Camden Yards and the B & O Museum


The transformation of Baltimore from industrial to “cultural,” and the elimination of workers in the city’s history, is most apparent at Camden Yards and at the B & O Museum, the locations of one of the first major strikes in the United States after the Civil War.
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The Baltimore & Ohio Railroad (B & O) was a major employer and the center of a community of mainly Irish immigrant workers whose families lived in the Poppleton neighborhood just south of the Mount Clare car shops, now the B & O Museum. Many of them also lived in row houses along Pratt and Lombard Streets. In contrast to the millions of public tax dollars lavished on Camden Yards, several of these worker houses have been recently restored by a private initiative.


In the depression of 1877, the B & O cut its already low wages, provoking a strike which began on July 16, 1877, in Martinsburg, WVA, where workers struck and refused to allow trains to leave that station. Despite the arrival in Martinsburg of 300 federal soldiers on July 19 (local militia being considered unreliable and likely to sympathize with the strikers!), the strike spread down the B & O line, through Cumberland into Baltimore.

On July 20, two regiments of the Maryland National Guard were called up and marched from the Fifth Regiment Armory to confront a growing crowd of railroad workers and their families and supporters, who had gathered in front of Camden Station. As the troops marched into the Camden Station area, at the corner where the Baltimore Civic Center is now located, they were showered with rock and bricks thrown from window.

Camden Station was the Baltimore link for all north and southbound trains during the Civil War. With its adjacent warehouse, it is now one of the most well-known—and most heavily subsidized-- baseball parks.

Eventually, the crowd reached 15,000, trapping the militamen and a number of public officials—including Governor John Carroll and Mayor Ferdinand Latrobe—inside Camden Station. Troops which had been ordered to Cumberland were unable to leave because the engineer and fireman of the troop train had been driven away by the crowd, some tracks had been torn up, and the south end of the station was set on fire.

Confronted by “the fiercest mob ever known in Baltimore,” Governor Carroll wired to President Rutherford B. Hayes, who had recently withdrawn all federal troops from the south, effectively ending Reconstruction. In this case, President Hayes immediately ordered federal troops to march into the center of the city from Fort McHenry.


At the same time, another regiment of the National Guard was mustered east of the center of town, across from the current site of the main Baltimore post office. A large crowd of workers, shouting “Hurray for the strikers” gathered in front of the armory and began to break the windows in the armory.


The confrontation lasted for several days and eventually the 2,000 federal troops dispersed the strikers, but the worker history of Baltimore had an important chapter.


As a reflection of the times, only a month earlier, on June 17, 1877, ten Irish miners—allegedly members of The Molly Maguires—were hung on “The Day of the Rope” in Pottsville, PA, just north of Baltimore. 

The museum now known as the B & O Museum was originally a roundhouse and part of the Mount Clare shops, where rolling stock was repaired. At its peak of employment, Mt. Clare was one of the largest railroad shops in the world, and the hub of a large community of mostly Irish railroad workers. 

Partially destroyed by a snow storm several years ago, the B & O Museum contains many railroad cars and engines—some now badly damaged—and features a great deal of B & O company memorabilia, but there are only a few display cases, containing union books and contracts, devoted to workers. Several years ago, the museum sponsored a small exhibit of workers history, with oral history recollections of railroad workers from the 1940s and 1950s.

The day books of the B & O president contain a letter from Richard Gatling, inventor of the Gatling gun, suggesting that the gun could be persuasively used on the railroad strikers!

No mention of the strike can be found at either Camden Yards or in the vicinity of the B & O Museum, amidst all of the tourist hype.
