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The Passion of Octavius Catto

Growing up in Philadelphia, I heard the story of Octavius Catto (February 22, 1839 — October 10,
1871) but did not know more of the details until I read the inspirational and moving biography of
Octavius Catto Tasting Freedom written in 2010 by Daniel Biddle and Murray Dubin. The book
describes the events of Octavius Catto's life and also paints a vivid picture of the discrimination and
violence against the African-American community in Philadelphia as well as the struggles and achieve-
ments of Catto and his fellow activists to help end slavery, create educational institutions and pass the
13th, 14th and 15th Amendments.

Catto was born to free African-American parents in South Carolina in 1839. He moved to Philadel-
phia in 1844 and attended the Institute for Colored Youth (ICY) that later became Cheyney University.
He excelled as a student and graduated in 1858. Later he returned to the school as a teacher of literature,
math, Greek and Latin. He also became involved in politics and the civil rights struggle. In 1863 he led
the fight to allow African-Americans to join the armed forces and fight in the Civil War, and in 1864 he
was elected the secretary of the Pennsylvania Equal Rights League. Catto was tragically murdered by
Frank Kelly in Philadelphia in 1871 during the riots on Election Day at the age of 32.

The Burning of Pennsylvania Hall,
Philadelphia

May 17, 1838

John Caspar Wild

(approximately 1804-1846)
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There are 10 chapters to The Passion of Octavius Catto.
1. Prologue [solo voice, choir and orchestra] — An introduction to the story of Octavius Catto. 2:17

2. The Mobs Burn Down Pennsylvania Hall, Philadelphia (May 17, 1838) [piano and orchestra] 3:12
Pennsylvania Hall was built by the Philadelphia Anti Slavery Society in 1838 as a meeting place
to organize Abolitionist activity in the city and opened on May 14, 1838. Three days after it's
opening, a crowd of over three thousand people crammed inside to hear the speakers denounce
slavery. A mob outside, outraged by the "race mixing" in the hall stormed the building and
burned it down. The firefighters did nothing to save the building and later a commission of
inquiry blamed the burning on the Abolitionists.

3. No East No West [solo voice, choir and orchestra] 3:42
The texts for this movement are from two of Catto’s speeches. The first at the Pennsylvania
State Equal Rights Convention held in February 1865, and the second at the Pennsylvania
Voting Rights Convention in April 1870 (No East, No West, One Destiny for All).

4. The Philadelphia Streetcar Protests (March 1867) [solo voice, choir and orchestra] 2:45
For many years, African-Americans had been denied the right to board public transportation
in Philadelphia. Many activists who tried to board the trains were forcibly ejected from the
streetcars and harassed by the street conductors. In March 1867, Catto and other civil rights
leaders helped lobby to pass a law that outlawed segregation on public transportation in
Pennsylvania. On March 25, 1868, Caroline Le Count, a young teacher at the ICY (and who
later would become Catto's fiancé) tried to board a Philadelphia streetcar after tending to
soldiers wounded in the recent Civil War and was refused entry. She hailed a policeman and
complained that her rights had been violated and a court fined the conductor one hunderd
dollars. Philadelphia's eighteen streetcar companies were put on notice that segregation

was now illegal in the city.



5. Baseball Star of 1867 [piano and orchestral a1l
Catto was not just a political activist and teacher — he was also a fine sportsman. Catto was
instrumental in starting the Pythian Baseball Club, a team that competed with other African-
American baseball teams in the city. He played second base and shortstop but also managed the
team and helped raise money to keep it financed. The Pythians were undefeated in the 1867 sea-
son. In 1868, the Pythians tried to be admitted into the new Pennsylvania Baseball league but were
denied entry. In 1869, the Phythians challenged the Olympic Club to a game and this resulted
in a rare interracial game played in September 1869 in Philadelphia. The Phythians lost to the
Olympians by a score of 44 - 23.

6. Change [solo voice, choir and orchestra] 3:19
The text is from a speech Catto gave on June 21, 1866 in Sansom Hall in Philadelphia, advocating
for the integration of public transportation, voting equality and asking for a change in how
African-Americans were treated under the law.

7. The Amendments [solo voice, choir and orchestra] 3:07
Catto led the struggle to ratify the new civil rights Amendments in Pennsylvania. The 13th Amend-
ment prohibits slavery or "involuntary servitude" in the United States. The 14th Amendment re-
quires the states to provide equal protection under the law to all persons, not just to citizens, within
their jurisdictions. It was a response to the "Black Codes" that southern states had passed. These
"codes" were laws that attempted to return freed slaves to their former condition by restricting
their movement and by preventing them from suing or testifying in court. The 15th Amendment
states that the government may not prevent a citizen from voting because of race, color or previous
condition of servitude. With the help of Catto and his fellow civil rights activists, the Pennsylvania
Legislature finally passed the 13th Amendment on February 3, 1865, the 14th Amendment on
February 12, 1867 and the 15th Amendment on March 25, 1869. After the Civil War, the passage of
these three Amendments to the Constitution ended slavery in the United States and sought to give

civil and voting rights to citizens (women would have to wait for the right to vote until 1920).
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8.

10.

Murder (October 10, 1871) [piano and orchestra] 3:35
Election Day in Philadelphia was a tumultuous and violent day. Street fights broke out throughout
the city with the police abetting the violence against the African-Americans who were trying to ex-
ercise their right to vote. As Catto went to vote he was attacked at 9th and South Streets by Frank
Kelly and shot four times. Catto died of his wounds that day and a court later absolved Kelly of
the crime, even though there were many eyewitnesses to the murder. Catto was 32 years old.

The Lament of Caroline Le Count [solo voice and orchestra] 2:01
Caroline Le Count, Catto's fiancé and partner in the fight for equal rights and education, mourns
his passing.

The Martyr Rests (October 16, 1871) [solo voice, choir and orchestra] 2:39
The text is from a poem written by clergyman Benjamin Tucker Tanner after Catto's murder. On
October 16th, thousands of mourners passed through the City Armory in Philadelphia to view
Catto's body where he lay in state in full military dress uniform. Thousands more lined Broad Street
to watch the large procession of soldiers, elected officials, students, and Pythians who escorted
Catto's body to its burial place at Mount Lebanon Cemetery.

The Passion of Octavius Catto is a tribute to a great
man’s life, reminding us that the fight for equal rights
continues to this day.

Philadelphia Streetcar, 1870

Courtesy of PhiladelphiaEncyclopedia.org



Lyrics for The Passion of Octavius Catto

1. Prologue
Listen! Listen! Listen!
This is the story of Octavius Catto. Catto!
Come and hear the story of Catto!

3. No East No West
Is it not our duty to ask in the name of justice, in the name of humanity,
in the name of those whose bones lie on the battlefield?
No East, no West, no North, no South,
just one destiny for all!
While our great armies moved on to victory the nation would move on to justice.
Our cause is so just, so necessary,
the possession of equal rights without regard to color.
No East, no West, no North, no South,
just one destiny for all!

4. The Philadelphia Streetcar Protests (March 1867)
No! I can’t ride in Philadelphia!
My feet are tired, my arms are weary, my head is hurtin’.
I am a weary school teacher, condemned to walk through this cold and the storm.
You won't let me in your lecture halls, your ballot box, your juries,
your churches, your theaters, your streetcars!
Your streetcars! Your streetcars!
I have pride, won't be denied. Let me ride!
Why do you deny my dignity?
Yes! I can ride in Philadelphia!



Courtesy of Historical Society of Pennsylvania

This drawing of Catto’s murder depicts Catto holding a gun when he was shot by Frank Kelly but no
witness, either that day or years later at the trial of Frank Kelly, said Catto drew a gun to defend himself.

-
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6.

10.

Change

There must come a change! Change! We shall never rest at ease, we will agitate and work.

We will no longer suffer defenseless women and children to be assaulted with impunity.

There must come a change! Agitate! Educate! Vindicate! Until the people will be changed!
There must come a change! The principals of right, equality and justice, the idea of improved civilization,
a system of education for the masses irrespective of class or color.

Agitate! Educate! Vindicate! Until the people will be changed!

The Amendments

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall exist within the United States.
Nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property,

without due process of law; nor deny to any person

within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

The right to vote shall not be denied or abridged on account of race, color,

or previous condition of servitude.

We shall not be denied! We shall not be abridged!

. The Lament of Caroline Le Count

Catto! Catto! How I miss you!

Your wife, our life, forever gone.

Brave and gallant, full of talent, never asked for much, just a kindly touch.

Why oh why does it hurt so much?

Why do they kill our knights in shining armor bringing pain and sorrow? Why oh why?

The Martyr Rests (October 16, 1871)
The Martyr rests and we a million strong!
The Martyr rests backed by a million more!

Catto! Catto! Now you've heard the story of Catto!
—8—
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The Passion of Octavius Catto
Music by Uri Caine (Uri Caine Music, BMI)

André Raphel (Conductor)
Barbara Walker (Solo Vocals)

Uri Caine (Piano)
Mike Boone (Bass)
Clarence Penn (Drums)

The Catto Freedom Orchestra: 1st Violins: Joyce Hammann (Concertmaster), Laura Seaton, Conrad
Harris, Cecelia Hobbs Gardner, Mary Rowell, Rachel Golub. 2nd Violins: Belinda Whitney, Karl
Kawahara, Liz Lim-Dutton, Monica Davis, Yuri Namkung. Violas: Lois Martin, Orlando Wells, Tia
Allen, Carla Fabiani. Cellos: Mark Shuman, Jody Redhage Ferber, Laura Metcalf. Double Bass: Jeff
Carney, Dave Romano. Flute/Piccolo: Kathleen Nester. Flute: Diva Goodfriend-Koven. Clarinets: Nuno
Antunes, Joshua Rubin. Oboes: Diane Lesser, Bill Meredith. Bassoon/Contrabassoon: Adrian Morejon.
Bassoon: Gilbert DeJean. Horns: David Peel, Shelagh Abate. Trumpets: Wayne DuMaine, Tony Kadleck.
Tenor Trombone: Michael Boschen. Bass Trombone: David Taylor. Percussion: Erik Charlston, Andy
Blanco. Timpani: Barry Centanni.

The Nedra Neal Singers: Nedra Neal (Director). Sopranos: Jamet Pittman, Margarita Martinez, Jeryl
Cunningham-Fleming, Gail Blache-Gill, Marie Mascari. Altos: Joslyn King, Linda Childs, Allison Mick-
elson, Misa Iwama, Abigail Caine, Nedra Neal. Tenors: Irwin Reese, Edward Washington, Ronell Mark,
Robert Hughes, Walker Jackson. Basses: Joseph Neal, Dennis Blackwell, Shelton Becton, Charles Brown,
Alvin Crawford.

Philadelphia Choral Ensemble: Jay Fluellen (Director). Sopranos: Carrie Lessene, Cheryl White, Karen
Highsmith, Meridel Peterson. Altos: Donna Drake, Susan Moody, Dorothy Cardella. Tenors: William

Ramsey, James Longacre, Jay Fluellen. Basses: Stephen Raytek, Shafiq Hicks.
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