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<p><p> <i>The Dooleys of Richmond</i> is the biography of two generations of a dynamic and
philanthropic immigrant family in the urban South. While most Irish Catholic immigrants who
poured into the region in the nineteenth century were poor and illiterate, John and Sarah Dooley
were affluent and well educated. They brought sophistication and capital to Virginia, where John
established one of the largest hat manufacturing companies in the United States. Noted for their
business acumen and community service, the Dooleys became leaders in business, education,
culture, and politics in Virginia. A bellwether of the South during these tumultuous times, the
Dooleys' fortunes would rise and fall and rise again.</p><p>Mary Lynn Bayliss recounts the
family’s history during their prosperous antebellum years, John and his sons’ service in the
Confederate army, John’s exploits as leader of the Richmond Ambulance Committee, and the
loss of the entire Dooley retail and manufacturing operations during the final days of the Civil
War. After the war the Dooleys’ son James, a leading Richmond lawyer and philanthropist,
devoted half a century to developing railroad networks across the United States, and became a
key figure in the industrialization of the New South. He and his wife, Sallie, built Maymont, the
famed Gilded Age estate that remains a major attraction in Richmond. The story of the Dooleys
is a fascinating window on southern society and the people who shaped its grand and turbulent
history.</p></p>

If now little remembered, the Dooley family bestrode Richmond after the Civil War and built it into
a powerhouse of the New South. Perhaps the leading entrepreneur of the city, James Dooley left
his mark in real estate, banking, and railroads far beyond Virginia. By the early twentieth century,
he and his wife, Sallie, ranked among the leading philanthropists of the capital, whose many
charities still reflect their generosity a century later. With a deep command of sources and an
engaging style, Mary Lynn Bayliss restores this enterprising and fascinating Irish immigrant
family to its rightful place in the pantheon of builders of modern Richmond.(Nelson D. Lankford,
author of Cry Havoc! The Crooked Road to Civil War, 1861)Mary Lynn Bayliss has given us a
lively telling of the little-known story of an Irish Catholic family that played a significant part in the
history of Richmond, Virginia, before, during, and after the Civil War. Bayliss captures both the
dramatic public events and the emotions of private life in this joint biography of John Dooley and
James Dooley, father and son, and their families.(John T. Kneebone, Virginia Commonwealth
University, author of Southern Liberal Journalists and the Issue of Race, 1920–1944)A well-
researched and deeply informative work....When asked, a friend who recently read The Dooleys
of Richmond told me that his take-away was this: ‘They looked after their family and they looked
after Richmond.’ Indeed they did. And thanks to Mary Lynn Bayliss, it is an inspiring story.(Style
Weekly (Richmond))Author Mary Lynn Bayliss has pulled back the curtains to reveal the



fascinating stories of the Dooleys in her new book, The Dooleys of Richmond.... Now, after years
of painstaking tracking down documents that survived, she is able to share the fascinating
account of one family’s contributions to the re-growth of post-bellum Richmond and the South.
(River City Magazine (Richmond))Bayliss has spent decades combing through newspaper
archives, census records, and the Dooley family library to put together this detailed history.
(Catherine Komp Virginia Currents Radio Show)A richly detailed portrait of one of Richmond’s
most influential families... a captivating, made-for-the-silver screen tale involving immigration,
war, and vast fortunes gained and lost.(The Goochland Gazette) --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.ReviewIf now little remembered, the Dooley family bestrode Richmond after
the Civil War and built it into a powerhouse of the New South. Perhaps the leading entrepreneur
of the city, James Dooley left his mark in real estate, banking, and railroads far beyond Virginia.
By the early twentieth century, he and his wife, Sallie, ranked among the leading philanthropists
of the capital, whose many charities still reflect their generosity a century later. With a deep
command of sources and an engaging style, Mary Lynn Bayliss restores this enterprising and
fascinating Irish immigrant family to its rightful place in the pantheon of builders of modern
Richmond.Mary Lynn Bayliss has given us a lively telling of the little-known story of an Irish
Catholic family that played a significant part in the history of Richmond, Virginia, before, during,
and after the Civil War. Bayliss captures both the dramatic public events and the emotions of
private life in this joint biography of John Dooley and James Dooley, father and son, and their
families.A well-researched and deeply informative work....When asked, a friend who recently
read The Dooleys of Richmond told me that his take-away was this: ‘They looked after their
family and they looked after Richmond.’ Indeed they did. And thanks to Mary Lynn Bayliss, it is
an inspiring story.Author Mary Lynn Bayliss has pulled back the curtains to reveal the fascinating
stories of the Dooleys in her new book, The Dooleys of Richmond.... Now, after years of
painstaking tracking down documents that survived, she is able to share the fascinating account
of one family’s contributions to the re-growth of post-bellum Richmond and the South.Bayliss
has spent decades combing through newspaper archives, census records, and the Dooley
family library to put together this detailed history.A richly detailed portrait of one of Richmond’s
most influential families... a captivating, made-for-the-silver screen tale involving immigration,
war, and vast fortunes gained and lost.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"If now
little remembered, the Dooley family bestrode Richmond after the Civil War and built it into a
powerhouse of the New South. Perhaps the leading entrepreneur of the city, James Dooley left
his mark in real estate, banking, and railroads far beyond Virginia. By the early twentieth century,
he and his wife, Sallie, ranked among the leading philanthropists of the capital, whose many
charities still reflect their generosity a century later. With a deep command of sources and an
engaging style, Mary Lynn Bayliss restores this enterprising and fascinating Irish immigrant
family to its rightful place in the pantheon of builders of modern Richmond. "―Nelson D.
Lankford, author of Cry Havoc! The Crooked Road to Civil War, 1861"Mary Lynn Bayliss has
given us a lively telling of the little-known story of an Irish Catholic family that played a significant



part in the history of Richmond, Virginia, before, during, and after the Civil War. Bayliss captures
both the dramatic public events and the emotions of private life in this joint biography of John
Dooley and James Dooley, father and son, and their families. "―John T. Kneebone, Virginia
Commonwealth University, author of Southern Liberal Journalists and the Issue of Race, 1920–
1944"A well-researched and deeply informative work....When asked, a friend who recently read
The Dooleys of Richmond told me that his take-away was this: ‘They looked after their family and
they looked after Richmond.’ Indeed they did. And thanks to Mary Lynn Bayliss, it is an inspiring
story. "―author of Style Weekly (Richmond)"Author Mary Lynn Bayliss has pulled back the
curtains to reveal the fascinating stories of the Dooleys in her new book, The Dooleys of
Richmond.... Now, after years of painstaking tracking down documents that survived, she is able
to share the fascinating account of one family’s contributions to the re-growth of post-bellum
Richmond and the South. "―author of River City Magazine (Richmond)"Bayliss has spent
decades combing through newspaper archives, census records, and the Dooley family library to
put together this detailed history."―Catherine Komp, author of Virginia Currents Radio Show"A
richly detailed portrait of one of Richmond’s most influential families... a captivating, made-for-
the-silver screen tale involving immigration, war, and vast fortunes gained and lost. "―author of
The Goochland Gazette--This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorMary Lynn
Bayliss, a writer and lecturer, has published work in Virginia Cavalcade, the Richmond Quarterly,
the Richmond Times-Dispatch, the Dictionary of Virginia Biography, and Encyclopedia Virginia.--
This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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Jodie Koste at the Tompkins-McCaw Library, Medical College of Virginia; Sandy Monroe,
Richmond City archivist; B. Obenhaus at Special Collections, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University libraries; Mrs. John Samuel Biscoe at the National Society of the Daughters of
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Virginia, who gave me access to its archives; Ray Pardue and his executive assistant, Norma
Marshall, at St. Joseph Villa, who gave me access to early records; and Mabel Toney at
Hollywood Cemetery.I greatly appreciate the efforts of the people who provided the photographs
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Commonwealth University; Shaun Aigner-Lee at Dementi Studio; Dale Wheary at Maymont; and
Alfred Scott.I am grateful to Katherine Busser and her staff at Capital One for publishing the
keepsake edition of Will the Real Major Dooley Please Stand Up? and Other “Maymont
Moments” auctioned at Vintage Maymont 2005.My special thanks go to the James Henry
Dooley Chapter of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, whose eagerness to learn about their patron
spurred my work, and to AOH member Jack Cassells, who searched for records of the Dooley
family in Ireland.Others who shared information, gave helpful advice, or identified additional
source material also deserve thanks, including Mark Cox; Bob Evans; Fitzhugh Elder; Rossie
Fisher; Carter Fox; Lang Gibson; Bob Hill; Virginia Wellford Jones; Jack McElroy; Sorrel McElroy;
Mac McGuire; Dick Mulligan; John O’Grady; Beth O’Leary; Dr. Lee Perkins, who translated the
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Rita Smith, Lynn Spellman; Ben Warthen; and Harry Warthen.I am especially grateful to my
husband, John Temple Bayliss, my patient, wise, and encouraging first reader; to Armistead
Saffer, Ann Bayliss, Tom Bayliss, and Delores Bridgett, whose expertise solved a number of
distressing problems with my computer; and to our son, Temple, who for years listened patiently
at the dinner table to my animated reports of new discoveries about the
Dooleys.IntroductionInside the elegant filigreed gates of Maymont in Richmond, Virginia, lie one
hundred acres of beautifully manicured lawns and gardens, a Richardson Romanesque stone
mansion with a sumptuous Gilded Age interior, a handsome stone carriage house, and a stone
barn. The lower terrace of the Italian garden leads to a hillside fountain topped with a stone lion’s
head. Nearby, a forty-five-foot-high waterfall plunges dramatically into a serene Japanese
garden.Now open to the public, Maymont was originally the home of a prominent and
philanthropic couple, James Henry and Sallie May Dooley, who lived on the estate for more than
thirty years before leaving it to the City of Richmond in 1925. Operated for the city by the non-
profit Maymont Foundation, the estate attracts more than a half million visitors per year. It was
not, however, the Dooleys’ only home. They had another, Swannanoa, eighty miles west of
Richmond. A marble palace on Afton Mountain, it was built by the Dooleys between 1911 and
1913. It is now a crumbling monument to excess, and its vast terraced gardens are ruins. Even
so, both estates are now Virginia Historic Landmarks and listed on the National Register of
Historic Places.Despite the opulence of their two estates and Maymont’s popularity with visitors,
very little is known about the Dooleys today because relatives ordered their papers to be burned
after Mrs. Dooley’s death. Probably the question that visitors most often ask is how James
Dooley made his money. When told that he was the son of Irish immigrants, most people
assume that his story is a variant on the Horatio Alger myth, but recent research reveals that is
far from the truth.James Dooley’s parents, John and Sarah, did not fit the usual profile of poor,
illiterate day laborers forced to leave Ireland by political upheavals or terrible famines. They were
well-educated middle-class people, like thousands of other prefamine Irish immigrants who left
Ireland in the 1820s and 1830s, and they brought intelligence and sophistication to Virginia. In
1836 they settled in Richmond, where John Dooley established a hat manufacturing company
that grew to be the largest of its kind in the South. During the Civil War John rose to the rank of
major in the First Virginia Regiment of the Confederate army. Immediately after ill health forced
his retirement from active duty, he founded and led the Richmond Ambulance Committee,
whose members served at their own expense while saving thousands of lives on both sides of
the conflict. In Richmond’s April 1865 Evacuation Fire, Dooley lost the entire manufacturing and
retail business he had spent almost thirty years building. The final three years of his life provide a
chronicle of his efforts to rebuild while continuing his charitable work.John’s wife, Sarah, was an
independent thinker with a keen interest in politics. When the Whig activist Lucy Barbour, widow
of the Virginia governor James Barbour, founded the first organized political organization for
women in the state in 1844, Sarah became a member. Later she and her five daughters, all
ardent advocates for women’s suffrage, became leaders in that movement.John Dooley was



devoted to his adopted city, a cosmopolitan place where immigrants from many foreign countries
were able to rise to prominence. Dooley’s Irish birth and Catholicism were integral aspects of his
life, not handicaps. He was active in raising money for causes in Ireland and supported many of
his Irish relatives financially. He even advertised his business in Irish immigrant newspapers with
circulation throughout the United States. Dooley was a founder of a militia company composed
primarily of Richmonders of Irish birth or ancestry, but he was also a close associate of many
prominent Richmond men with deep roots in colonial Virginia. Famed for his honesty and
business acumen, he gradually became a leader in the financial, educational, and political
circles of Richmond before the Civil War.While following in his father’s footsteps, James Henry
Dooley—builder of Maymont and the third of John and Sarah Dooley’s nine children—practiced
law during the difficult transitional period in the South after the Civil War. A graduate of
Georgetown College, the younger Dooley became a leader in the Irish Conservatives, a wing of
the Conservative Party, and during the 1870s he was elected to three terms in the Virginia
House of Delegates. He continued his father’s practices of raising money for Irish causes,
supporting Irish-born relatives, and advertising in Irish-immigrant-owned newspapers.Most
importantly, James Henry Dooley was one of three Richmond men who in the post–Civil War
period led the tremendous growth throughout the South of transportation networks, heavy
industry, and finance that transformed the region and created the New South. Their contributions
to that development began during the 1880s, when, in an effort to bring prosperity back to
Richmond, James Dooley and two other young lawyers, Joseph Bryan and Thomas M. Logan,
acquired controlling interest in the Richmond and Danville Railroad. They developed it into the
second-longest and the fastest-growing railroad in the country. They also created the first
railroad holding company in U.S. history and founded a railroad construction company that built
railroads in several states and the Washington Territory. Their success in the industry led the
“Virginians” (as they began to be known in the national press) to invest in Alabama’s Sloss Iron
and Steel enterprise and real estate in both the North and the South. They also bought the
patent for the telautograph, the first American fax machine, and obtained a charter for the Gray
National Telautograph Company, making Richmond its headquarters.In the final decade of the
nineteenth century, Dooley joined John Skelton Williams in creating the Seaboard Air Line
Railway. Making Richmond a center of the global economy was a primary objective for the men,
and Dooley frequently articulated their vision in public lectures and essays.Dooley’s marriage to
Sallie May, an author whose ancestors included two governors of colonial Virginia (Sir Dudley
Digges and his son, Edward Digges), proved to be a union of polar opposites, but they shared a
devotion to community service and enjoyed an active life in Richmond social circles. Her 1906
book, Dem Good Ole Times, a fictional paean to idealized days of the Old South published in
New York by Doubleday, Page & Company, provided an ironic coda to her husband’s efforts in
the creation of the New South.The contributions of both Dooley generations had a lasting effect
on the quality of life in Richmond and the wider South. Their advocacy of innovation in education
is one example. The father was a founder and board member of the Mechanics Institute, a night



school that provided education for workingmen well into the middle of the twentieth century. The
son, vice president of the Co-operative Education Association for almost two decades,
published essays and lobbied vigorously for reform in Virginia public schools. Among the
changes he advocated were the laws requiring compulsory education and the nine-month
school year that still govern Virginia’s educational system.John Dooley’s philanthropic work
provided a model that James Henry and Sallie May Dooley followed throughout their lives. With
their bequests, they became two of Virginia’s great philanthropists.CHAPTER 1 | A Young
FamilyAlthough heavy rain and flooding had persisted throughout the last week of August and
into September, the sun was shining on September 3, 1836, outside St. Mary’s Catholic Church
in Alexandria, Virginia. Inside a young couple knelt at the altar rail to receive the blessing of
Father John Smith, the Jesuit priest who married them that morning. The groom’s widowed
mother, sisters, and a brother-in-law, all immigrants who had left Ireland to seek a new life in the
United States, looked on.1The newlyweds were John Dooley and Sarah McNamara Dooley.2
The groom and his family had emigrated from Limerick, a city that had flourished in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when Irish commercialization and industrialization
had been at their peak.3 After the Napoleonic Wars of 1800 to 1815, however, a prolonged
recession slowed economic growth so much that urban dwellers began to emigrate in large
numbers. Between 1821 and 1841 the population of Limerick, which had been a little over fifty-
nine thousand, shrank to about forty-eight thousand. Even before his father’s death, it was clear
to young John Dooley that opportunity lay across the Atlantic.John grew up in a house on Mary
Street in Limerick, where his parents, James Dooley and Mary Margaret McNamara, raised their
ten children.4 His father ran a successful hat manufacturing business that John would later say
gave him “a long course of practical experience.”5 The family was Catholic, and all the children
were baptized in St. Mary’s Catholic Church nearby. A literate man, James Dooley was a
leaseholder or possibly the owner of the family home as well as the buildings where his hat
manufacturing business was located.6 He was a British subject who voted in local elections.
After James’s death, his widow and some of his children emigrated to the United States. John
Dooley, his mother, and three girls thought to be his sisters, “Sally,” age seventeen, “Anne,”
fourteen, and “Eliza,” twelve, landed in the port of New York on the schooner Helen Mar in May
1834 and eventually made their way to Alexandria, Virginia.7It was hardly a propitious moment
to immigrate. Andrew Jackson was president at the time, and in 1833 he had fulfilled a campaign
promise to abolish the country’s central banking system by withdrawing all the public funds from
the Bank of the United States. The result was a national financial panic and a depression that
continued at least through 1834. John Dooley, however, was bright, articulate, willing to work
hard, and not easily discouraged. By 1836 he had determined that Richmond, rather than
Alexandria, was the appropriate place to open his hat manufacturing business. Richmond was
the only industrialized city of any size in the South, and its import/export business was
significant.During the years he lived in Alexandria, Dooley had fallen in love with Sarah
McNamara, an Irishwoman who was probably a cousin on his mother’s side. She was intelligent



and unafraid to venture to unfamiliar places, so when John proposed moving to Richmond as
soon as they were married, she agreed. Less than two weeks after the wedding, the newlyweds
arrived in Richmond, then a bustling little city with a population of almost twenty thousand.8 By
September 19, 1836, John, Sarah, John’s mother, and his sister Ann had settled into rented
quarters in one of Richmond’s best neighborhoods. Built on one of Richmond’s highest hills,
their house was only two blocks from Capitol Square. Sarah and John’s first four children would
be born there.The house was next to the First Baptist Church, which a contemporary of their
children would later describe as a “low-browed, dingy, brick edifice … said to have a seating
capacity of two thousand. It was therefore in demand when mass political meetings were
convened.”9 The location suited the young Dooleys. They were both interested in politics, and
the political meetinghouse brought all the important issues of the day to their door.Seven months
before the newlyweds moved to Richmond, an event occurred there that was destined to play an
important role in their lives and the lives of their yet-unborn children. On February 13, 1836, a
Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac train, “the first railway train ever out of Richmond,”
rolled northwest out of the city. The train was a seven-car affair pulled by a six-thousand-dollar
steam locomotive built in Liverpool. A huge crowd gathered along the track for almost a mile to
watch as the train left the city. One hundred and fifty passengers were on board for a rough
twenty-mile-long ride over the tracks to a celebratory barbeque. The trip took an hour and thirty-
one-and-a-half minutes going out and an hour and twelve-and-a-half minutes returning. As one
of the passengers presciently declared, “We … have seen the light of the age burst upon
us.”10Despite the introduction of the train, however, Richmond money was still being invested in
the James River and Kanawha Canal. Its first section had been built in the late eighteenth
century, and it would remain a primary mode of transportation for goods and passengers until
after the Civil War despite vast growth in railroads during that period. Competition between the
canal and the railroads for investment from both private sources and the Board of Public Works
was keen and would remain so for the next forty years.By September 1836, two more railroad
companies—the Richmond and Petersburg and the Richmond and Louisa—had been
established. Preliminary work had also begun on a railway running from Richmond to Farmville
and Lynchburg. A later recorder of the city’s history commented that a “fever for building
railroads had seized the city.”11 John Dooley caught that fever and eventually owned shares in
at least five railroads: four that served Richmond, including the Richmond and Petersburg, and
one that served the Roanoke Valley.12On Monday, September 19, John Dooley’s first
advertisement appeared— under the heading “Domestic Manufacture”—in the Richmond
Courier and Daily Compiler. It told what little is known about the twenty-six-year-old
entrepreneur’s background and training, and also about the business opportunity that brought
him to Richmond. It revealed that Dooley had considerable experience in the hat-making
business and enough capital to employ other men to make the hats sold under his name. At that
time, despite the presence of small manufacturing operations in cities such as Richmond, the
South, a predominantly agricultural region, depended heavily on northern and European



manufactured goods. In recent years, business had become complicated by sectional politics
and mired in issues connected with tariffs on imported goods and the extra expense required to
ship such goods southward from northern ports. Some southerners reacted by developing
manufacturing operations below the Mason-Dixon Line, in an effort to make the South
independent of the North. John Dooley arrived in Virginia at just the right moment to take
advantage of these conditions, and he was astute enough to alert his potential customers to the
political implications:John Dooley, respectfully informs the citizens of Richmond and the public
generally, that he has commenced the manufacture of fur and silk Hats, on Main Street, opposite
the Market House, where he will constantly keep an extensive assortment of all shapes and
qualities. As he has by a long course of practical experience, acquired a perfect knowledge of
the trade, and being determined to employ none but men whose capacity to perform good work
is unquestionable, he can with confidence recommend any work manufactured by him—His
prices will invariably be low, which the public can easily ascertain by a trial. He respectfully
solicits a share of patronage, which by the most assiduous attention to business and the most
active exertions to please, he hopes to merit.He would beg leave to say that gentlemen who are
disposed to encourage domestic industry, will have ample opportunity of doing so with
considerable interest, for while the quality of his article will be of the best, the prices (he being
the original manufacturer) will of course be lower than they generally are on imported goods. He
has also on hand and will be supplied for the fall and winter with an elegant assortment of fur
and seal caps, made by the most celebrated manufacturer in the union, which he will sell at a
very small advance on cost.13The optimism evinced by his ad, which ran almost daily for the
next three months, would be tested in 1837, when yet another financial panic caused a
nationwide economic depression. Overextension in financing canals and railroads was said to lie
at the bottom of the difficulty.14 In the spring, Richmond banks suspended specie payment, and
the governor called for an extra session of the legislature. Work continued on railroads, however,
even though hard times extended well into the following year and the banks didn’t resume
specie payment until August 1838. Despite the panic, John Dooley’s business began to grow.He
and Sarah had been in Richmond for only a little over a year when their first child, a son they
named George, was born on October 2, 1837. He was baptized at St. Peter’s Catholic Church on
Grace Street, a block west of Capitol Square, on All Saints’ Day, November 1.15 The boy
flourished, but his forty-nine-year-old grandmother, Mary Margaret Dooley, did not. She suffered
what seems to have been a stroke and died in mid-August 1838.16 John bought a plot in
Shockoe Cemetery northwest of the city, where he and Sarah buried his mother just ten days
before their first daughter, Mary Helen, was born.On November 15, Dooley took the first step
required for an immigrant seeking to become a citizen of the United States. He appeared in
Richmond’s Hustings Court to make his “Alien Report.” The Minute Book of the court records
that he paid the fee and took an oath renouncing “forever all allegiance to any foreign prince,
potentate or sovereignty whatever and particularly to Victoria Alexandrina queen of Great Britain
and Ireland.”17Two years later the 1840 census of the United States reported that, after only four



years in Richmond, John Dooley owned four slaves.18 Two were women who helped Sarah take
care of the children and the house. The two men, one a teenager, the other over thirty, did the
heavy work of the household.That same year John and Sarah had their first exposure to the
American way of politicking. In the 1840 presidential campaign two Virginians, William Henry
Harrison and John Tyler, headed the Whig ticket. The local Whigs built a block-long log cabin in
Shockoe Bottom not far from Dooley’s business and called it a “Tippecanoe Club.” They stocked
it well and plied passersby with hard cider during the campaign.19The Dooleys’ rented house,
only two blocks from the Capitol, was an ideal observation post for anyone interested in the
campaign, and later events suggest that Sarah was, even though her husband had not yet
become an American citizen. During the campaign, women were, for the first time, invited to
attend political rallies.20 Since many of those rallies were held in Capitol Square, only a few
steps from her home, they provided Sarah with the opportunity to participate in American
political life.When the Whig Party held its state convention in Richmond in October 1840,
between six thousand and eight thousand delegates attended. Among the speakers they heard
in Capitol Square was Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, who, after giving speeches to huge
crowds, agreed to deliver a “special address” on women and politics.21 About 1,200 women
turned out for the event.Politics was not the only source of excitement in 1840. On November 25,
almost exactly two months before the Dooleys’ third child and second son, James Henry, was
born, the president and directors of the James River and Kanawha Canal Company took what
then seemed to be a giant step in the history of transportation in Virginia. They boarded a
Richmond packet boat bound for Lynchburg for the first-ever trip on the canal between the two
cities. Travel time for the 147-mile trip was estimated to be thirty hours.22 As a later historian of
the canal would point out, 340 more miles would have to be built before the canal could reach
the rivers in Ohio and begin to carry valuable cargo from the fields of the West.23The year 1841
brought important changes in the Dooleys’ lives. Their second son, James Henry, whom they
would call Jim, was born on January 17. Shortly thereafter, John Dooley and a group of other
men founded a new educational establishment, which they called the Richmond Mechanics
Association. The association was officially incorporated on March 26, 1842, for the purpose of
“forming a library, securing public lectures, and establishing a school for apprentices and
others.”24 The fundamental objective was to provide educational opportunities to workingmen
wishing to improve their skills. Twelve years later it would change its name to the Virginia
Mechanics’ Institute. It continued its work into the mid-twentieth century.In October, members of
the First Baptist Church next door to the Dooley house decamped for a new Greek Revival
building on Twelfth Street. The old building was turned over to the black members of the
congregation and was renamed the First African Baptist Church. As the largest hall in the city,
the building remained the scene of some of the major political gatherings of the period, as well
as the destination for many a torchlight parade during presidential election years.On July 11,
1842, John and Sarah welcomed their third son. Named for his father, he was called “Jackie.”
Their frail second daughter, Alice Irina, was born in February 1844 but died only two months



later.That year Dooley’s commitment to encouraging the intellectual life of the city led him to join
approximately eighty other men in becoming a member and stockholder in the Richmond
Library Company. In March he paid a three-dollar “assessment” levied on members and then, in
May 1845, ten dollars for one share in the company.25 He remained a member and stockholder
until 1861, when the company transferred the library to the Virginia Historical and Philosophical
Society, which by then was familiarly called by its later official name, the Virginia Historical
Society.Despite his many investments in Richmond, it was not until 1844, ten years after his
arrival in the United States, that Dooley bought his first piece of Virginia real estate. Both his
growing family and the construction work going on at the corner of their quiet block may have
prompted him to buy the property. The medical branch of Hampden-Sydney College, which
since 1838 had been using the old Union Hotel at Nineteenth and Main Streets for its classes,
was building a spacious new Egyptian-style facility across from their house on what was soon to
be called College Street. The chemistry lecture hall, finished in June 1845, had a 750-student
capacity.26 During the years the Dooleys lived on that street, Sunday services, evening lectures,
and torchlight parades at the First African Baptist Church were occasional disturbances, but the
Medical College would be busy and noisy all day, every day. Accordingly, when eight lots a block
or two west across Broad Street were put up at auction in May 1844, Dooley bought one of them.
The parcel was the second lot from the corner of Broad and Tenth Streets and ran the full length
of the block between Broad Street and Capitol Square.27Dooley’s second big step that year
occurred in November. Almost exactly six years to the day after he made his “Alien Report,” he
became an American citizen. He and his sponsors, I. Carrington and R. Hill Jr., appeared in
Henrico County Quarterly Court before its four “Gentleman Justices.”28 Carrington and Hill each
swore an oath that Dooley had lived in the United States for more than five years, more than one
of them within the State of Virginia, and that “during that time … had behaved as a man of good
moral character, attached to the principles of the constitution of the United States & well
disposed to the good order of happiness of the same.” After Dooley swore that he would
“support the Constitution of the United States” and renounce all other allegiances, he was
“admitted a citizen of these said United States.”In the presidential campaign of 1844,
Richmond’s favorite, Henry Clay, ran on the Whig ticket against the Democrat James K. Polk of
Tennessee. Despite Clay’s strong showing in the city, Polk carried the rest of the state and the
nation.29 In the Dooley household, however, Henry Clay remained an important figure, and John
Dooley purchased the two-volume Collection of the Speeches of the Hon. Henry Clay when it
was published in 1857. The books are now on the shelves of the library in Maymont mansion.
But even before that not only John but Sarah, too, had a keen interest in Henry Clay.Much of the
credit for Sarah’s interest lay with Lucy Barbour, widow of the late governor James Barbour, who
in a letter published on November 14, 1844, in the Richmond Whig proposed that the “Whig
women of Virginia” give some “token of respect” to Clay. The token Mrs. Barbour had in mind was
a statue of her hero. When she and a group of Richmond women met at the First Presbyterian
Church on December 9, they founded an organization they called the Virginia Association of



Ladies for Erecting a Statue of Henry Clay, which later they simply referred to as the Clay
Club.30 They elected Mrs. Barbour their president and decided that a membership fee “costing
no more than one dollar each” would be used to raise the money needed for the statue. They
also decided to establish branches of their association, “with women as officers and collectors,”
throughout the state to raise additional funds. Sarah Dooley contributed her dollar and joined
Mrs. Barbour’s Whig women.31 It was her first known participation in Virginia political life; it
would not be her last. By this time women, perhaps including Sarah, were going in large
numbers to Clay Club rallies and public political meetings.32 By November 1845 they had raised
enough money to commission the sculptor Joel Tanner Hart to design and execute the Henry
Clay statue.While Sarah was taking her first steps into political affairs, John Dooley had located
a piece of land double the size of the one he had bought earlier. The new parcel was large
enough to allow him to build not only a bigger house for his growing family but also a second one
to sell. He sold the first lot and bought the larger one.33 He built two houses on it and in 1847
sold the one on the corner to Sarah Bohannon, wife of Dr. Richard L. Bohannon, the obstetrics
professor at the Medical College.34By 1845 Dooley had built a solid reputation in the Richmond
business community. His credit rating was excellent. The handwritten account in the notebook of
the Richmond representative for the national credit-rating company R. G. Dun & Co. even
reflected Dooley’s recent real estate transactions.35 The reporter wrote on January 15 that
Dooley had “been here 8 or 10 years & made his money in the business. Owns 1 or 2 houses
Character. Good. industrious. & safe.” The following July the Dun reporter jotted in his notebook
that Dooley was “age 35 been in business 10 years business clear. Capital & habits very good.”
Happily, his new house across Broad Street had room to spare even after Sarah gave birth that
fall to another baby girl, this one strong and healthy. They named her Alice Elizabeth.When the
Mexican War broke out in July 1845, the United States awoke to the need for trained reserves
who could be called up in times of military crisis.36 The formation of several new volunteer
companies in Richmond during the war had some impact on local businesses, including John
Dooley’s. Before the Mexican conflict, his contracts with militia companies involved supplying
only enough hats for monthly drills and occasional ceremonial service.37 In the decade to come,
however, manufacturing military hats and caps would become big business for him, with orders
coming in from other states as well as Virginia. Years later, during the Civil War, the excellent
quality of Dooley’s hats and the large capacity of his manufacturing works would lead to even
bigger military contracts. The Mexican War ended in 1848, but Richmonders continued to form
new militia companies, and within a year John Dooley had joined one of them.38Meanwhile on
the domestic scene, railroads, the newest and most technologically advanced form of
transportation, roared ahead. Rail travel was a primary focus of attention in the Virginia
legislature when it chartered new businesses in 1847, among them four railroad companies.
One of these was the Richmond and Danville Railroad, for which the stock subscription books
opened March 23. John Dooley subscribed for three shares and held on to them through the
mid-1850s, gradually acquiring more. By 1856 he had twenty shares.39Dooley’s business



continued to grow as the economy improved. In his report for December 1846, the R. G. Dun &
Co. representative made note that Dooley’s business was worth at least ten thousand dollars,
“doing well & making money.”40CHAPTER 2 | Richmond Responds to the Great Famine and
Politics in IrelandThe wintery blasts of January 1847 seemed less chilling the night the Irish
novelist, poet, and songwriter Samuel Lover performed in the concert room of Richmond’s
Exchange Hotel. Lover’s comic novel Handy Andy had been a best seller in the United States
ever since it first appeared in 1842. Its hero, Andy Rooney, had kept the country laughing at his
antics by doing everything wrong. That night in Richmond Mr. Lover presented his “favorite Irish
Evening.” He illustrated “the National Characteristics Mirth and Melody of his Country … with …
[an] original comic story of ‘The Cow that ate the Piper.’”1The lighthearted picture Lover painted
contrasted sharply with the actual situation in Ireland, where famine had followed the potato
blight that had invaded the country in 1845. The harvest had failed the previous fall, and the
American papers were filled with dark news of widespread suffering. Immigrants like John and
Sarah Dooley were not the only readers who were distressed by news of the famine. As reports
spread throughout the country, Americans responded with generous donations for Irish relief. In
Richmond the mayor, Gen. William Lambert, called a meeting of those willing to help raise
money to aid the starving in Ireland and appointed leading citizens to spearhead the fund
raising. Under the headline “The Poor Irish,” the March 3, 1847, issue of the Enquirer reported
that the meeting had “raised near 3,000 dollars to send provisions to the starving Irish.”A notice
published by the mayor’s committee on March 10 dramatically addressed the enormity of the
problem: “Famine … is wasting the nations of Europe. France, Belgium, Scotland, and especially
Ireland, are suffering the ravages of want. In Ireland the calamity seems to be greatest, the
means of relief the most remote and uncertain. The entire failure of the potato crop, and the want
of other supplies, have brought millions of her people to the verge of starvation.”2 The notice
also announced the establishment of “central committees” in counties across the
Commonwealth to receive and forward donations to Richmond, and it promised to publish
regular reports on the donations.John Dooley, who had sisters and brothers-in-law with young
families back in Ireland, must have taken very little comfort from the news in the March 25 Whig
that there were fewer deaths “by actual starvation in Dublin, Cork, Limerick, and the other large
towns.”At the end of March a proposal was made in Congress that the federal government
finance ships to carry stores of food across the Atlantic.3 After hearing news of the proposed
legislation, the Richmond committee chartered its own ship, the “fine Barque Bachelor,” to sail
directly from Richmond to Dublin.4 Loaded with provisions, the Bachelor sailed for Dublin on
May 10 under the command of a Captain Horton. Although there is no record of Dooley
contributions, his later generosity to Irish causes suggests he may well have helped provision
the ship. Once it arrived in Ireland, the Quakers, who had organized soup kitchens throughout
Ireland, distributed the cargo.5The following year John Dooley’s well-known interest in education
led to another call on his generosity, this time from the nuns of the Sisters of Charity, who had
decided to add a school to the “orphan asylum” for girls that they been running since 1834.



Although the nuns had operated the asylum without an official charter, a board of trustees and a
charter were required before they could add the school. Dooley was named one of the five
original trustees in the charter for “St. Joseph’s Female Academy and Orphan Asylum,” granted
by the Virginia General Assembly on March 27, 1848.6The combined complex was a substantial
one. The trustees held full financial responsibility for St. Joseph’s, which the charter specified as
“the power to take and hold property … to the amount of thirty thousand dollars”—about three-
quarters of a million dollars in present-day funds.7 John Dooley’s selection as one of the five
trustees is evidence of his standing in his church as well as in the city of Richmond. It was also
the first indication of his commitment to the education of young women.In early summer 1848,
Sarah gave birth to another daughter. The Dooleys named her Florence Catherine. She and her
sisters would eventually study at St. Joseph’s Female Academy.In July 1848 construction began
on the Richmond and Danville Railroad, of which John Dooley owned three shares.8 When the
R. G. Dun & Co. representative wrote John Dooley’s credit report the following September, he
not only noted that Dooley “Stands well and doing a fine business” but added that Dooley had
five thousand dollars invested in railroads and estimated that he was worth between twelve
thousand and fifteen thousand dollars in all.9Meanwhile, Irish politics figured increasingly in the
international news in papers throughout the United States. The movement to repeal the Act of
Union binding Ireland to control by the English Parliament was led by a popular barrister, Daniel
O’Connell. The repeal initiative had been in the news for years, but more recently the papers
mentioned a group of younger activists who advocated the violent overthrow of British rule.
Calling themselves the Young Ireland movement, they were led by men like the newspaper
editor John Mitchel, and his compatriots Thomas Francis Meagher and Smith O’Brien. In the
summer of 1848, violent clashes in Limerick, John Dooley’s birthplace, between government
forces and members of the Young Ireland movement figured prominently in the news.In
response to the reports of political strife in Ireland, groups sprang up throughout the United
States whose primary purpose was to raise money to send to the militant nationalists.10 In
August a pro-Irish faction in Richmond called on the “Friends of Ireland” to express their
“sympathy” for Ireland by raising money to aid the Irish rebels. John Dooley was prominent in this
new group and was elected its treasurer.11The network of sympathy groups also served another
purpose closer to home. They provided the basic units for Irish American militia groups.12 The
militia movement initiated by the call for volunteers to serve in the Mexican War received added
impetus from the American response to Irish radicalism. Within a year such a group was
organized in Richmond.13 It was called the Montgomery Guard in honor of an Irish aristocrat,
Gen. Richard Montgomery, who served in the Colonial army during the American Revolution.
From its beginning, John Dooley served as a Montgomery Guard officer.That spring the tempo
of political life in Richmond quickened. It was an election year, and political party conventions
were being organized. On Tuesday evening, March 20, Dooley attended a large and “most
enthusiastic” meeting of Whig Party members across Broad Street at the First African Baptist
Church.14 Two thousand people filled the seats that night to choose delegates to the Whig



convention, which would nominate a candidate to run for their district’s seat in the U.S.
Congress. When two hundred delegates to the convention were chosen at the meeting, Dooley
was among them.By the end of the 1850s John Dooley was both prominent and financially
comfortable. His personal property tax records for the early 1850s reveal that by 1852 he had
acquired two gold watches, two clocks, a piano, thirty-five pieces of gold or silver “plate,” six
hundred dollars’ worth of household and kitchen furniture, three slaves, two “horses or mules”
valued at $125, and a “pleasure” carriage worth $150.15 In 1859 five slaves appear on the list.
The piano and harp added by 1855 indicate that the Dooley children were growing up in a
household that was not only prosperous but also cultured.16Dooley’s 1849 decision to send his
eight-year-old son Jim to Dr. Socrates Maupin’s Classical and Mathematical Academy for Boys
supports that suggestion. Maupin was an erudite medical doctor with extraordinary credentials.
In addition to his medical degree, he had a master’s degree in classical languages and literature.
He was one of the founders of the Medical College of Virginia and had served as the faculty
president. There were many good schools for boys in Richmond in the 1840s and 1850s, but Dr.
Maupin’s was considered the very best.17 One of Jim’s classmates at Dr. Maupin’s was Edward
Valentine, who became a friend and later a renowned sculptor.Educational opportunities for the
Dooley children were not limited to the hours they spent in school. The location of their house
diagonally across Broad Street from the First African Baptist Church and just two blocks east of
Capitol Square made it easy for the family to keep abreast of current politics and take part in
ceremonial events. The children and their parents had to walk only a few steps to hear great
orators like Daniel Webster and Henry Clay or to see in person the governors of Virginia and the
presidents of the United States, who made a point of speaking on the south portico of the
Capitol Building even if their visits in Richmond were only a few hours long.18 An education in
American political activism and the duties of citizenship thus was readily available to every
member of the family. Not surprisingly, the family library contained many biographies and books
of speeches by the best-known political figures of Ireland, Great Britain, and the United
States.19 The location of their house also guaranteed that no one in the family could possibly
miss the firing of minute guns and cannons, the fireworks, or the parades.Ceremonies in honor
of national heroes, martial music, and fireworks did not, however, distract John Dooley from the
demands of his manufacturing business or from opportunities to invest his capital. On February
1, 1850, he bought another residential property in the neighborhood, this time strictly for
investment purposes. Dooley’s purchase, which cost him $4,500, was a brick house on the north
side of three-block-long Ross Street. At a time when mortgages were paid off quickly, Dooley put
$1,138 down and promised to pay the remainder plus interest in three installments due in six,
twelve, and eighteen months.20 His new property lay next door to an imposing four-story house
on the corner of Ross and Governor Streets owned by another Irish immigrant, Dr. John Cullen,
a distinguished member of the Medical College of Virginia faculty with a large and profitable
private practice.21During the next decade Richmond’s population rose to almost thirty-eight
thousand, and its industrial base grew significantly as well, in large part because of the



railroad.22 When the Louisa Railroad prospered sufficiently to extend its tracks, it changed its
name to the Virginia Central Railroad, and Dooley bought a share of stock in the new
company.23 His hat manufacturing business was thriving as well. At the end of 1849, R. G. Dun
& Co. estimated Dooley’s worth at fifteen thousand dollars or more; by January 1853, it had risen
to thirty thousand dollars.24Taken together, the Dun & Co. credit reports offer an impressive
thumbnail portrait of Dooley’s character. He was “very honest and worthy,” and he had made a
“snug little fortune even tho’ he is easy & indulging.” The reporter even commented on Dooley’s
short stature, noting that he stood “high in every respect (except in size).” In June 1857 the Dun
reporter noted approvingly that Dooley “does the largest wholesale and retail business in his
line,” that he was very “attentive,” “prudent,” and “of strict integrity.” When a financial panic hit the
nation in 1857 and many businesses tottered and fell, Dooley continued to win praise as “a very
clever man of good business capacity … pays very promptly and has throughout the pressure in
some cases anticipated payment before maturity. He enjoys deservedly good Credit. And is
perfectly safe for his contracts, no danger with him.”25In July 1850, Richmonders witnessed a
benchmark event in southern industrial history. Until then, locomotives for Virginia railroads had
been purchased abroad in Liverpool, England. In 1850, for the first time, a railroad locomotive
was built locally.26 Talbot & Bros. foundry, a manufacturer of steam engines for canal boats,
produced a steam engine named the Roanoke for the Richmond and Danville Railroad for
$7,500. As a Danville stockholder and a supporter of the “home” manufacture movement from
the date of his first newspaper ad in 1836, Dooley must have been delighted that the company
had given the commission for its first locomotive to a local firm. The trip of the Roanoke from the
foundry to the canal basin was a noisy and exciting event for the whole city.Another indication of
the rapid growth of the railroads and subsidiary industries in Richmond is that by 1853 a Talbot &
Bros. competitor, the Tredegar Iron Works, had contracts for twenty locomotives for a variety of
railroad companies.27 The new mode of transportation was still, however, considered a risky
investment. When a bill to incorporate the Richmond and York River Railroad passed the Virginia
legislature in January 1853, it included a provision that the state would invest in the company
only after five hundred thousand dollars’ worth of stock had been sold to other investors.28 John
Dooley paid five hundred dollars to acquire his five shares.29 When in March the General
Assembly transformed the Richmond and Petersburg Railroad from a wholly owned entity of the
Board of Public Works into a stock company, Dooley bought twenty shares of it as well.30The
expansion of the railroads and the burgeoning prosperity of the city could not, however, obscure
rising political tensions between the North and the South over whether to allow slavery in newly
admitted states. Talk of secession escalated as debates grew more heated in Congress and
across the country. Even after a compromise proposed by Henry Clay and guided through
Congress by Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas was passed in September 1850, some
Virginians were still so angry that they formed a statewide organization called the Southern
Rights Association of Virginia. Richmonders formed their own branch—the Southern Rights
Association of Richmond—and drew up a list of “Articles of Association for the Defence of



Southern Rights,” which was duly published in the Enquirer. According to the article, the list was
“intended as a guide for such of our citizens as may be disposed to unite in forming associations
for common defence against the aggressive spirit of the North.” The very first provision on the list
asserted, “We will not hereafter, knowingly … buy any commodity produced in or imported from
any non-slaveholding State of this confederacy; provided as good, or sufficient substitutes,
produced elsewhere, can be bought in our neighboring towns.”31Although John Dooley
continued to travel to the North frequently on business, he joined the association. In the years to
come, his advertisements often reminded customers that although he did business throughout
the United States, his allegiance lay with the South. By 1856 Dooley’s advertisement in Ellyson’s
Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser not only indicated that the company had grown
considerably during the interval since 1852 but also reflected his political sentiments. Its new
name, the Great Southern Hat and Cap Manufactory Depot, appeared in the advertisement
above Dooley’s name.A few months after the formation of the Richmond branch of the Southern
Rights Association, a meeting of merchants from across Virginia demonstrated the degree to
which politics and business prospects had become intertwined. The subject was “direct trade.” It
stemmed from their impatience with problems relating to the import and export of goods through
northern ports and had been festering even before the enmity between the North and the South
over the slavery issue had grown venomous. Railroad expansion had made it possible to bypass
northern ports and ship goods directly to foreign markets through southern ports. The
convergence of the developments in railroad service with the rise of political tension made direct
trade seem not only feasible but highly desirable. At stake for the merchants was nothing less
than “the commercial independence of the South.”32The demands of business did not prevent
John Dooley from taking an active role as an officer in the Montgomery Guard. The company
grew slowly at first and did not have sufficient numbers to participate in militia events until 1851,
when it adopted an emerald-green uniform and readied itself for service. That May, the
Montgomery Guard joined the other militia groups of the city in becoming a part of the First
Regiment of Virginia Volunteers.In December 1852, Senior 1st Lieutenant John Dooley agreed
to the pleasant duty of serving as one of forty “managers” of the Montgomery Guard’s first Civic
and Military Ball.33 Among the others were Virginia’s first popularly elected governor, Joseph
Johnson; the mayor of Richmond, Gen. William Lambert; and the captains and lieutenants of the
other militia companies in the city. The “committee on arrangements” promised “good music and
plenty of it,” as well as supper and other refreshments provided by an “experienced caterer [of]
known skill.” Tickets for men were $2.50; there was no charge for ladies. The Dispatch carried a
full account of the event right down to the decorations, declaring the ball “a star in the horizon of
our social enjoyment.”34 Subsequently, the Montgomery Guard ball became an annual event in
Richmond, with John Dooley always serving among the managers.Some months later, the
Montgomery Guard discharged another kind of duty when the First Virginia acted as host for the
one-day visit of a Baltimore regiment called the Law Greys. It was one of many such visits of
militia from one state to another. John Dooley marched at the front of his company at one o’clock



on a mild spring day when the First Virginia paraded down Broad Street. The Greys responded
with a light infantry drill of military maneuvers to the “tap of the drum”—a performance greatly
admired by the members of the First. After the review both regiments marched to the Military
Hall, where they heard speeches and were served “a sumptuous collation.”35A speech
delivered by a captain of the Greys reflected the growing sectional tensions. The officer declared
that he “hoped that this Union might never be dissolved, and [said] that as Marylanders they
were with the South, if it must come to that—and that if a fanaticism of the North rendered it
necessary, Maryland would go heart to heart and shoulder to shoulder with Virginia and with the
entire South.”That same evening, Richmond had its first peek at an Irish political refugee.
Several exiles were traveling in the United States after escaping from the British penal colony in
Van Diemen’s Land (present-day Tasmania), to which they had been sent after being convicted
of treason for their roles in the Young Ireland movement. In part because they claimed to have
modeled their movement after the American Revolution, Thomas Francis Meagher and John
Mitchel were received as heroes when they arrived in the United States, and their sagas were
widely reported in the American press.36 Meagher, the first to visit Richmond, arrived to give a
lecture at the First African Baptist Church just as the mild weather turned cold and snowy. The
fifty-cent tickets to Meagher’s lecture had been available the previous week at the American
Hotel, where he was staying, and also at several stores in the city, including John Dooley’s.37
When Meagher entered the hall on the appointed night, the audience, including “several”
women, rose to its feet and clapped enthusiastically. Alluding to Patrick Henry’s famed “Give me
liberty, or give me death” speech, Meagher proclaimed that “these words, when I was but 12
years old, struck the chords of my heart and caused them to vibrate, and the vibration has not
yet ceased.”38 An admiring account of the event in the Dispatch described Meagher as a young
man with “handsome features, black hair, and … fine muscular development—The
countenance, frank and fearless.… His delivery is clear, deliberate and strikingly effective.”
Unmentioned was the fact that the revolutionary hero had a habit of borrowing money he never
repaid, from John Dooley among others.39Home life became difficult for the Dooley family that
spring as John’s younger sister, twenty-seven-year-old Ann, who had lived with them since their
arrival in Richmond, began to show signs of mental illness. By June 1853, John had taken her to
Baltimore for what was to have been a yearlong rest cure at Mount Hope, a retreat center for the
mentally ill operated by the Sisters of Charity. Ann remained there for the rest of her life, first at
her brother’s expense and eventually at her nephew Jim’s. She died on February 2, 1894, at the
age of sixty-nine, after thirty-seven years in the institution.40Dooley faced a different sort of
problem in midsummer, when Dr. Socrates Maupin closed his Classical and Mathematical
Academy to accept an invitation from the University of Virginia to head its chemistry department.
By that time Jim had been studying at Dr. Maupin’s for four years. Fortunately, an Irish
schoolmaster named Richard Tighe arrived in Richmond to fill the vacuum left by Dr. Maupin’s
departure. Tighe’s advertisement, three times longer than any of the others in the Enquirer’s
“Schools and Colleges” column, announced the opening of the “College Grammar School,



Richmond; Richard H. L. Tighe, A.M., Principal” and revealed that Mr. Tighe was a graduate of
Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland.41 The advertisement proclaimed Tighe’s intention of educating
boys for “professional and commercial life.” Importantly for the young Dooleys, it also declared
that “the course of instruction will furnish a complete preparation for any class in College.” At the
bottom of the ad was an impressive list of references for Tighe from such personages as the
bishop of New York and other clergymen in New York City, Brooklyn, and Philadelphia. The
advertisement also included a short letter of recommendation from the rector of St. John’s
Church on Richmond’s Church Hill. This letter alone hinted that Mr. Tighe himself was a
clergyman and, interestingly for the education of the Catholic Dooley boys, an Episcopalian, not
a Catholic, priest.When Richard Tighe’s school, located “in a pleasant part of Franklin street,
between 6th and 7th streets,” opened, the faculty included a Mr. Murfee, “a distinguished
graduate of the Virginia Military Institute” who taught mathematics; and a Mr. Michard, who
taught modern languages, in addition, of course, to Tighe himself, who taught classics and
English and made “Reading, Writing and Spelling the objects of his special attention.”42 Jim’s
record at Georgetown College, which he entered three years after he began his studies with Mr.
Tighe, suggests that he was not only bright but also well prepared. He became the first student
in the history of the college to be first in his class each of his four undergraduate
years.CHAPTER 3 | Family MattersIn late January 1854, John Dooley’s sister Mary Byrne, her
husband, Michael, and their three small children left Ireland for New York. They boarded the
United States mail steamer Pacific in Liverpool and traveled first class (thanks to the generosity
of Mary’s brother, who paid their way). The advertisements for the Pacific declared it “unequaled
for elegance and comfort” and boasted that “an experienced surgeon is attached to each ship.”1
Unfortunately, the surgeon couldn’t save the life of Mary Byrne, who died on board of
complications following a miscarriage.2 Dooley went to New York to accompany Mary’s body,
Michael, and the children on the steamer Jamestown for a record-breaking thirty-hour trip from
New York to Richmond. They left New York at 4:00 p.m. Saturday, February 11, and arrived in
Richmond early Monday morning, February 13, after a stop in Norfolk.3 The funeral was at three
thirty that afternoon at St. Peter’s. John buried his sister in the Dooley family plot next to his
mother, who had been interred there in 1838.Dooley then faced the task of helping his bereaved
brother-in-law and his young children settle into life in their new country. The substantial real
estate investments he had begun to make in Chicago—then a raw town on the edge of the
western frontier—provided a solution. He had an account with a Chicago bank and a lawyer in
Chicago to handle his legal work, but his property was of sufficient size and complexity to
require on-site management that he could not personally provide. Although Byrne was a farmer,
he was not a laborer but rather a farm manager of some sophistication, and Dooley decided that
he was just the man to manage his growing real estate holdings in Chicago.4The rest of 1854
was brighter for the family. In late May, John agreed to serve on a committee appointed by Mayor
Joseph Mayo to invite another Irish political exile, John Mitchel, to speak in Richmond. Dooley
and Mitchel were destined to become close friends, and the Dooley and Mitchel family histories



intertwined for many years to come. Mitchel had escaped from Van Diemen’s Land not long after
Thomas Meagher and had been in the United States for just seven months before he was invited
to Richmond. Like Meagher, he had received a hero’s welcome in San Francisco and New York,
and his opposition to the abolition movement and to the Know-Nothing Party quickly brought him
nationwide renown.5 Since Mitchel had already decided to take a southern speaking tour, he
readily accepted the invitation to speak in Richmond.When he arrived, the reception committee
tucked him into the carriage of the lawyer James Lyons for the ride to the hotel. The Montgomery
Guard in full green and white summer uniform, the “lively airs of the Armory Band,” and the
“deafening cheers of thousands of persons” accompanied him.6There was a banquet in
Mitchel’s honor the next night that many complained cost too much, but the governor, the mayor,
and some 150 others, including John Dooley, managed to find the money. The dining room of
the Exchange Hotel was decorated with the flag of Richmond’s oldest militia company, the Light
Infantry Blues, as well as that of the Montgomery Guard. After dinner, the host for the evening,
John M. Patton, a lawyer and former three-term U.S. congressman who had been acting
governor of Virginia in 1841, introduced Mitchel. In the course of his remarks, Patton referred to
“the large number of emigrants annually arriving in this country … and congratulated them …
that here they were … free to enjoy life and liberty after their own notions, with none to make
them afraid.” Patton welcomed Mitchel as “our distinguished guest” and added, “We … cheer
him in his exile.” Mitchel stood as the band played a tune then popular called “Exile of
Erin.”7Mitchel left Richmond the next day, no doubt with gratifying memories of its hospitality. His
acquaintance with John Dooley eventually grew into a close friendship, fostered in part by
Dooley’s business trips to New York. Mitchel edited a newspaper there called the Citizen that
became so successful it was distributed nationwide. John read it in Richmond, and Michael
Byrne, in Chicago, where it was readily available in men’s reading rooms.Mitchel, however, was
uncomfortable in New York and decided to move south permanently. He and his family
decamped for Knoxville, Tennessee, where in 1857 he began to publish a new paper called the
Southern Citizen. John Dooley not only read it but advertised in it.8 Thanks to the Virginia and
Tennessee Railroad, he had been able to expand his business territory well beyond the confines
of Virginia. The Southern Citizen was a perfect vehicle for advertising in this new
territory.Although John Mitchel had been warmly welcomed in Richmond, there were men in
Virginia and across the United States who did not share this hospitable view of new arrivals. In
the winter of 1854 a new and disturbing political movement had begun to take shape. Secretive
and nativist in its leanings, the Know-Nothing Party aimed to terrorize immigrants rather than
welcome them. Not surprisingly in light of the religion practiced by a large portion of the Irish and
German immigrants then pouring into the United States, it was virulently anti-Catholic. The
party’s presence in Virginia had been recognized in a March 1854 meeting of the Democrats of
Henrico County, which issued some resolutions expressing the platform they favored for the
coming statewide elections. Among them was a condemnation: “The principles of the new party
which has sprung up among us … do not commend themselves to our approval. Though a large



majority of us are protestants and native born citizens, yet we can not consent to make either the
accident of births, or the profession of any particular religious faith the sole tests of patriotism or
official capacity.”9 Although Know-Nothingism was challenged in Virginia by Governor Henry
Wise and others, the situation for new immigrants over the next several years was not as
comfortable as it had been for earlier arrivals.During the summer of 1854, Dooley once again
was one of a group of citizens involved in expanding the educational opportunities for
workingmen, this time by transforming and enlarging the Mechanics Association, soon to be
known as the Mechanics’ Institute. Dooley and the others who established the association
remained among the officers and managers of the institute.10 Under their auspices its
expanded curriculum provided instruction in chemistry, English, and architectural drawing; by
1858 more than 150 men were enrolled. The board of the institute also established a school of
design, a chemical laboratory, a library, public lectures, and an annual exhibit of students’ work.
Within two years, the institute had five hundred students.11 The oldest such school in the South,
it would provide low-cost evening school for generations of workingmen in Richmond well into
the mid-twentieth century.The summer of 1854 also saw a cholera epidemic break out in
Richmond, and from early July until late August death struck black and white, rich and poor
alike. Those who could, left the city, and business came almost to a standstill. The Dooley family
was spared, though there was considerable concern because Sarah was once again in a
“delicate condition.” Finally in September, a tiny but healthy baby girl named Sarah Evelyn—
called Saidie by the family—arrived safely six years after her nearest sibling.12In November
1854 the Virginia Democratic Party held its convention in Richmond, well aware that the Know-
Nothing Party had won elections in Massachusetts and Delaware and had helped defeat the
Democrats in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana. After “heated polling” the Democrats nominated
Henry A. Wise to run for governor. A former Whig, Wise was an articulate and experienced
politician with a cosmopolitan outlook. He had served six terms in the U.S. House of
Representatives, from 1832 to 1844, and three years as the U.S. minister to Brazil, from 1844 to
1847. He had already written a 1,200-word manifesto denouncing the Know-Nothings for their
attacks on immigrants and Catholics, and after his nomination he ran a vigorous campaign
against them in the early months of 1855.13 Wise’s campaign found a convert in another former
Whig, John Dooley, who joined the Democratic Party and later became a friend of
Wise’s.Although 1855 opened “with a gloomy outlook for business,” Dooley kept his employees
occupied making hats at a faster-than-usual rate. His March advertisement did not reflect any
doubts about the economy.14 On the contrary, it was rather chatty: “NEW AND FASHIONABLE
HATS, FOR SPRING 1855— JOHN DOOLEY 81 MAIN STREET, RICHMOND, VA.… Having
kept in constant employment during the past dull and hard winter, all his hands, (male and
female) he has accumulated a much larger stock than is usually on hand at this period of the
year.” This ad is the first-known evidence that Dooley employed women as well as men in his
manufacturing operation. During the Civil War, the serious shortage of manpower in all aspects
of manufacturing in Richmond would require him to employ a great many women.St. Patrick’s



Day 1855 was celebrated in Richmond with a dinner in Corinthian Hall. Approximately seventy
men were present, “the majority being Irish citizens,” for dinner, speeches, champagne toasts,
songs, and “wit of a high order.”15 There were at least seventeen toasts, among them one by
Thomas Jefferson’s grandson George W. Randolph. When the others called on him
“vociferously” to give a toast, he responded by giving a very graceful one: “The Commonwealth
of Virginia and her Adopted Sons. Whom the law hath joined together let no man put
asunder.”Although the men at the St. Patrick’s Day dinner represented the anti–Know-Nothing
feeling current in Virginia, there was at least one episode on St. Patrick’s Day that suggested
nativism was not completely absent from the capital. A brief item in the Dispatch under the
heading “Paddies” gave an account of some “mischievous boys” who had placed small, probably
straw, figures wearing necklaces strung with potatoes in front of the houses belonging to some
Irish immigrants. The newspaper reported that “such jokes have become too stale even to create
a laugh, unless some son of the Emerald Isle gets into a pet on seeing the caricature, which did
not occur.… About 1 o’clock a number of boys passed up Governor street with a ‘Paddy’ astride
a stick, but no one appeared to be offended at their sport.”Later in March, at the invitation of the
Democratic Association, Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas came to speak. He was well
received by the large audience at the First African Baptist Church, who heard him denounce the
Know-Nothing Party for making “birthplace instead of merit, the standard for office.” He also
insisted that religion should not be a qualification either. He urged “those democrats who had
joined the [Know-Nothing] order, to withdraw from it and return to their first love.”16In the
summer of 1855, a yellow fever epidemic spread quickly and devastatingly in Virginia. The first
cases hit Norfolk and Portsmouth in July. By the time the death toll had mounted to nearly a
hundred victims per day, business had shut down. There were only a few cases in Richmond,
but enough to worry the city fathers. On August 9 the Richmond City Council adopted quarantine
regulations forbidding anyone from Norfolk or Portsmouth to enter the city.17 Richmonders held
a public meeting and raised almost ten thousand dollars to help the other two cities.At the height
of the epidemic, Dooley took his usual business trip up north. He also visited Chicago to check
on his real estate holdings and to purchase wholesale goods such as furs for his hat
manufacturing business. By then Michael Byrne was investing large sums for him in Chicago real
estate, contracting to have houses built on Dooley’s lots, overseeing those projects, and
suggesting future investments. Correspondence on business matters between the brothers-in-
law in the years that followed provided not only a record of Dooley’s financial commitments in
Chicago and a picture of the extended Dooley family’s life but also revealing glimpses of life in
Chicago and the nationwide Irish immigrant network at that time.18After returning to Richmond,
Dooley sent his power of attorney to Byrne to enable him to handle the paperwork required when
purchasing property on his behalf. In the accompanying letter, he authorized Byrne to invest no
more than twelve thousand dollars in real estate for him at that time. In his August 15 response
to Dooley’s letter, however, Byrne, who couldn’t resist a deal, admitted to exceeding Dooley’s
instructions and putting one-fourth down on a property for sale for $2,800 while still in the



preliminary negotiation for a large piece costing twelve thousand dollars. It was only the first of
many occasions when Byrne cavalierly disregarded Dooley’s instructions. Inside Byrne’s letter
was a letter from a member of the extended Dooley family in Ireland, Denis Heaton, the farmer
husband of Dooley’s sister Sally. The Heatons were preparing to emigrate to Illinois. By the fall
Dooley had bought farmland for them near the Illinois Canal southwest of Chicago and also sent
them money to pay for their trip across the Atlantic that winter.19 By spring he had paid to have a
house built for them and paid a portion of the subscription to their church.20Sometime during
1855, George Dooley, who turned eighteen that October, joined his father’s business. Apparently
uninterested in continuing his education, George became a salesman in his father’s firm, and his
name appeared the following year in the Richmond directory, right under his father’s entry:
“Dooley, George J. salesman with J. Dooley, 81 Main; res. Broad, be. 12th and 14th.”21His
fourteen-year-old brother Jim continued at Mr. Tighe’s school. Like his father, he loved to read
and treasured his books. A tattered copy of a book now on the shelves of Maymont mansion
suggests that he even treasured his schoolbooks. Its title page is torn. The insides of the front
and back covers and its flyleaves are covered with scribbling, some of it in Latin and some of it in
English. The second flyleaf declares in block letters, “Latin Exercise Dictionary 1855.” Below it in
small, plain, and neat handwriting is the name “James H. Dooley, Richmond, Virginia.”
Something written on the last flyleaf in the back of the book suggests the daydreams of its
owner: “When I have $5.178.360 I will stop making money J. D.”22 Daydreams about becoming
rich are not unusual in the young, but this dream is different. It is a dream of retiring from the
quest for wealth and suggests that as a teenager Jim was unusually thoughtful.By late autumn
yellow fever had almost disappeared from Virginia, but the two thousand deaths among adults in
Norfolk during the epidemic had left many children orphaned. Since facilities there were
insufficient to handle the number of orphans left behind, many were sent to Richmond to be
housed. John Dooley was keenly aware of the influx. As winter drew near, many of the poorest
boys who had no homes became street urchins, and their dire situation prompted John to serve
as president of a newly established branch of the Young Catholic Friend Society, one of several
such groups in Virginia.23 The purpose of the local organization was to provide the orphan boys
not only warm clothing and shoes but also education in a Sunday school especially designed to
serve their needs. The school eventually became a five-day institution called St. Peter’s
Cathedral School for Boys. The group could not have begun its work at a more critical moment
for the orphans, because the new year brought a terrible cold spell that caused great suffering
among the poor of the city.Sometime during the winter, both George Dooley and his mother fell
seriously ill.24 They were both still sick in late April when Dooley received a letter from Michael
Byrne, who was then in New York preparing to board ship for a voyage to Ireland. The ostensible
purpose of his trip was to bring to the United States the three oldest children he and his wife had
left in Irish boarding schools when they had immigrated. Byrne planned to spend three months in
Ireland, for which, as he explained in the letter, he expected John to provide at least $1,500.
When Byrne ran out of money while there, he wrote to ask for more. Each time Dooley provided



the requested funds, but the demands of the extended family on his pocketbook must have
seemed unending.25 He was still sending money to the Heatons in Illinois, who were settling
into the house and farm he had bought for them. Nonetheless he kept Byrne in his employ and
supported the other members of the family for years.By summer, Sarah Dooley was at last
strong enough to take George to one of the Virginia springs renowned for its curative powers. By
the end of the summer, Sarah seemed to have fully regained her strength. George, however,
remained very ill.Financially, at least, the Dooleys were thriving. John Dooley’s hat business
continued to prosper. Just how prosperous it had become was apparent in 1856, when Dooley’s
firm was one of only two hat manufacturing businesses in the United States featured in a
nationally distributed mercantile guide. Published in Philadelphia, the guidebook had an
extraordinarily long title that summarized its contents: Leading Pursuits and Leading Men. A
Treatise on the Principal Trades and Manufacturers of the United States. Showing the Progress,
State and Prospects of Business: and Illustrated by Sketches of Distinguished Mercantile and
Manufacturing Firms. Dooley was described as “the proprietor of one of the largest and most
elegant hat establishments in the Union.” His entry further observed that “twenty years ago he
arrived in Richmond with very little other means than a knowledge of his trade and a cheerful
disposition and buoyant spirits. Though an entire stranger in that community, he was not long
without friends; for the citizens of Richmond, who are proverbially hospitable, generously
encouraged him in his new enterprise.”26By late 1856, when the first rumblings of the financial
panic of 1857 could already be felt, some others in the hat manufacturing business in Richmond
and other cities turned to Dooley for help. Fortunately, his business was so successful that he
had money to invest, and lending funds to others in the industry, though not risk-free, was an
attractive option for him. He became a kind of banker for other hatters in Richmond and
elsewhere and lent a good deal of money to them.27One of those Dooley could not save was a
hat manufacturer named James Collins, a member of the Montgomery Guard, who had
borrowed two thousand dollars in 1854 to help him finance the introduction of a new hat-making
invention in Richmond. Collins’s business was a small one aimed at a niche market, primarily
customers whose heads were hard to fit. In early 1852 he had purchased a new kind of
confirmator, the device used to shape and size hats during the hat-making process. His
advertisements in the city directory boasted that he had “a beautiful French typographical
confirmateur” and declared that complaints about “ill-fitting hats” and “prejudices of some to
wearing silk hats in consequence of some malformation of the head” had “induced me to
procure … one … at much trouble and expense.” His ads also appealed to “The Medical Faculty
and lovers of the Sciences generally,” who were “respectfully invited to call and examine the
INSTRUMENT, which, from its peculiar construction … will … simplify facts hitherto intricate and
abstruse in the science of Phrenology.”Unfortunately, by 1856 Collins was over his head in debt
to creditors in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Norfolk, and Richmond. He was forced to
declare bankruptcy in August 1856 and had to turn over all the assets of his hat shop and all his
other property to a trustee. John Dooley was named “first class” creditor in the bankruptcy suit,



which meant that he would have been the first creditor to be repaid if there were any proceeds
from the bankruptcy auction, but he was a soft touch as usual and willing to be regarded as one
of the second-class creditors to the extent of his “open account of two thousand dollars or
thereabouts,” a huge sum in those days.28In September 1856 an Irish hatter in Philadelphia
named John O’Byrne, whose situation was similar to Collins’s, wrote to Dooley,
“Embarrassments come thick on me, my gross liabilities are between $10,000 & $11,000
against that I have about $14,000 good assets in Stock … due bills and notes.” O’Byrne’s debt to
Dooley accounted for one thousand dollars of the liabilities.29 By the following May, despite
Dooley’s help, O’Byrne was in even worse financial shape and unable to meet his obligations.30
It is a measure of the stability of Dooley’s firm that despite those bad loans his net worth
continued to increase.Bank stock was by now included in Dooley’s investment portfolio, and he
had been named to a seat on the board of the Commercial Savings Bank. (A couple of years
later, Dooley would also invest in the Bank of the Commonwealth. He had twenty-five shares for
which he had paid one hundred dollars each.)31 Among the other members of the Commercial
Savings board was a prosperous young shopkeeper named Lewis Ginter.32 Of Dutch
extraction, he had come to Richmond from New York City. Several decades later, he was to
figure prominently in the life of Richmond’s business community as president of one of the city’s
largest tobacco manufacturing enterprises. By then he had become a friend and associate of
Dooley’s son Jim.In the late summer of 1856, Dooley had decided to send both Jim and Jackie
away to school. Jim was ready to enter Georgetown College; Jackie, Georgetown’s preparatory
school. The burden of taking care of his invalid eldest son, George, may have been a factor in
his decision.CHAPTER 4 | Georgetown: Prelude to WarBecause the dates for the opening of
Georgetown College and its preparatory school were a week apart, John Dooley, who
accompanied the boys to their new schools, had to make not one but two lengthy trips from
Richmond to the District of Columbia that September. On the twenty-first, he took his Jim, age
fifteen, and a large trunk containing Jim’s belongings by train to Aquia Creek, where father, son,
and trunk boarded a ferry to cross the Potomac to Washington. Once there, they boarded yet
another train for a hilly little neighborhood on the western side of the District of Columbia, where
the spires of Georgetown College overlooked the Potomac. A hack deposited them and the
trunk at the gate of the imposing main building. There John enrolled Jim for a five-month term in
“First Humanities.”1 They had brought with them, as required by the college, a written
recommendation from Mr. Tighe.2 But even so Jim had to be examined by the prefect of studies
to determine the appropriate level of study. The full cost of the term was two hundred dollars,
much of which John had apparently paid in advance.3 That day he also paid seventy-five dollars
for board and $2.50 for medical aid.4Meanwhile Jim’s large trunk had been hauled to his room.
In it were the black frock coat, two vests (a black one and a white one), a pair of white
pantaloons for summer wear and a blue pair for winter that constituted the required college
uniform to be worn for special occasions as well as whenever a student left the college. There
were also, as required, two other suits for daily wear on campus, six shirts, six pairs of stockings,



six pocket handkerchiefs, three pairs of shoes, a hat, and a heavy coat or cloak.5 Tucked in
among his clothes were the silver spoon and fork required by the college. Both Jim and Jackie
had misplaced their spoons by the end of their first year, and the $3.12 cost of a college-
supplied replacement appeared on the bills for each of them in the Georgetown ledger book for
September 1857. Although Irish American students constituted the third-most prominent ethnic
group from the South at Georgetown in the 1850s, the Dooley boys were unusual because very
few of the others were the sons of immigrants.6 Most of the others were sons of young
professionals, mainly lawyers and doctors. Only 8 percent of the students’ fathers were
businessmen.Both the Dooley boys did well that first year. Jim, in addition to taking the regularly
required classes in First Humanities, also took piano lessons all year. By the end of the
strenuous spring term, his eyes were bothering him, but he had earned the first-place medal in
the First Humanities class as well as the first-place medal in first-level mathematics and
honorable mentions, called “Accesserunts,” in third-level French and “First Class of Music.”7 It
had not been all work and no play for either boy that year, however. Georgetown offered a full
complement of extracurricular activities for its students, and they took advantage of those
opportunities, too. During his first year Jim joined the Reading-Room Association, which gave
students interested in current events a place where they could find reliable information on the
leading topics of the day by reading “the principal journals published in the country … together
with the most popular, interesting, and instructive of the foreign and domestic Reviews and
Magazines.” Jim remained a member throughout his four years at Georgetown, serving as an
officer in his second and third years.8 During his first year he also joined the Philonomosian
Society, a debating club for first- and second-year students. Jim’s enthusiasm for debate was
surpassed only by his love of acting. Both he and Jackie joined the Dramatic Association.9By
June, when Jim and Jackie were finishing their first year at Georgetown, their father had become
the founder and officer of another charitable organization, this one intended to help the
immigrants who continued to pour into Richmond. Although most if not all of its founders were
Irish and they called themselves the Hibernian Society, they did not limit themselves to helping
Irish immigrants: their purpose was to help all immigrants, regardless of “birth, religion or
politics.” According to the Dispatch report the Monday after its first meeting, “If an emigrant
comes to the city, friendless and moneyless, in search of employment, he will be sought out, his
immediate necessities relieved, and good counsels given him, so that he may, with proper
exertion, obtain an honorable livelihood. It is believed that in this manner many a poor fellow may
be saved from degradation, if not utter ruin.”10Jim and Jackie had only been home for a few
days of summer vacation when their mother and father became parents for the ninth and last
time. Josephine Estelle Dooley was born on July 15. The family called her “Josie,” and John
asked Michael Byrne to be her godfather.A month later John took Jim with him on a business trip
to New York and Chicago. While in Illinois Jim had a chance to see for himself the substantial
investments his father had made in residential property in the suburbs. On August 12, 1857,
John wrote to his wife:We came by way of the beautiful Hudson River and Niagara Falls … Jim



you know is a good deal of a stoic—he expresses very little wonder at those great wonders of
the world but probably feels and I believe he does feel great astonishment—he certainly has a
mind capable of drinking in and appreciating great and stupendous works of Nature like these—
and can when he talks descant in very apropos language on the merits and demerits of most
things that come under his observation.… I am glad I brought him for I might never have the
same opportunity at home—I have so little time there of talking to him as freely as I have done
since we commenced our trip. I find he possesses a great deal of information on a great many
subjects and can form a very clear and good sense judgement in matters that you would
scarcely think he knows any thing about.… I think he is greatly benefitted by the Trip—he finds
no eating tho any where as good as the Astor house New York—that’s Jim’s “Beau Idea” of a
Hotel—and so it is a great house in the eating line—it would make you laugh to see with what a
gusto Jim enjoy’d it.11Dooley concluded the letter with observations about Chicago itself and
the changes it had undergone since his last visit: “It really is wonderful to see the energy
enterprize and determination evinced to make the Place great,” he wrote. “And great I do really
believe it must be in a few Years … from the situation of the Place its back country capable of
almost feeding and producing for a world—its fine Lake where any amount of shipping can be
harbored and any amount of Commerce carried on it seems to me to be destined for a great
Place.”Jim for his part took the lessons of his trip to New York and Chicago to heart. Years later
he followed his father’s footsteps and bought real estate in suburbs of cities on the verge of
development in three states: Virginia, Alabama, and Minnesota.Shortly after father and son
returned to Richmond, John Dooley faced and survived what a local historian later described as
“one of the worst financial panics that had ever visited” Richmond.12 The Panic of 1857 was felt
nationwide, and banks in cities throughout the country suspended specie payment. John Dooley,
whose position on bank and insurance company boards gave him an insider’s perspective on
the nation’s finances, calmly rode out the storm. As usual his business continued to grow even
as others around him were failing. It was at this point that, thanks to the extension of the Virginia
railroad network beyond its own borders, he was able to expand the territory of his Great
Southern Hat and Cap Manufactory and Depot into Tennessee and take out large ads in John
Mitchel’s Southern Citizen.Despite the financial panic, in mid-October the Mechanics’ Institute
held its annual fair, at which Richmond-made articles were featured. Praise of the fair in the
Dispatch had a Southern Rights Association ring to it, including a comment that the exhibits of
locally made items strengthened “a feeling in behalf of Southern independence that no true
Virginian can despise or disregard.”13 In fact, the institute was doing so well that on October 28,
it laid the cornerstone for a building of its own. Formerly, its classes had been scattered in
locations throughout the city. Now they would be consolidated in one place.Spring found both
Sarah and George Dooley sick again. Throughout most of April Sarah was quite ill, and although
she slowly began to recover, John wrote to Byrne that George was “rather worse if anything.”14
Jackie added to his father’s burdens when he wrote that he had decided to become a priest. The
decision upset his father, who said so in a letter to Byrne. Byrne replied, “I can hardly join your



dread of his becoming a priest.… I wish I had a son worthy enough to devote himself to so holy a
calling.”15Meanwhile, Jim’s academic success during his second year at Georgetown led to his
being chosen to give a speech at the moving-up ceremonies for first-and second-year students
during the college’s July commencement festivities. Unquestionably, hearing Jim give his first
public speech would have been a proud moment for John Dooley, but his duties in the
Montgomery Guard prevented his attending the ceremony.16 He also missed seeing both boys
receive first-place medals, Jim in the Class of Poetry and Jackie in the First Division of the Class
of Second Humanities.Back in Richmond, their father and the rest of the Montgomery Guard
participated in a ceremony of a different sort. They marched in an elaborate funerary procession
in Richmond for the reburial of President James Monroe, whose body had been moved from a
cemetery in New York City to be reinterred in Richmond’s Hollywood Cemetery. When the
steamship Pocahontas carrying the president’s casket docked, along with its escort ship, the
Ericsson, bringing the Seventh New York Regiment, thousands of people, the Henrico Guard,
and seven companies of the First Regiment of Virginia Volunteers were waiting. As Monroe’s
casket was transferred to an open hearse pulled by six white horses, a band played a dirge and
minute guns fired. Church bells began to toll as the procession of pallbearers, honor guards,
New York and Virginia regiments with weapons reversed, and special guests in carriages
followed the hearse moving slowly along crowded streets on the long trip toward the cemetery.
After reaching the hilltop gravesite, the military companies snapped to order, Governor Henry
Wise spoke, and prayers were offered in Monroe’s honor.17On August 7, 1858, Dooley had
arrived in New York on business. He was at the Astor House as usual when he received a letter
Michael Byrne had written two days before, giving an account of the reaction in Chicago to the
successful laying of the first transatlantic cable. Byrne reported that “the news of the arrival of the
‘Niagara’ safely with the Atlantic Cable” had reached Chicago at eight o’clock. Byrne was just
finishing his letter (“I must close and run off”) when he was interrupted: “There!—the first gun of
a hundred is let off. Adieu.” Chicago’s celebration had begun.In mid-August Byrne joined Dooley
in New York City to settle some banking business. In addition to ironing out those financial
matters, Byrne tried to find some household help for John’s sister Sally Heaton out in Illinois,
who, according to Byrne, had “too much to do for one person.” The task was difficult because,
despite the Heatons’ precarious financial situation, Sally had high standards for hired help.
When he looked for someone among the Irish immigrant girls, Byrne discovered that he “could
not get a girl in New York for Sally.… I could get girls at the Immigrant Depot North st who had
been at service in New York for longer or shorter periods … [but] they would not I was afraid suit
Sally.”18 Byrne didn’t seem to think it strange that a family member financially dependent on
Dooley would want to hire a servant, but he seemed astonished to learn that before Dooley
returned to Richmond he had had a visit from the Irish ex-patriate Thomas Francis Meagher,
who still owed him money and was bold enough to ask for more.19By January 1859, the
population of Richmond had grown so much that the absence of house numbers made it difficult
for strangers to navigate.20 When city authorities decided to remedy the situation and the



process of numbering began, the official whose job it was to number the houses on the south
side of Broad Street approached the Dooley house. Sarah Dooley, who had spent much of the
1850s steadfastly welcoming Irish political exiles and members of her husband’s extended
family to her home, reacted politely but unexpectedly. “We do not wish to have our house
numbered,” she is reported to have said.21 Despite her response, the house was given the
number 1225. From then on, anyone on Broad Street could find it.That spring John Dooley and
Lewis Ginter were elected to seats on the board of the Merchants’ Insurance Company, as were
Joseph R. Anderson of Tredegar Iron Works and John Purcell, owner of Purcell and Ladd
Pharmaceutical Company.22 The company wrote marine insurance policies on vessels, cargo,
and freight; inland insurance policies “on goods transported by rivers, canals or land carriage”;
and fire insurance policies “on Merchandise generally, Dwelling Houses, Warehouses and other
Buildings in town or country.”23 The company’s May 1862 advertisement declared that it had
“Capital $200,000—surplus $75,000.” Dooley remained on the board throughout the Civil War,
and the company prospered.Meanwhile up at Georgetown College, Jim—still at the head of his
class— was chosen to recite a poem and Jackie to participate in a “Dialogue on Woman’s
Rights” during the summer commencement celebration on July 6. (Unfortunately, history does
not record which side he took.) Jim also won a medal in rhetoric that year.24Mental illness
struck the Dooley family again the following August. This time the victim was another of John’s
sisters, Eliza. She had been living with another branch of the family since coming to the United
States, but John moved her to Baltimore, where she joined their sister Ann at Mount Hope,
where Ann had been since 1853. Eliza returned briefly a year later before being readmitted in
August 1860. Both sisters spent the rest of their lives at Mount Hope.Just before Jim returned to
college, an exchange of letters with his uncle in Chicago revealed both the young man’s interest
in Dooley business holdings and also just how wealthy his father had become. Jim asked a
number of questions about his father’s property in Illinois, which Byrne answered frankly. Later,
Byrne reported to Dooley that his son was “very anxious to know all about your property here. In
my last letter to him in reply to a direct question I stated that you had $30,000 worth of real
estate here, though it would not fetch that amount just now.”25 The 1860 census listed the worth
of Dooley’s Virginia properties at fourteen thousand dollars,26 and the December 1858 report by
R. G. Dun & Co. estimated Dooley’s worth in Richmond at thirty thousand dollars.27 By the
standards of the time Dooley was a rich man—but also, it appears, he was still a soft touch who
seldom refused to lend money to a friend.In 1859 Dooley commissioned two portraits, one of
himself and one of Sarah, by a well-known German-born portrait painter named Peter
Baumgras, who had emigrated to New York in 1853. Just how and when Dooley found him is
unknown, but since Baumgras signed John Dooley’s portrait and dated it “Richmond 1859,” he
must have come to the city at least for the sittings. The fur stole Sarah is wearing in her portrait
suggests that the artist painted it during the fall or winter.The highlight of September 1859 for
Jim and Jackie was their return to Georgetown for Jackie’s first year as a college student and
Jim’s last. Less than a month later, however, a raid by a small band of men on an arsenal many



miles away suddenly interrupted the routines of daily life. When John Brown and his men raided
Harpers Ferry, Governor Wise called out the militia companies and sent them after the raiders.
John Dooley and the Montgomery Guard left by train but were sent back from Washington when
the governor learned that U.S. Marines, under the command of Col. Robert E. Lee, had captured
the insurgents. The men of the Montgomery Guard quickly settled back into their workaday lives
and monthly Monday evening drills. The First Virginia infantry and mounted ranks were filling
rapidly, however, and plans were being made to establish artillery and howitzer companies. It
seemed that men all over Virginia were preparing not simply for maintaining civil order during the
upcoming trial at Harpers Ferry but for war.In early November, John Brown and all but one of his
associates were sentenced to be hanged in December. On November 20, the officer in
command at Harpers Ferry telegraphed the governor that he needed five hundred men
immediately to guard the prisoners against an attempt to free them by “a large force, armed with
pikes and revolvers … marching from Wheeling.”28 The bells of Richmond rang shortly after six
o’clock that evening to alert the volunteer companies to prepare for departure. By nine o’clock
the Montgomery Guard had joined the Grays, the Blues, Company F, the Young Guard, the
Howitzers, and the Virginia Rifles at the Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad depot
on Broad Street. Governor Wise joined them for the trip to Charlestown. Thousands of people
came to see the military off, and the eight railroad cars rolled westward a little before ten o’clock.
New dispatches indicated that the threat of an armed force from Wheeling was erroneous, but
the train full of soldiers steamed off toward the west nonetheless. John Brown was hanged on
December 2 without incident. The Virginia troops stayed on, however, at strategic places in the
vicinity. The Montgomery Guard remained by the ferry itself and was the last of the Richmond
companies to return.29The evening the Montgomeries arrived home, the Southern Rights
Association, which had receded into the background in recent years, reasserted itself at a large
meeting in the Henrico County Courthouse and won enthusiastic endorsement from the people
there. By the end of the meeting the men had passed fifteen resolutions to send to the Virginia
legislature. The first one asserted the duty of southerners to encourage home manufacture and
discontinue “as soon as practicable all dealings with those States which tolerate abolitionists, or
have any law to prevent directly or indirectly the execution of the fugitive slave law.” Another not
only advocated foreign trade through southern ports but specified that “no vessels owned by the
citizens of a State which tolerates abolitionists ought to be employed for any purpose by
southern men.” Another resolution hit directly at families and at least one schoolmaster: “The
practice of sending our children to the North to be educated ought to be discontinued and also
the practice of employing Northern teachers, male or female, in the South.”30 If John Dooley
attended the meeting, he might have objected to that resolution. In any case he did not follow its
recommendation. The Dooley boys returned to Georgetown for the winter term, and Jackie even
stayed on for another year. However, Richard Tighe, the Dooley boys’ former schoolmaster, must
have sensed what was under way. After the bombardment of Fort Sumter, he closed his school
and moved back to New York.That meeting marked a beginning of sorts. The Central Southern



Rights Associations of the city and of Henrico County, which had been slumbering, began to
meet almost weekly. New military companies sprang up. Articles encouraging “Home Industries”
and advertisements trumpeting southern loyalties appeared in the newspapers.31 In his ads
Dooley stopped mentioning that his stock included northern-made hats and instead emphasized
the manufacturing capacity and regional scope of his business. “Purchasers will find it to their
interest to call at his house previous to going further North,” read the text of one typical Dooley
advertisement, “as he is leaving nothing undone, sparing no expense or pains to keep the
Southern trade at the South.”32Sectionalist feeling pervaded student life at Georgetown College
as well. Jim was still a member of the Reading-Room Association, which he had joined his first
year. He and the other members were devoted to reading about and discussing current issues
on both domestic and foreign fronts. In his senior year he also became a member of the
Georgetown Debate Club. Both organizations had been following the news about Harpers Ferry
and press coverage of the secession issue closely even before the Debate Club decided to take
up the topic “Should the South Secede Now?” The club had been debating the issue for a week
when on the afternoon of December 18, 1859, the debate exceeded the allotted time and was
renewed in the college basement after the evening meal. The professors upstairs had already
sent down messages asking the club to debate more quietly when, according to one of the
students, a “climax was finally reached, and a scene followed not unlike some of those then
frequently occurring in [the U.S.] Congress—a free fight” broke out. A student from Mississippi
sprang at the vice president of the club; students from Louisiana and Maryland “rushed” at some
from Washington, D.C. In the center of it all was “Jim Dooley of Virginia” with companions from
Maryland, Louisiana, and Georgia “mixed up in the melee in inextricable confusion when
somebody suddenly put out the lights and left us in total, ludicrous darkness. A lull in the storm
ensued … at this moment, the door … opened [and the astronomy professor appeared] in skull-
cap descending the stairs … holding a candle above his head and shading his eyes as he
peered in dubiously to the quarters of the contending hosts.”33 That ended the fight and the
debates for the rest of the year.CHAPTER 5 | Economic SlowdownThe atmosphere in Richmond
was tense during the weeks after its volunteer military companies returned from Harpers Ferry.
In his newspaper advertisement for December 6, Richmond’s rhyming clock- and watchmaker,
W. J. Bartholomew, described the situation succinctly in verse:All Classes now are in suspense
to knowWhich way the winds from Harper’s Ferry blow.Some whisper peace, and some allude to
war,Which all alike must equally abhor.’Tis said that this suspense does injure trade,And very
many people feel afraid[.]1The anxiety extended well into the new year. The “Commercial”
column of the January 10, 1860, Dispatch, which carried the wholesale market prices for
commodities sold the previous week, reported that, thanks to the “unsettled condition of national
affairs,” business between the South and the North had been disrupted: “The falling off in the
purchases from the North in this city alone is very large.”The two Dooley boys returned to
Georgetown in January just as the new year brought increased responsibilities for their father,
who was elected captain of the Montgomery Guard. In February he was obliged to make a trip



north on business despite the unfavorable political implications of doing so. The strain upon him
began to show and led to an uncharacteristic lapse: he forgot to pay the boys’ tuition, room, and
board for the new term. Father Duddy, treasurer of the college, finally wrote on February 16, but
Dooley remained away on business until February 23. The next morning Sarah showed him the
letter, and he sat down immediately to write both a check and a letter:Rev’d Dear FriendThis
morning Mrs. Dooley called my attention to Your favour of the 16th inst—received while I was
absent at the North—You will please find enclosed my check on the Farmers Bank of Va for Amt
of afc $388.92 to Your order as Treasr.With best regards to Yourself and Revd Father Earley and
all the Professors. I remain very sincerelyYour Friend John Dooley2Jim and Jackie continued to
thrive at Georgetown. Jim was now vice president of the Dramatic Association and played the
leading role in Shakespeare’s Richard III, while Jackie had a small part in the comedy Paul Pry.
Jim also continued the fencing lessons he had begun taking the previous November. In late
spring he was again selected to be one of the speakers for Georgetown’s July commencement
celebration.As the months passed, pro-southern sectionalist reaction to Harpers Ferry
stimulated the creation of various new business ventures in Richmond, among them the Virginia
Life Insurance Company. The Virginia Senate passed the act to incorporate the company on
January 10; the House of Delegates, on January 23.3 John Dooley was one of the twenty-six
men elected to its first board of directors, along with Lewis Ginter, Joseph R. Anderson of the
Tredegar Iron Works, and Dooley’s fellow Irish immigrant P. T. Moore.4 The company’s first
advertisement made no secret of its sectionalist leanings: “The chief object of the Company is to
aid in re-taining [sic] at home the immense amount of money which goes annually from our State
for Life Premiums to Northern Companies.”5Several new banks were chartered in early 1860,
among them the Old Dominion Savings Bank. Its name not only trumpeted its southern identity
but announced its goal to keep money “at home.” John Dooley was elected to its first board of
directors.6
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Ebook Library Reader, “A must read for history buffs!. I live in Richmond, VA and have visited
Maymont many times, but never knew the true history of the Dooley family except for the fact
that they donated Maymont to the city of Richmond. I have learned more about Richmond than I
could imagine. This is truly an incredible biography of two men and their families who
contributed to the shaping of our great city!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Fascinating book of the major players in Richmond's growth
and especially the life  the Dooleys.”

Eowyn Deal, “Four Stars. Very informative, gives lots of early history of Richmond.”

Virginia Gentleman, “Four Stars. If you want to know Richmond, you want to read this book.”

Jerry Dunford, “The orginizations, hospitals and such that exist today that the Dooley family
started.. I was born in Richmond, Virginia and have studied it's history and events for over 60
years. The Dooley family are people who came to Richmond and made it a better place. They
served in business, served in the War For Southern Independence and did so much for the city
of Richmond and the many charitable things they quietly pursued not for personal fame but for
the love of mankind. They were just good people in the highest sense.”

J Stuart, “I picked up the book because I wanted to learn .... I picked up the book because I
wanted to learn more about Richmond during Reconstruction. Worth your time and money!”

Barker95, “A truly informative book.. I absolutely loved this book. It brought Richmond's Gilded
Era to life.”

The book by Mary Lynn Bayliss has a rating of  5 out of 3.8. 12 people have provided feedback.
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