000 to increase the police force temporarily.  The following day, citizens of each 
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ward were organized under the command of their respective aldermen.  Each man then 

patrolled the streets wearing a white muslin badge on his hat that read “Peace Police.”  In 

addition to these patrols, militias from throughout the county arrived in the city, as well 

as two companies of soldiers from Harrisburg.  Order was finally established, but 

tensions remained high.
116

  

In July, nativists and Irish Catholics again clashed, this time in Southwark.  After 

the destruction of Catholic churches in May, many priests feared further attacks on their 

own parishes.  Deciding not to rely upon the police or militias for protection, the Church 

of St. Philip de Neri received authorization from Governor Porter to arm itself with 

muskets from the Philadelphia arsenal.
117

 Upon seeing muskets being carried into the 

church on July 5, nativists quickly spread word that Catholics were establishing a fortress 

there.  As the gathered masses outside the church became increasingly agitated, the 

sheriff searched the church and presented to the crowd twelve unloaded muskets, which 

he promptly confiscated.  Instead of appeasing onlookers, the mob only grew larger after 

news spread of the weapons found.  General George Cadwalader arrived with the militia, 

which later received reinforcements and three cannon.  Seeing this, the crowd grew 

increasingly unruly and began throwing rocks at the militia.  Militia members arrested 

several in people, and Cadwalader ordered the cannon aimed at the mob.  This move 

dispersed the masses for the evening.  The militia left the scene as well, with the 

exception of three companies, one of which was the Hibernia Greens.  Likely selected for 
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their inherent interest in preserving the church, the presence of the Hibernia Greens 

incited further rage from the mob that assembled the next day.   Wheeling in a cannon of 

their own, the mob barraged the church with shrapnel.  While damage to the church was 

minimal, the violent act compelled the commander on site to dismiss the Hibernia Greens 

from the scene.  That evening, more militiamen arrived to reinforce the remaining troops 

guarding the church.  The assemblage again became agitated, and the militia shot into the 

crowd, thereby dispersing it.  Hours later, the mob positioned another cannon down the 

street from the church.  Under the cover of darkness, they fired several shots, killing two 

militiamen.  Eventually the militia captured the cannon after it misfired.  The next day, 

the governor called in additional support from neighboring counties and order was 

restored.   

 The second glaring example of the ineffectiveness of the city and districts‟ police 

forces occurred during the Election Day (also known as the California House) riots of 

October 9, 1849. The usual election day violence escalated in the evening when 

Moyamensing‟s notorious gang, the Killers, attacked the California House on St. Mary‟s 

Street between Sixth and Seventh Street.  The tavern was targeted because it was a 

popular establishment among the area‟s African American population, and because the 

proprietor of the tavern was a black man married to a white woman.  In the evening, the 

Killers wheeled a wagon carrying a burning tar barrel towards the California House.  

Numerous African Americans had assembled at the tavern to aid in its defense, and 

quickly a violent struggle ensued.  Eventually the Killers managed to fight their way into 

the building, where they ripped out the gas fixtures and set it ablaze.  Police arrived on 

the scene only to be fired upon by the mob, forcing their retreat.  Responding fire 
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companies also suffered violent attacks.  The mob cut their hoses and stole an engine; one 

fireman lost his life in the struggle.  At about two thirty in the morning, the militia arrived 

at the scene and the rioting abated, prompting the militia to depart.  Soon after, however, 

the mob resumed its attack.  The rioters ignited more buildings, and the struggle between 

blacks and whites continued until approximately nine o‟clock in the morning when the 

militia returned and positioned cannons about the ruins of the California House.  Troops 

remained in the area for the next two days to ensure rioting did not resume.
118

  

  Violent outbursts such as those in 1844 and 1849, and McMullen‟s brand of 

street politics increasingly motivated the city‟s elites to reform Philadelphia‟s political 

structure, police, and fire departments.  The longstanding system of aldermen, night 

watches, and volunteer fire companies proved incapable of protecting citizens or their 

property from unruly mobs.  Responding to the anti-immigrant riots of 1844, 

Philadelphia‟s leading citizens formed a committee in November of that year to 

consolidate the city and its districts into a single municipality.  What emerged from their 

efforts was a scaled-back version of consolidation.  The reforms extended only to the 

police, whereby the city and the districts of Spring Garden, Northern Liberties, 

Moyamensing, and Penn established police forces consisting of one police officer for 

every 150 taxable residents.  Additionally, each district would elect a superintendent who 

possessed the power to act in neighboring districts in times of unrest.  Finally, the 

legislation explicitly gave the sheriff the authority to call in militias when the police 

could not establish order.
119
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 The riots in 1849 ushered in another round of calls for police reform.  Proponents 

of consolidation again met to put forth their proposal, and again they came away with a 

compromise.  Instead of a complete merger of the city and districts, the legislature 

formed the Marshall‟s Police on May 3, 1850.  This new police force was comprised of 

officers from each incorporated district and headed by a marshal elected for a period of 

three years.  The Marshall‟s Police did not replace the existing police structure, but 

instead was intended to work in concert with the existing law enforcement agencies.  

Officers could operate throughout the county, and the marshal had the power to call in the 

militia during riots.
120

  

Such measured steps toward full consolidation reveal the political climate of 

Philadelphia in the 1840s and 50s.  Although many city leaders saw a need for a stronger 

and unified police force, conservatives viewed consolidation as governmental overreach.  

City bondholders worried that a merger with the poorer districts would threaten their 

investments, and some Whigs in Philadelphia feared a dilution of their powers through 

merger with traditionally Democratic districts.
121

 Ward politicians and officeholders also 

opposed consolidation, fearing that the measure would eliminate their positions.  

According to Eli Price‟s 1873 History of Consolidation, “When it is considered how 

many are the functionaries and persons employed in and under all the enumerated bodies, 

and in the collection of the taxes, it cannot be a matter of surprise that the purpose of 

consolidation has been long resisted, baffled, and delayed.”
122
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 Continued violence and the police force‟s inability to curb it eventually quieted 

enough of consolidation‟s critics to pass the bill, and Governor Bigler signed it into law 

on February 2, 1854.  With passage of the bill, the city grew to encompass all of 

Philadelphia County.  Consolidation simplified law enforcement by abolishing district 

forces and the Marshall‟s Police after 1857.
123

 In an effort to reduce corruption, the bill 

gave the mayor the power to appoint police lieutenants and sergeants to each ward, 

wresting this function from ward politicians.
124

  

Despite sweeping police reforms, the volunteer fire company system remained 

largely unchanged by consolidation.  While consolidation‟s proponents favored an 

orderly, professional fire department, they also recognized the strength of the volunteer 

companies in the political machine.
125

 In writing of the volunteer companies, Sidney 

George Fisher wrote that they were “vulgar young men to the number of 4 or 5000, 

which have been cherished [sic] into pestilential growth by the city government for the 

sake of their votes [emphasis his]; which for the same reason have been permitted to 

outrage society for years by their brawls, and which now are a power to deal with.”
126

  

A brief examination of the arduous path towards a professional fire department 

reveals the extent to which the volunteer fire companies exerted their power.  As the 

composition of fire companies changed in the 1830s, they increasingly struggled to 
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maintain order at fires and in the firehouse.  Most companies developed statutes to 

combat unruly behavior by imposing fines on members for drunkenness, fighting, 

missing roll call, or setting false alarms to draw out rival fire companies.  Such measures 

proved ineffective, and as time passed, the city councils attempted to exert more control 

over the fire companies.  In 1840, the councils established inspection committees and a 

Board of Control to oversee the volunteers.  Although the establishment of these 

governing bodies was a city council precedent, the election of these bodies‟ officers fell 

to the individual fire companies.  As a result, the governing bodies proved ineffective in 

controlling the volunteers, and the violent exchanges between fire companies continued 

to grow in frequency and intensity during the 1840s and 50s.  The city councils 

considered transitioning to a paid fire department as early as 1844.
127

 However, because 

the fire companies held such sway over elected officials, nothing came of the discussion.   

After police consolidation, the councils followed suit and adopted a single fire 

department in January, 1855.  Passage of this act required that all volunteer companies 

report to a Chief Engineer, who in turn reported to the city councils.  As with the reforms 

of 1840, the firemen again possessed the right to vote.  Each company elected the pool of 

candidates from which the councils appointed the chief, with the effect being “that the 

firemen generally ran the Chief Engineer rather than the Chief Engineer running the 

department.”
128

 Such was the state of affairs until 1871, when the councils at last 

managed to pass the ordinance that called for a professional fire department.  

Philadelphia was one of the last major cities to do so.  Boston (1837), Cincinnati (1853), 
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Chicago (1858), New York (1865), and San Francisco (1866), had already abandoned 

their volunteer fire departments in favor of a paid force.
129

 That the Philadelphia 

volunteer firemen managed to hold out so long reveals the great extent to which they 

enmeshed themselves in the city‟s political machinery.  

 

Power dynamics in this period played out in numerous ways.  After unsuccessfully 

pursuing legal avenues to prevent the railroad from passing through their community, 

Kensington residents resorted to collective violence to stifle its completion.  Similarly, 

Moyamensing residents managed to prevent a cholera hospital from operating in their 

midst by burning it out.  In both cases, external government bodies sought to impose 

infrastructure upon poor communities that residents felt threatened their safety and 

health.  Violent acts allowed these less affluent citizens to exert control of their own 

neighborhoods.   

Street gangs, fire departments, and political clubs empowered working-class 

neighborhoods by granting them access to political power.  As seasoned brawlers, these 

gangs proved effective in swaying election results.  In return for their services, the 

politicians they aided offered tangible benefits, mainly in the form of jobs for constituents 

or funding for fire departments.  The collective violence and street politics employed by 

the lower classes proved effective because Philadelphia authorities lacked the power to 

control them.  As the population increased and land values rose, Philadelphia‟s middle 

and upper classes became more concerned with maintaining order so that their economic 
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interests would not be compromised by unruly mobs.
130

 Threatened by challenges to their 

authority from the working class, elites‟ reforms of the police and fire departments served 

as a way to check the power of the masses. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Amy Greenberg refers to the mid-nineteenth century as a period of crisis for 

masculinity.
131

 This was especially true for working-class men.  Formerly independent 

artisans found themselves working as wage earners in repetitive, dissatisfying 

occupations.  In addition to becoming dependent upon wealthy capitalists for their 

livelihoods, these men also saw their wages decrease to the point where they could not 

support their families.  Emasculated by their dependency and inability to provide for their 

families, working-class men sought alternative means by which to assert their maleness.  

What emerged was a working-class version of masculinity in which its adherents formed 

bonds with one another through drinking, womanizing, fighting, and gambling.    

Gangs factored into the equation because they allowed their members to assert 

their working-class, masculine identities.  As I have argued, identity formation was the 

first crucial function of Philadelphia‟s gangs during the mid-nineteenth century.  The 

youths and men who formed gangs established their identities within society at large, and 

within their own communities.  In the first realm, the rowdy behavior gangs engaged in 

proclaimed their working-class status, values, and notions of maleness.   This particular 

identity represented a rejection of the ideals of their middle-class antagonists.   

The identity formation role of gangs also operated within their own communities.  

The vast urban landscape of Philadelphia during this period was populated with natives 

of the city and transplants from America and Europe.  Most of these inhabitants were 
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Protestant, but a growing number were Catholic.  African Americans remained a sizable 

portion of the population as well.  With so many people of varied backgrounds living 

alongside one another, they felt compelled to form collectivities around shared ethnic, 

racial, political, and religious identities. 

In addition to reflecting their communities‟ ethnic, political, and religious 

composition, gangs also helped establish identities for their members and the 

communities they resided in.  Young men joined gangs because they wanted to gain 

prestige and be perceived as being manly.  The frequent scuffles that accompanied gang 

membership provided numerous opportunities for gang members to demonstrate their 

fighting skills and prove their bravery.  Within working-class communities, such clashes 

demonstrated how neighborhoods rallied around gangs during conflicts with rivals.  

When the Good Intent Engine and the William Penn Hose Company attacked Kensington 

Engine, its ranks swelled, allowing it to fight off its attackers.  Similarly, Moyamensing 

residents cheered on the Killers as they hacked the Shiffler Hose Company‟s carriage to 

pieces.  Such was the extent to which neighborhoods identified with their gangs.     

Empowerment was the second crucial function of this period‟s gangs.  As Chapter 

4 argued, gangs empowered their members and communities in two ways.  First, gang 

violence allowed neighborhoods to exert control over their immediate surroundings.  

Again, the Killers serve as the sterling example of how gangs controlled who entered 

their neighborhoods.  According to Bruce Laurie, “Most of Southwark‟s gangs and 

volunteer firemen recognized the Killers‟ „perfect supremacy‟ of eastern Moyamensing 
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and rarely ventured there after 1846.”
132

 In this same vein, Laurie describes an episode 

involving the Shiffler Hose Company.  After hearing a German celebration being held at 

a tavern in Southwark, the native Shifflers broke in to the establishment, stabbed a 

partygoer, and beat three more.  They then proceeded to destroy the bar to emphasize the 

point that Germans were unwelcome in their neighborhood.
133

     

 The second mode of empowerment gangs offered was through politics.  

Leveraging their skill in using violent tactics, gangs coerced voters to stuff ballot boxes 

for their candidates and forcefully prevented others from casting ballots in opposition.  

Beyond election day bullying, gangs acted as important mouthpieces for ward bosses and 

politicians.  Having moved past their corner lounger origins, these political clubs granted 

office seekers access to the voters within their communities by organizing rallies, dances, 

and fundraisers.  In return for delivering votes for candidates, gangs secured jobs and 

government contracts for themselves and for members of their communities.   

 This brand of politics proved so effective, that the city‟s established ruling class 

felt compelled to end it.  Recognizing the connection between the adjoining districts‟ 

rowdy elements and those in power, reformers sought to bureaucratize local government, 

police, and fire departments through consolidation and professionalization.  By 

establishing a centralized municipal government, Philadelphia‟s elites hoped to reassert 

their authority by making formerly autonomous districts subordinate to the city.  They 

also saw economic benefits in more effective law enforcement and fire protection.  As 
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land values increased, fires and crime presented a constant threat to their investments.  

Wealthy reformers believed that a citywide, professional police and fire department 

would improve the efficacy of these institutions.  

Such actions were intended to establish stability and order, yet the extent to which 

these reforms succeeded is open to debate.  Looking back from the present day, the mid-

nineteenth century brought rapid and radical change to Philadelphia‟s economy, 

population, social life, and politics.  Yet inhabitants of the city and its surrounding 

districts learned how to operate within their changing world over generations.  Old habits 

would die hard, even after consolidation in 1854.  The mayoral election of October 10, 

1871 demonstrates just how little had changed in seventeen years.  Having been 

refranchised the year before, African Americans turned out in droves to cast their ballots 

for the Republican candidate William Stokley.  Polling places in William McMullen‟s 

Fourth Ward became the sights of mayhem as Democratic-appointed police officers 

forcefully removed blacks from voting lines and replaced them with white voters.  A 

general riot broke out on Lombard Street from Sixth to Eleventh Street.  White men, 

often police officers, beat and shot any African American men they encountered. 

Appearing to have been especially active in the riots was Frank Kelly, a member of the 

Moyamensing Hose Company.  On that day, Kelly allegedly wounded one black man and 

murdered two more, including the prominent activist Octavius Catto.  Witnesses to the 

murder of Catto pursued Kelly into a tavern and apprehended him.  Shortly after being 

handed over to police, Kelly escaped, likely with the consent of the sympathetic arresting 

officers.  He fled the city and was not apprehended till five years later.  In each of Kelly‟s 

three trials, numerous witnesses provided testimony to exonerate Kelly.  Alderman 
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McMullen himself cast doubt as to whether Kelly had murdered Catto, offering the 

names of three other men he saw on election day who matched descriptions of the culprit. 

In the end, Kelly was found not guilty of the three crimes charged against him.  All signs 

indicated that Kelly‟s connections to the fire company, Democratic Party, and ward boss 

McMullen allowed him to escape justice.
134

 

To this day, gangs continue to play a role in politics.  Although election riots and 

physical coercion have largely faded from the political process, gangs still grant 

politicians access to working-class communities.  Politicians seek out gangs to aid in their 

campaign efforts, whether through posting signs, reminding family members or neighbors 

to vote, or by driving voters to the polls.  In return, gangs still receive jobs.  Though not 

necessarily patronage positions, politicians can often leverage their connections to secure 

employment for gang members in construction or other fields in the private sector.  

Politicians can also offer gangs a degree of protection from the police.
135

 Beyond offering 

political empowerment, gangs today continue to satisfy their members‟ inherent need to 

connect with others and establish a shared identity.  The working-class image of the 

strong, violent, manly man continues to appeal to youths and men in less affluent 

communities, and gangs provide them an outlet through which they can demonstrate their 

                                                             
134 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
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toughness.  Finally, much like their mid-nineteenth century predecessors, gangs today 

continue to appall and fascinate “respectable” society—historians included.   
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