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Abstract
Know-Nothingism was an anti-immigrant movement that gained prominence in the 

United States following a surge in Irish and German Catholic immigration during the 
1840s and 1850s. Wisconsin, a new state with a diverse and fast-growing population, 
was uniquely poised to be a battleground for political fights between the native- and 
foreign-born. This paper recounts the efforts of Wisconsin Know-Nothings to vie with 
the Democratic and Republican parties for electoral supremacy from 1855 to 1857. 
Although not strong enough to run their own challengers in the 1855 gubernatorial 
election, the Know-Nothings contributed to an aura of frenzied paranoia about political 
purity that would result in one of the most notorious elections in the state’s history. In 
the 1856 presidential election, the Know-Nothings mounted a campaign that helped 
reveal cracks in the foundation of the Union and paved the way for the coming Civil 
War. The movement would ultimately divide over the issue of slavery, but during 
its brief ascendance, it ignited a furious, statewide debate over American values that 
impacted the formation of both major political parties. 

Introduction
About a mile outside of West Bend, Wisconsin, on the night of August 1, 1855, 

George DeBar, a nineteen-year-old American-born farmhand, knocked on the door of 
his employer, a Bavarian immigrant named John Muehr. When Muehr answered, he 
found his discontented, young employee in a more anxious state than usual, appearing 
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“sweaty” and “fatigued” beneath the brim of his distinctive white Know-Nothing 
hat, a signifier of his allegiance to the country’s fast-growing anti-immigrant political 
organization. DeBar, with an air of nervousness, expressed his wish to leave Muehr’s 
employ and requested to be paid the remainder of his wages. Muehr complied, and, 
after receiving his payment, DeBar asked for a glass of water. Muehr offered him 
beer instead, and he descended through a trap door into the cellar to retrieve it. DeBar 
would later tell the police that he “turned two or three times to go away,” but instead 
he stayed, striking Muehr in the head with a rock. Muehr’s young wife, Mary, who had 
been watching the situation unfold, escaped out of the back of the house with DeBar 
in hot pursuit. From a jail cell, he would claim that his only intention was to kill John 
Muehr. Mary’s flight, along with the frantic cries of “Murder!” from the Muehrs’ 
fourteen-year-old hired servant, forced DeBar’s hand. According to a sensationalized 
newspaper account, he chopped Mary’s head “half off” and he slit the boy’s throat. 

DeBar would later claim that the motivation for murder was politics and honor. 
During the previous spring election, DeBar, an outspoken American outsider with 
anti-immigrant leanings in the predominately German community of West Bend, was 
struck in the head with a club. Although he was unsure who had done it, he believed 
Muehr to be the culprit. Ultimately, DeBar was a poor murderer—both of the Muehrs 
survived the attack, while DeBar was lynched for the attempt as well as the death of 
the boy—but the episode itself was representative of growing tensions between native- 
and foreign-born Americans.6 The middle of the nineteenth century saw unprecedented 
immigration to the United States from non-English speaking and Roman Catholic 
areas of Europe.7 These immigrants, spurred by famine and political unrest in their 
home countries, arrived in a United States that, although expanding territorially, was 
relatively culturally homogeneous.8 Their foreign tongues, religions, and customs were 
perceived as a threat to the existing social order by a significant number of native-
born Americans, inciting a furious, and frequently violent, nationwide debate about 
American identity and democracy.9

Wisconsin, although in its infancy, was not spared from becoming embroiled 
in the debate. On the contrary, the state was poised to become actively involved 
in the political maneuverings and social strife wrought by the Nativist movement. 
Wisconsin, a new state with bountiful, cheap land, was a beacon for enterprising 
Americans and foreigners alike. The beauty, fertility, and low prices of the state’s 
farmland were advertised widely, from New York to Norway, in the form of pamphlets 
and informational brochures.10 From 1847 to 1860, Wisconsin’s population rose 
from 210,546 people to roughly 776,000. Of these individuals, one-third were 
native Wisconsinites and the rest were either Americans from other states or foreign 
born, making Wisconsin the state with the second highest proportion of immigrant 
inhabitants in the country.11 This rapidly growing, highly diverse population proved to 
be an ideal breeding ground for a strong Nativist movement. 

Nativists, referred to as Know-Nothings for their coy manner of denying outright 
involvement in an anti-immigrant organization, were actors in a movement that was, 
at its heart, political.12 Initially organized into secret orders, the Know-Nothings 
gained prominence in the mid-1850s following the slow demise of the Whig Party, 
which left a vacuum of power to be filled in national partisan politics. By 1855, two 
ascendant parties vied for dominance as the principal opposition to the Democrats: 
the Republican Party and the American Party, the official political organization of 
the Know-Nothing movement.13 At the same moment that they became active on the 



Page 10 Oshkosh Scholar

national stage, the Know-Nothings made a determined effort to dominate politics in 
Wisconsin, challenging both Democrats and Republicans for power. 

Despite the intensity of the political battles that would follow, little has been 
written about the rise of Know-Nothingism in Wisconsin. The most prominent and 
authoritative works on both Know-Nothingism and state history wrongfully ignore 
the movement. It receives no mention in Tyler Anbinder’s Nativism and Slavery: The 
Northern Know-Nothings and the Politics of the 1850s, the premier work on Know-
Nothingism in the North, and it is treated as an inconsequential oddity in the most 
comprehensive history of mid-nineteenth century Wisconsin, Richard N. Current’s The 
History of Wisconsin: The Civil War Era, 1848–1873. This perspective is shared by 
other works of nineteenth-century Wisconsin history, including Michael J. McManus’s 
Political Abolitionism in Wisconsin, 1840–1861, as well as Joseph Schafer’s seminal 
article on immigration, “The Yankee and the Teuton in Wisconsin.” Of the few 
published works that take Know-Nothingism in the state seriously, Jack H. Anderson’s 
Dark Lanterns: An American Lynching is limited by its explicit focus on the DeBar 
Lynching, and Joseph Schafer’s “Know-Nothingism in Wisconsin,” the last and only 
published piece on the topic, written in 1924.14 In the decades since, the acquisition of 
new materials relating to Know-Nothingism by the Wisconsin Historical Society, as 
well as the digitization of newspapers, have helped to bring the full scope of Know-
Nothingism in Wisconsin to greater clarity. In this paper, I share for the first time the 
intense partisan battles fought by the Know-Nothings over the course of 1855, 1856, 
and 1857. The movement, represented by statewide councils and the American Party, 
ultimately acted as a powerful political force that incited a heated, statewide discussion 
about political purity and American values that would change the nature of state and 
national politics irrevocably.

Informal and Formal Avenues to Power: The Rise of Know-Nothingism
By the time Nativism came to Wisconsin, it had been entrenched on the East 

Coast for decades. During the early republic, immigration had been perceived as a 
boon to the growing, young nation.15 This began to change in the 1830s following 
the publication of a series of rabid anti-Catholic works that coincided with a dramatic 
surge in Irish and German Catholic immigration to the United States. Nativists, like 
inventor Samuel F. B. Morse, alerted Americans to what they saw as a vast papal 
conspiracy in which Catholic immigrants comprised a “powerful religious-politico 
sect, whose final success depends on the subversion of these democratic institutions, 
and who have therefore a vital interest in promoting mob violence.”16 To offset this 
perceived threat to the republic, Americans on the East Coast organized themselves 
into anti-immigrant fraternal organizations such as the Native American Democratic 
Association and the Order of United Americans. By the mid-1840s, Nativists were 
actively involved in politics up and down the Eastern Seaboard, fighting against efforts 
by state governments to make religious instruction in public schools more amenable to 
non-Protestants, opposing foreign-born political candidates, and promoting temperance 
laws.17 When the Whig Party, at that time the primary opposition to the Democrats, 
collapsed in 1854 over the issue of slavery, the Nativists were poised to coalesce 
around disillusioned native-born former Whigs in search of a new political home. 

The brand of Nativism known as “Know-Nothingism” was a relative latecomer to 
the movement but benefited by virtue of having good timing—it swelled in popularity 
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at the exact moment it could make a name for itself on the national stage. The Know-
Nothings organized as a secret society in 1850 and quickly attracted members because, 
unlike other organizations of its kind, Know-Nothing councils charged no dues.18 By 
1853, Know-Nothings were running candidate tickets in New York; by 1855, Know-
Nothingism had followed the flow of Yankee settlers west to Wisconsin.19 The secretive 
nature of the organization makes it difficult to trace the exact details of its founding 
within the state, but by July 1855, as evidenced by the founding of notoriously 
pro-Know-Nothing newspapers like the Herald (Fond du Lac) and the American 
(Milwaukee) as well as incidents like the DeBar Lynching, Know-Nothingism had 
arrived. It had either arisen organically from disgruntled native-born Wisconsinites 
and settlers with ties to the East, or it had been brought by an influential Nativist 
named John Lockwood. A New Yorker who would later become the leader of the state 
council, Lockwood immigrated to Milwaukee in 1852 from Ohio. He or other Yankee 
immigrants could have easily carried Nativist connections and know-how to the state.20 

Regardless of its early origins, by August 1852 the organization was making overt 
political overtures and forcing Wisconsinites, both native- and foreign-born, to take 
notice. Know-Nothings had already swept the state of Massachusetts and won mayoral 
elections in cities like Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., and Chicago.21 Several months 
earlier they had developed a public partisan arm, the American Party, in an effort to 
attract support on a national scale.22 Foreign born Wisconsinites and non-Nativist 
politicos alike watched Know-Nothing success and formal mobilization with anxiety. 
In the 1855 election, the governor’s seat was up—and a Know-Nothing victory 
was possible. The Democratic Party, seizing the opportunity to defend its prospects 
by consolidating existing constituencies, made frenzied appeals to immigrants, 
lambasting its opponents as dangerous and un-American.23 The Republican Party, a 
group of disaffected former Whigs and radicals with antislavery leanings, was not as 
lucky—many Know-Nothings were Republicans and vice versa, staining the party 
and compromising the ability of anti-Nativist Republicans to achieve their goals.24 
The result was a climate of paranoia as Know-Nothings, Democrats, and Republicans 
in 1855 vied for dominance in what would come to be known as “the most corrupt 
election in Wisconsin’s history.”25 

“Spreading Their Plots and Machinations”: The Election of 1855
“It is clearly impossible that a man can remain in and promote that organization,” 

the Ohio newspaper editor J. R. Gibbings argued, referring to the Know-Nothings, 
“and be a Republican.”26 The potential taint of Know-Nothingism was looming heavily 
over Republicans as they prepared for the 1855 gubernatorial election. The Republican 
Party, like the American Party, was young—it had been formed in Wisconsin a little 
over a year before the Know-Nothing organ—and attracted men largely cut from 
the same cloth: native-born former Whigs.27 The Republican Party had coalesced 
in opposition to slavery, but many Republicans shared similar views with Know-
Nothings. In the South, the Know-Nothings were popular amongst slave owners who 
were disillusioned with the Democrats, but in the North, the Know-Nothings were of 
the same old New England abolitionist, pro-temperance tradition as the Republicans.28 
The Republican Party, which courted foreign-born constituencies in order to obtain the 
votes necessary to win elections and promote an antislavery agenda, was struggling to 
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distance itself from its resemblance to the Know-Nothings.29 The parties’ similarities 
were made worse by the reality of the dual affiliations many prominent Republicans 
shared with the secret organization. 

By the summer of 1855, the Republican Party in Wisconsin was fighting a battle 
against Know-Nothingism on two fronts. Not only were Republican leaders trying to 
publicly disavow Nativism, they were attempting to entice their own Nativist branch to 
remain with the party. Newspaper editors, abolitionists, and partisans generally sought 
to do both in one breath by invoking the only issue more controversial than Nativism: 
slavery. Sherman M. Booth, the Milwaukee-based radical abolitionist, furiously 
published columns that lambasted the American Party’s xenophobia while also 
mocking its division on slavery, arguing that the opposing party “presents a padlock 
to our lips and exclaims ‘Hush! Not a Word! Don’t agitate! You’ll only make the 
slaveholders angry; keep quiet!’” Anyone truly devoted to abolition, he implied, would 
never support such a party, regardless of their views on immigration.30 Other editors 
attacked the Nativists on terms of ideology. The Republican newspaper, the Freeman 
(Fond du Lac), argued “the phrase so common, ‘America for Americans,’ is rife with 
treason for the human race, as would be the saying ‘Heaven for the white folks.’” Not 
only were antislavery Know-Nothings hypocrites, a charge designed to both attract 
hesitant immigrants to the Republican Party as well as challenge the logic of Nativist 
abolitionists, they were fundamentally opposed to human rights.31 The American Party 
of Wisconsin, attempting to deflect, argued that it stood “as fair and square before the 
Slavery question as any well-organized national party can stand.” The American Party 
was sympathetic toward abolitionism, it argued, but not in such a way that would 
threaten the stability of the union.32 The two young parties, both attempting to attract 
the same constituency, competed for moral and electoral dominance. 

The Democratic Party, confident in both its position within the party system and the 
influence it wielded over its foreign-born constituents, took great joy stoking the flames 
of inter-party strife. A divided opposition made electoral success all the more assured. 
Its security, however, was shaken with the late August publication of an alleged 
Know-Nothing circular that suggested the existence of a Nativist conspiracy poised 
to infiltrate the upcoming Democratic and Republican state nominating conventions 
and promote candidates amenable to Know-Nothing goals.33 The American Party, 
although perceived to be a real electoral threat, was too weak to run its own candidates 
for the gubernatorial election, and suspicions that it would hijack a more established 
party’s apparatus, likely the Republican’s, to further its own agenda were widespread.34 
This pamphlet, which was argued to be evidence that the Nativist organizations were 
“training their enginery [sic] and spreading their plots and machinations” throughout 
the state, called the sanctity of both parties into question.35 An aura of intense paranoia 
enveloped Wisconsin over the next few months as both the Democrats and the 
Republicans worked to simultaneously distance themselves from Know-Nothingism 
and argue for its influence on the other party.

The circular, despite the storm of controversy it incited, was almost certainly a 
fraud. A Republican newspaper, the Independent (Portage), first published it, and it 
was then featured in the State Journal (Madison), another Republican paper with 
a larger reach. In the same breath that the State Journal addressed the existence 
of the publication it charged that the “K.N. movement in this State is one of the 
principal strings” which the Democratic incumbent, William A. Barstow, “relies upon 
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to pull, with effect, securing his re-election.”36 Some members of the Republican 
Party published the circular in a deliberate attempt to undermine the Democratic 
Party. Ironically, the accusation that Know-Nothings were attempting to influence 
the Republican nominating convention was true. This effort, however, was born 
less out of the machinations of an unknowable shadowy cabal and more out of the 
natural confluence of Republicans and Know-Nothings.37 It was also ineffective. The 
Republican Party unanimously adopted an anti-Know-Nothing resolution, and chose 
a nominee, Coles Bashford, who was not amenable to the Nativist interest.38 In light 
of this, the American Party, interested in taking advantage of its growing popularity 
and strength, floated the possibility of running its own candidates instead.39 The 
state leadership, however, was divided between running Simeon Mills, a candidate 
with Democratic ties who could draw votes away from both of the other parties, and 
Benjamin Pixley, a former Whig with Republican ties.40 They ultimately decided to 
forgo their own candidate and back the Republican nominee, who they believed would 
see great success on Election Day.41

The reality of the situation did not stop the development of an intense political 
newspaper war within the state. Democratic and Republican papers alike argued that 
the Know-Nothings were successful in their plots to influence the state conventions. 
The nominees, Republican Coles Bashford and Democrat William Barstow, were both 
accused of harboring Nativist tendencies and participating in Know-Nothing councils.42 
These accusations were most damning for Bashford and the Republicans, who 
chafed against the public support of the American Party.43 The American, the official 
newspaper of the American Party in Wisconsin, announced an official endorsement of 
the Republican ticket, an action that made allegations of Know-Nothingism harder to 
deny.44 Democratic newspapers fed off of each other, printing and reprinting allegations 
that Bashford was well known as a Nativist in his hometown of Oshkosh, or that he 
had a large apparatus of Know-Nothings across the state working for his election 
through various, sometimes unseemly, means.45 Republican papers, not to be deterred 
by the American Party’s endorsement, reported on alleged meetings between Barstow 
and John Lockwood, president of the State Know-Nothing Council, as well as the 
existence of former Democrats in high-ranking positions within the organization.46 
It was the Democratic Party, they argued, that had a problem with Nativism. The 
American Party’s support of the Republican ticket was a clever trick designed to 
“defeat the Republican ticket, and to damn it” while actually working on behalf of the 
Democrats.47 In essence, Wisconsin state politics in 1855 became an elaborate and 
aggressive game of finger-pointing. 

These charges were simultaneously valuable and troublesome for all parties 
involved. The Democrats, having escaped an official Know-Nothing endorsement, were 
able to better promote their platform as the last defense against Nativist ascendancy. 
“Against this conspiracy,” Democratic editors wrote of the Know-Nothings, “there is 
no organized opposition but the democratic party [sic].”48 Despite these assertions, the 
Democrats were forced to spend time and political energy fending off unprecedented 
attacks on their own purity. The environment of uncertainty gave Republicans the 
opportunity to sew doubt on the part of Democratic constituents, painting some of the 
stain of Know-Nothingism onto the opposition party and appealing to a constituency 
otherwise lost to them. At the same time, the charge of Know-Nothingism against the 
Republicans was more accurate. Although this helped attract the vote of those with 
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Nativist sympathies, Know-Nothingism’s central and controversial role in the election 
did more harm to Republican efforts to distinguish themselves from the American 
Party than good. The American Party, despite not running any candidates of its own, 
received a great deal of publicity and was taken seriously as a force in state politics—it 
even used this environment to expand, establishing a council in the state capitol and 
no doubt gaining similarly minded adherents across the state.49 Nevertheless, the 
opposition from both Democrats and Republicans led to a great deal of powerful, 
negative rhetoric being deployed against the American Party in the press. This would 
ultimately serve to harden resistance to its platform in ways that would have a long-
lasting effect on partisan sympathies in the state.  

The Know-Nothing debate contributed to an environment that resulted in an 
election so close that both parties could make a claim to the governorship. The 
Democrat Barstow was declared the winner following the official vote count, but by 
March he was forced to relinquish his seat after an investigation revealed the existence 
of blatant election fraud: Barstow’s narrow lead over Bashford was the result of 
manufactured votes cast in the fictional towns of Bridge Creek and Spring Creek. 
Bashford ultimately captured the office following a nail-biting Wisconsin Supreme 
Court struggle. It would not take long before he revealed himself to be as equally 
corrupt as his gubernatorial opponent, accepting a total of $50,000 in bribes—an 
enormous $1.5 million in 2018 dollars—from the La Crosse & Milwaukee Railroad 
Company in exchange for approval of a land grant. Shortly thereafter, Bashford moved 
west to Arizona.50 Charges of Know-Nothingism against both candidates continued 
following the election, but they were drowned out by more egregious and pressing 
scandals.51

The American Party, stronger in Wisconsin and heartened by continued successes in 
other states, vowed to never be forced to support the Republican Party again.52 “Next 
year,” Lockwood wrote to Madison council Vice President Elisha Keyes, “we shall 
see the glorious American banner floating high above the ramparts.”53 On the national 
level, the party was moving out of the shadows and into political legitimacy—it was 
disavowing secrecy pledges, making plans for a national convention, and gearing up 
to run its own candidate in the upcoming 1856 presidential election.54 Republicans 
and Democrats, in turn, were preparing to face head-on the threat posed by a fully 
operational American Party machine. As the state prepared itself for the 1856 election, 
trouble loomed on the horizon. Sectional strife over slavery was proving difficult to 
stall, and the alliance between northern and southern Know-Nothings was at risk of 
being divided by the very same spectre that had split the now-defunct Whig Party.55 

“Not the Man of Our First Choice”: The Election of 1856
At the start of 1856, prospects for the American Party in Wisconsin were bright. 

In early January, a state convention was held in Madison to “construct and adopt a 
platform of principles to be published, avowed and advocated openly.”56 The result 
was the official state platform of the Wisconsin American Party. Their program struck 
a moderate Nativist tone, calling for the “unconditional restoration” of the Missouri 
Compromise, adherence to state’s rights, the disenfranchisement of noncitizens, and 
restrictive immigration laws.57 It marked, as the American rhapsodized, the moment 
that “the American Party of Wisconsin launched forth into the Gulfstream of Wisconsin 
politics.”58 The platform, along with moderate reforms like the admittance of foreign-
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born Protestants into Know-Nothing lodges, were signs that the party was working to 
institutionalize itself in order to pose a formidable threat in the upcoming presidential 
election.59 Political commentators in Wisconsin already perceived the American Party 
to be a distinct political organ; it served as a voice for a movement now decades old, 
and it was attractive on a national level—a claim that the Republicans could  
not make.60 

The Republican Party, resentful of its negative association with Know-Nothingism 
and anxious to consolidate its base, instituted mechanisms designed to purge Know-
Nothings from its ranks following the American Party state convention. Maintaining 
private Nativist sympathies but remaining loyal to the party was acceptable; taking an 
active part in a fully fledged rival political organization was not. On a national level, 
divisions between Republicans and Know-Nothings remained shifting and unclear, 
but in Wisconsin the Republicans, spearheaded by hostile anti-Know-Nothing leaders, 
were aggressive in their efforts to smoke out those with dual allegiances.61 A resolution 
by a state Republican caucus led to a mass internal inquisition where Republicans 
were asked: “Are you a member of the American organization or any other likely to 
be antagonistic to the Republican party in the approaching presidential campaign?” 
Any answer other than one in the negative, William A. White of the Republican State 
Central Committee wrote, “shall be considered offensive.”62

 In response, a Know-Nothing resistance formed within the Republican Party. 
“We have decided to request you to answer the Chairman in the following manner,” 
an anonymous American Party operative wrote to prominent Republican and Know-
Nothing Elisha Keyes, “by requesting that he should make this interrogation public, 
and to each member of the committee and that the answers should be published in the 
Madison Journal or in any other paper he may select.” The purpose of such action 
was to humiliate the Republicans by further publicizing their association with Know-
Nothingism—according to the anonymous letter, six out of the nine Republican 
State Council members had Nativist affiliations.63 Keyes made no such moves, but 
Judge D. E. Wood, a member of the Republican State Committee as well as an active 
participant in American Party operations, made as much noise as he could following 
his attempted removal. In the Herald (Fond du Lac), Wood published a letter berating 
the Republicans, implying that the calls for his resignation came from a minority of the 
party and arguing that the Republican and American platforms were in such accordance 
that it was unnecessary and foolish to expel those with Know-Nothing ties.64 The 
episode revealed the intimate connections between Republican and American partisans 
while simultaneously straining relations between the two organizations. “The truth is,” 
a Waukesha newspaper editor wrote as the dust settled, “that although the principles 
and aims of the Republicans and Know-Nothings are for the most part identical . . . the 
two will not coalesce and cannot be made to pull together.” It would take the upcoming 
presidential election, political commentators believed, to see which party would come 
out on top.65 

Having better consolidated its forces and now in possession of a well-oiled 
political machine, the American Party of Wisconsin attended the national nominating 
convention in late February 1856 with a great deal of optimism and unity. The political 
discourse within the state suggested that the Know-Nothings were just as poised to 
capture the presidential vote as any other party, and to many national observers, the 
American Party seemed to be the only choice that would not further incite explosive 
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sectional strife.66 Unfortunately, such conflict could not be avoided. Know-Nothings 
from the North and South arrived in Philadelphia with a shared investment in anti-
Catholicism and the supremacy of the native-born, but they differed totally on matters 
relating to slavery. After a few tense days, including threats by both the northern 
and southern delegates to abandon the party, convention-goers decided upon former 
President Millard Fillmore as their presidential nominee. Fillmore, a man with obscure 
Know-Nothing credentials and a solid proslavery reputation, appeased the South but 
left the North alienated.67 

Initially, the American (Milwaukee) fell in line with the national party, declaring, 
“Mr. Fillmore was not the man of our first choice,” but that they had “no doubt 
he will command a very large vote.”68 The first choice of the Wisconsin delegates 
was New York businessman George Law, a savvy populist who saw broad support 
amongst Know-Nothing moderates nationwide.69 In the final returns, Law received the 
second highest vote count, losing to Fillmore, who was perceived as a safer candidate 
overall.70 Despite the American Party of Wisconsin’s disappointment with the outcome 
of the vote, it was still willing to publicly back Fillmore. Republican newspapers, 
excited by the news of division within their rival party, largely ignored this. The 
votes for Law by Wisconsin delegates were widely publicized, and predictions for the 
ultimate disintegration of the American Party over the issue of slavery were made with 
gleeful zeal.71 The situation in other northern states was worse. The Wisconsin party 
was willing to support the national organization, but others were not. Massachusetts, 
an American Party stronghold, peeled off from the decisions made by the official 
nominating convention, reaffirming its own antislavery platform and refusing to 
support Fillmore.72 Across the North, the Know-Nothing organizations were joining 
with Republicans over the matter of slavery.73 The party unity that had seemed certain 
only a few weeks prior was now collapsing. 

Lockwood, in response to the crisis at hand, called for a state meeting of the Know-
Nothing councils in early April 1856. Emboldened by the autonomous, if controversial, 
actions of the Massachusetts council, the American also announced the official 
rescindment of the Wisconsin party’s support for Fillmore’s candidacy. Fillmore’s 
nomination was the result of a “packed, one-sided and unfair cabal of Southern and 
pro-slavery politicians” who sought to force a candidate amenable to their interests, 
regardless of his actual affiliation with their party.74 At the state meeting, the Know-
Nothings reaffirmed their commitment to a platform opposed to the extension of 
slavery, and they discussed the possibility of running their own independent candidate 
for the presidency separate from the national nomination—Nathaniel Banks, a 
committed Massachusetts Know-Nothing.75 The American Party used the publicity 
surrounding this event in Wisconsin to assert its strength—despite the national 
divisions, Lockwood claimed that membership in the party had grown exponentially in 
the past year. According to the official proceedings, 61 new councils had been formed, 
and the Know-Nothings had gained over 15,000 members. They could now claim about 
a third of eligible voters in the state.76

This public show of party unity masked the reality of inner turmoil within the 
Wisconsin American Party. Bereft of a real candidate and with little connection to 
what remained of the national party, the Wisconsin Know-Nothings began to make 
appeals, wanted and unwanted, to the Republicans. Although the American maintained 
that the Know-Nothings were still a party distinct from the Republicans, it admitted 
its willingness to cast votes for a Republican candidate who was not hostile to 



Page  17Oshkosh Scholar

Nativist principles.77 The Republican Party, the American critiqued, was willing to 
swamp “every other principle of reform beneath the transient issue of Slavery non-
extension,” but at least they recognized the evil of slavery and the need for reform. 
In Massachusetts, it was predicted that the Republican and American parties would 
endorse the same candidate. “Wisconsin,” the American reported, “will have the 
opportunity of doing the same thing.”78 In response, the Republicans cringed and 
attempted to distance themselves from the possibility of a shared nomination. Not 
only would such an occurrence render their earlier efforts at purging Know-Nothings 
from their ranks ultimately pointless, but it would hurt them in the eyes of foreign-
born constituents.79 William A. White of the Republican State Committee publicly 
maintained his disavowal of the Know-Nothings and expressed his wish that the 
“right sort” of men, or those without dual affiliations, would be the ones attending the 
upcoming Republican nominating convention.80 

As spring turned to summer, the political field began to change. Tensions in Kansas, 
a territory at the crossroads of debates over the extension of slavery, had already 
captured the state’s sympathy and attention for months. Wisconsinites had watched 
the violence between proslavery and antislavery forces, fighting over whether Kansas 
would be admitted to the union as a free or slave state, with great anxiety.81 An increase 
in hostilities in early May 1856 led the rabidly abolitionist Republican paper, the 
Daily Free Democrat (Milwaukee), to shift its previous anti-Know-Nothing position 
and appeal directly to antislavery Know-Nothings, arguing forcefully that continuing 
to support a rival party in shambles would only divide the popular vote and allow 
proslavery forces to win the presidential election.82 On May 21, the violence came to a 
head when proslavery forces invaded Lawrence, a settlement comprised of antislavery 
advocates. The proslavery forces wreaked havoc, resulting in arson and murder. The 
next day, after giving a spirited speech denouncing the events in Lawrence, Senator 
Charles Sumner, an antislavery radical from Massachusetts, was beaten nearly to 
death by the cousin of a South Carolina senator on the floor of the Senate.83 The 
events intensified the debate over slavery on a national level. The American Party’s 
official candidate was still Millard Fillmore, but many of the southern Know-Nothing 
organizations began to break off and support the Democratic, proslavery candidate 
James Buchanan. The American Party of Wisconsin, citing its overwhelming “desire” 
to oppose the extension of slavery, officially endorsed John C. Frémont, the Republican 
candidate for president.84 

Divided by slavery, the American Party could not withstand the political forces that 
portended the coming Civil War. Accusations of Know-Nothingism against Frémont 
abounded, but they did not carry the same threat that they had during the gubernatorial 
campaign.85 The American Party continued to exert a strong influence on the local 
level throughout the summer but its impact steadily waned.86 The final election returns 
in Wisconsin saw 66,090 votes cast for Frémont, 52,843 for Buchanan, and 579 for 
Fillmore. This was unique nationally—in other northern states, votes for Frémont 
and Fillmore constituted a majority but were split, enabling Buchanan to capture 
the presidency.87 Wisconsin Nativists were thus more willing than others to forgo 
their American Party affiliations and vote for a Republican, signaling the ultimate 
importance of slavery as an issue in the minds of Wisconsin voters. Following the 
election, efforts on the national level to reunite the party were attempted, but they were 
made in vain.88 Those with any semblance of political savvy could read the writing on 
the wall: the American Party, split between North and South, was dead. 
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Conclusion
In popular histories of the Civil War era, the American Party is oft-forgotten or 

relegated to a footnote. Know-Nothingism as a whole is portrayed as a nineteenth-
century oddity, a bizarre, secret organization that disliked a group of people—Irish 
and German Americans—widely regarded as red-blooded, white Americans today.89 
The party’s relatively short run and ultimate political ineffectiveness is certainly the 
reason for this perception. Developing due to a perfect storm of political instability 
and is vitriolic Nativism, Know-Nothingism’s hold on the United States was short but 
intense and worthy of being studied. Although it could not survive the relentlessness of 
the period’s sectional strife—a conflict that the country itself could barely withstand—
for a brief moment, the movement inspired political action that won elections, 
promoted debate, and could result in violence like the DeBar Lynching in West Bend. 
The intensity of its run illustrates how close the party came to being a lasting and 
formidable political force. With this in mind, the election of 1856 proves to be one of 
the most important elections in American history. It ended the hope of Know-Nothing 
ascendancy, securing Republican dominance and taking the nation on the path that 
would ultimately lead to the Civil War. Wisconsin’s large immigrant population, the 
intimate ties between state Americans and Republicans, and the ultimate acquiescence 
of Wisconsin Know-Nothings to the Republican machine in the face of mounting 
tensions over slavery, is symbolic of the struggle played out on the national scale. It is 
this fact that makes Wisconsin an interesting case study for Know-Nothingism in the 
North as a whole. 

In addition to influencing events in the escalation to the Civil War, the American 
Party has had another lasting impact. Like in many other northern states, disaffected 
Wisconsin Know-Nothings flocked to the Republican Party en masse following the 
1856 election. Know-Nothing lodges quietly disbanded as tensions between the North 
and South intensified. Former American Party operatives with political ambitions 
concentrated on climbing, or in some cases continuing to climb, the ranks of the 
Republican Party instead. John Lockwood, former president of the State Know-
Nothing Council, would ultimately be appointed postmaster of Milwaukee by President 
Lincoln in 1860, and Elisha Keyes, the prominent Madison Know-Nothing, would 
have a long career as a powerful Republican politician.90 The existence of former high-
ranking Know-Nothings in the Republican Party, even after the councils disbanded, 
continued to impact the perception of the Republicans among foreign-born voters 
during and after the Civil War, ultimately influencing the development of both parties 
on the state and national level. Over the ensuing decades, Republicans and Democrats 
would continue to appeal to their constituencies: in the early twentieth century, it 
was Republicans who passed restrictive immigration laws, and in the 1960s it was 
Democrats who repealed them.91 Despite the many changes both parties have gone 
through, that same Nativist strand still exists in the Republican Party today. Recent 
battles over immigration, including President Trump’s travel ban as well as debates 
over the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program, see Republicans continuing 
to appeal to a Nativist constituency while the Democrats play to an immigrant one. The 
American Party, although it has been defunct for over 150 years, has a long reach.
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