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38 The Market Revolution in America

merchandise and tradesmen expanded their workshops. Speculators in
urban real estate bid the price of town lots upward exponentially.
Farmers took our loans to enlarge their holdings, buy slaves, build
buildings and fences, spread manure, or clear more land. Turnpike
and navigation companies sprang up to augment the transportation
infrastructure — and to issue more paper securities. Land in the West
sold briskly, fueled by the federal government’s generous four-year
credit program that required only one-quarter down (a great deal in
a rising market). Cotton exports climbed while cotton prices shot up
even faster; foodstuffs coursed down the narural waterways to feed
both a hungry world and the burgeoning population of mobile
Americans pouring into frontier regions. True, in 1817 President Mad-
ison vetoed the Bonus Bill, intended to jump-start a system of national
internal improvements that would speed up this internal flow of goods
and people. But New York State, in an act of extraordinary courage
(some said folly), borrowed $7 million to start digging the Erie Canal
at its own expense. Peace was at hand, freedom was widely enjoyed (by
adult white males), and ambition found rewards — sometimes extrav-
agant rewards - in rapidly developing markets. It must have seemed to
Americans in 1818 that all the barriers to enterprise and personal
advancement that had burdened old European cultures had been lifted
here in the United States. All a man had to do was find a little piece of
land, put his shoulder to the wheel, mind his personal habits, tend to
his own business, and reap his just reward. Such was the promise,
many believed, of liberty and independence in the new American
republic.
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Interlude: Panic! 1819

“Let every Shylock leave bis hole, and in the open day boldly sharpen
his knife, to take ‘the pound of flesh’ nearest the heart of his honest
neighbor!” So wrote Baltimore journalist Hezekiah Niles abour news
from the Bank of the United States, in August 1818, that free exchange
of notes among various regional branches would be suspended, Rant-
ing wildly in graphic prose, Niles condemned the “Rag Barons” and
their “paper system” for the “criminal” abuse of honest persons and
taxpayers. Whatever suspicions he had harbored since 1816 about the
wisdom of chartering a new national bank stood vindicated now that
the crooks and swindlers in charge of this engine of currency manip-
ulation had turned their “knives” upon the people, not just “skinning
as heretofore” but cutting deep at the “arteries of the public body” to
get “blood enough at once to swim in.”* So began the national night-
mare known to history as the Panic of 1819.

Part and parcel of the postwar economic boom had been a dramatic
expansion of the American money supply. As exports recovered from
the wartime disruption, productivity expanded, and the promise of
rapid growth returned, state and local banks, especially in the West
and South, multiplied their loans and note issues with little regard for
specie reserves or underlying values. All banks had stopped converting
paper money into coin during the late war, so there was no effective
check on this proliferation of banknotes. The newly chartered Second

' Niles® Weekly Register, § Sept. 1818, 25. Emphasis in the original.
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Bank of the United States was expected to bring about specie resump-
tion in early 1817, but nobody had the legal authority to compel it. As
a result, the new central bank joined the expansionists’ parade, show-
ering loans and notes on eager customers until jts total liabilities out-
ran the specie in its vaults by a factor of ten to one! By early 1818,
confidence in American banknotes began to slide. Spanish silver dollars
commanded a 4 percent premium in Boston, creating the absurd pos-
sibility of drawing specie from the banks at par and selling it back for a
profit — over and over again. “Good money” drained away to specu-
lators and reckless western banks while questionable paper piled up in
the hands of more conservative banks and in accounts owed (but not
paid) to the treasury or the Second Bank.

In the summer of 1818, as this unstable monetary whirlwind spun
out of control, the Bank of the United States suddenly called for a
drastic contraction of credit. In the circular of August 28 (to which
Niles was responding in the previous quotation), the bank stopped
the flow of coin from solid to shiftless branches. At the same time, the
directors called in millions in loans and demanded payment of out-
standing balances owed by the state and local banks. Debtors and
debtor banks scrambled for cash, calling in their loans and liquidat-
ing everything they could, driving down prices for the cotton, food-
stuffs, and western lands against which such loans had been taken. In
just over one year, the total demand liabilities (funds on deposit plus
banknotes in circulation) of the Second Bank shrank from $23 mil-
lion to $10 million. As the credit crunch rippled throughout the
immature American banking system, business crashed to a halt and
tens of thousands of individuals watched in horror as the value
drained from their assers like water through a sieve. Technically,
the monetary correction may have been a good thing, considering
the dangerous inflationary pressures of the day, but the Bank’s dra-
conian contraction set off a full-blown financial crisis the likes of
which Americans had never seen before. As William Gouge put it
in his sharply critical Short History of Paper Money and Banking
in the United States (1833), “The bank was saved, but the people
were ruined.”*

* William Gouge, A Short History of Paper Money and Banking in the United States
(Philadelphia: T. W, Ustick, 1833), 32,
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There can be little doubt that the sharp contraction of the money
supply is what triggered a downward spiral in American prices and
employment. In 1816, there had been $68 million in banknotes in
circulation; by January 1820, that number had dropped to about
$45 million.? The sudden removal of so much currency at a time when
everybody needed cash to repay their debts unavoidably drove down
the price of everything. Town lots, in which speculation had been
especially heated, fell quickly by 5o, 60, even 8o percent. Missouri
Senator Thomas Hart Benton complained that the cities of the West
were mortgaged to the Bank of the United States: “They are in the jaws
of the monster! A lump of butter in the mouth of a dog! One gulp, one
swallow, and all is gone.” Export staples such as cotton, flour, and
tobacco lost just over half their value between August 1818 and June
1819 ~ although the physical volume of exports did not decrease.
Public land sales crashed from $13.6 million in 1818 to under §2
million two years later.’ Thousands of individuals defaulted on their
obligations to the federal land office. Falling agricultural prices made it
impossible for farmers to repay their loans for capital improvements,
exposing their means of a living to the danger of foreclosure. For want
of cash, consumers stopped shopping and country merchants failed,
awash in debt for expensive goods they could not sell except at a loss.
Country people retreated into the semi-subsistence ways of their
fathers, making do with homemade things and what they could gain
from local barter and exchange.

Town people faced new forms of distress rendered disastrous by the
sharp rise in the concentration of propertyless workers. Unemploy-
ment spiked in 1819 and remained high for at least two years after
that. One 1820 report from Philadelphia estimated employment in
major handicraft industries as down four-fifths from what had pre-
vailed in 1815 - even before the big boom. Hezekiah Niles thought
as many as fifty thousand people were out of work in Baltimore, Phil-
adelphia, and New York. Textile manufacturers laid off thousands of

* Quoted in Murray N. Rothbard, The Panic of 1810: Reactions and Policies (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1962), 7, 13.

' Quoted in Samuel Rezneck, Business Depressions and Financial Panics: Essays in
American Business and Economic History (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1968), 8.

¥ Aserican State Papers: Public Lands (38 vols., Washington: Gales and Seaton, 1932~
61), 1z 371,
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workers whose families had no other means nor even anywhere to go
once evicted from company housing. It might be possible to blame real
estate speculators or even overreaching farmers and planters for get-
ting themselves into trouble, but what crime had these people commit-
ted? For the first rime since Independence, on such a massive scale,
Americans experienced widespread distress through involuntary
unemployment — that is, those who would work could not find paying
work to do. One young man in Poughkeepsie, New York, despairing of
an honest living, stole a horse in order to spend eight years in the state
prison. There, at least, he would have bed, board, and employment.®

What could explain this sudden disaster in a land of plenty? People
blamed the banks, of course, but others saw the boom as a reckless
spree by a youthful nation drunk on the promise of luxury. Mordecai
Noah, editor of the Tammany newspaper, the New York National
Advocate, likened the condition of the nation to an “overgrown and
pampered youth, with a constitution unhurt and passions unre-
strained, vaulting and bounding to ruin.”” Writing even before the
panic was upon them, Noah had warned that “the want of industry
is the foundation of the evil.” Easy money and high living tempted all,
and Noah saw the hand of Providence looming over the country. Lazy
wives and frivolous daughters came in for especially brutal criticism
for seducing their husbands and fathers into the paths of ignoble
extravagance. Fifty-dollar plumb cakes and thousand-dollar shawls,
for Noah, summed up the complete loss of sensible values that
obtained in the years before the panic. He further condemned urban
life, especially the temptations offered to wage-earning urban clerks —
unmarried youths, cash in hand, lured by all manner of vices, and
bereft of the influence of home and elders to keep to the straight and
narrow.?

At the core of Noah’s critique were the old-fashioned values of the
rural economy: frugality, economy, and self-reliance. He acknowl-
edged that there had been shocks before in the local systems of credit
and barter, but an honorable merchant always was left with the

® Rezneck, Businese Depressions, 55-7.

7 [Mordecai Noah,] Address of the Society of Tammasny, or Columbian Order, to lts
Absent Members and the Members of Its Several Branches (Cincinnaci: Morgan,
Lodge, 1819), 8.

¥ New York National Advocate, 2 Oct. 1818, 7 Nov. 1818. Emphasis in the original.
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freedom to “prop up his tottering affairs to the best advantage of his
honest creditors.” Modern banking and “currency brokers” (his term
for the heartless enforcers of contracts who cared not who you were
nor to whom you owed money) had loosed upon the people a species of
predators without consciences. They turned the credit system into an
evil snare. Go back to the ways of your fathers, Noah exhorted: “There
are so many ways of earning a morsel of bread honestly, that want,
arising from indolence should never be tolerated . . . it is by Providence
ordained that man is to live by the ‘sweat of his brow.’”?

For Noah and many others, the solution to “hard times” lay in
retreating into the values of the moral economy that had obtained in
the late eighteenth century: Eschew debt, avoid luxurious indulgence,
suppress vicious habits, and tend to your own, autonomous living. Semi-
subsistence agriculture perfectly matched this ethic, but semi-subsistence
agriculture produced little surplus and did not grow the national econ-
omy. It contributed not a farthing to the engines of capitalist expansion
on which national prosperity depended. Philadelphia booster and polit-
ical economist Mathew Carey struggled to deflect the conversation in a
more forward-looking direction. The present distress, Carey argued in
1819, offered no stimulus to industry: “There can be no industry with-
out a motive: and it appears to me there is a great danger that our people
will soon limit their exertions to the raising of food for their families.”*®
Although Noah might applaud such retrenchment, Carey recognized
that the system of economic growth would collapse without the further
elaboration of the interdependencies, specializations, and divisions of
labor that made the capitalist system effective. Do not retreat to the
country, Carey cried: There were too many people on the land already.
What the country needed was a program of home manufactures and a
system of policy that protected home markets from exploitation by
foreign capitalists. Banking reform was appropriate, but high protective
tariffs would do more to engender a balanced economy and raise an
“American system” of policy — the same thing Henry Clay was pushing
in Congress — the point of which was to harness economic growth to
American national interests.

? Noah, Address of . . . Tammany, 10; New York National Advocate, 3 Sept. 181g.
Emphasis in the original.
' Quoted in Rezneck, Business Depressions, 55.
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In the face of the crisis of 1819, local institutions for poor relief found
themselves crushed beneath the sheer volume of genuine distress. Some
states reacted with stay laws, suspending foreclosures and debt repay-
ments on the grounds that prevailing low prices made forced liquida-
tions tantamount to theft. Some people called for the destruction of all
banks, others for a return to easy paper money. A congressional inves-
tigation into the workings of the Second Bank of the United States found
the vaults stuffed not with specie, but with IOUs signed by directors who
had loaned vast sums to themselves and their friends, ignoring what
safeguards had been written into their charter. But some forty members
of Congress held stock in the Second Bank, and none wished to see it
punished appropriately. Congress did reform the land system, restruc-
turing some landholders’ debts, lowering the minimum price to $1.25
per acre, and eliminating altogether the four-year credit system. From
now on, buyers of public land would have to pay cash or find lenders in
the private sector. Throughout the country, debates raged over the sanc-
tity of contract on one hand (without which the modern economy would
not flourish), and on the other the protection of innocent persons (a
traditional responsibility of the sovereign authorities) from predatory
swindlers and fast-talking cheats who seemed mysteriously immune
from the terrible sword of financial correction.

Clearly the Republic stood at the threshold of a new era. Prosperity
for all — the booming potential of a growth economy - lay down the
road toward the modern capitalist system; security for all - the enjoy-
ment of a modest “competence” without exposure to undue risks in
global financial markets — lay back the other way. State and local
governments fumbled the dilemma, while the federal government
blithely ignored “hard times” until they went away of their own
accord. Modern economists now have ways of explaining these cycli-
cal failures of confidence, but almost nobody in 1819 understood the
technical forces that had crushed the system of credit and so drastically
undermined prices. That cotton could be worth 24 cents one day and
11 cents the next made no sense: Cotton was a tangible product whose
properties and usefulness changed not a whit overnight.** One price
or the other must be dishonest — one puffed up by intoxicating

"' Statistical History of the United States from Colonial Times to the Present, ed, Ben [,
Wattenberg (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 209.
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speculation, or the other forcibly depressed by the actions of crooked
dealers. Not a generation away from the mercantilism of old, most
Americans either accepted the scoldings dished out by the likes of
Mordecai Noah or angrily searched for the scoundrels who must have
wrecked the markets and profited handsomely in doing so. The Panic
of 1819 had been a “teachable moment” in the emergence of a market
revolution in the United States, but few could decipher correctly the
moral of the story.

Painful as it was, the Panic of 1819 did not quite dislodge the tradi-
tional frameworks of economic virtue and providential blessing with
which early Americans interpreted their fluctuating fortunes. Careful
students looking back catch glimpses of the modern phenomena that
accompany the business cycle in mature financial systems, but no one
on the ground in 1819 knew what to look for or how to understand
these market forces that rose and fell of their own accord and seemed
to obey the commands of no man. It still made more sense to view them
(like the Biblical plagues of Egypt) as warnings from an angry God, or
as proof of corrupt conspiracies, than to embrace them as natural and
inevitable features of the new economic system. Therefore, by 1822,
when prosperity returned on a more stable footing, a generation of
American white men recovered their confidence that they could navi-
gate new economic waters to their own eventual improvement.
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_ than 600 feet. The easiest connections — to Lake Ontario and the
g St. Lawrence River — had been the object of two failed projects in
the 1790s. (Had they succeeded, such canals only would have fed
Matvelous Improvemen i EVCI’YWI‘IEI‘C _ commerce into the !mnds of Cana.d.ian n?erchants.) Abandoning the

3 wisdom of that earlier day, new visionaries boldly proposed a canal
£ straight across the state to Lake Erie. Gentle grades and abundant
supplies of water convinced surveyors in 1808 that an Erie route was
practicable. Writing in 1811, New York Canal Commissioner Gouver-
nor Morris claimed that no greater object in the civilized world could

4 ab

be encompassed at so little expense.

Posting their first estimate at $5 million, New York’s commissioners
believed such a great undertaking must be a public work - indeed, a
national public work worthy of the patronage of Congress. But sec-
tional jealousies made federal assistance impossible, so New York deci-
ded to press on alone: If the nation would not avail itself of this rare
advantage, the State of New York would — and reap the benefits. The
War of 1812 intervened, killing all progress on the Erie project, but in
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After two full years of hardship, the American economy began to emerge
from the Panic of 1819, shaken by the experience but still possessed of
the deep roots of optimism and promise that had been planted since the
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time of Independence. The foundations of American prosperity survived; g; the early days of the postwar boom, DeWitt Clinton breathed new life
fundamental resources, energy, and innovative habits persisted; and the T: into the scheme, painting marvelous, even Biblical images of eastbound
shape of what might be was apparent to perceptive entrepreneurs. And ; “boats loaded with flour, pork, beef, pot and pearl ashes, flaxseed,
even as the speculative boom of the late *teens marched toward its dis- f wheat, barley, corn, hemp, wool, flax, iron, lead, copper, salt, gypsum,
astrous resolution, crucial structural changes had begun that pointed the 5’ coal, tar, fur, peltry, ginseng, bees-wax, cheese, butter, lard, staves,
way toward an era of “marvelous improvements” that would capture the ‘:‘ lumber,” and returning with “merchandise from all parts of the world.”
imagination of a generation and set the agenda for American economic t: Manufacturing establishments would spring up, agriculture and com-
growth through the rest of the antebellum period. Nothing better sym- {fs:: merce flourish, villages, towns, and cities would “line the banks” of the
bolized the pluck and drive, the audacious ambition, and the breath- 3.-] canal and the Hudson River. “The wilderness and the solitary place will
taking confidence of men with little more than a layman’s hunch about ;: become glad, and the desert will rejoice and blossom as the rose.”*

what they were doing than New York’s magnificent Erie Canal. Ej New Yorkers did not accept spontaneously their historic role as

41

improvers for the nation. In fact, the project that would guarantee

THE RISE OF NEW YORK PORT

Since the late colonial era, New Yorkers had dreamed of improving the
“water-level” route to the West that nature conveniently laid out
within the confines of their state. From Maine to Georgia, elevations
of two or three thousand feet separated the Atlantic from the interior
waters — except in New York. In the Empire State, the east-west valley
of the Mohawk River offered a link between the Great Lakes and the
Hudson River - a route 360 miles long — with an elevation gain less
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New York’s commercial hegemony prevailed against the opposition
of every single delegate from New York City. Nevertheless, in 1817
a state law authorized loans up to $7 million, pledging the salr rax,
auction duties, and taxes on land along the canal to pay the interest
until such time as tolls from the canal would render it self-supporting.
Work began later that year. Lacking professional “engineers” (there

" Quoted in New York General Assembly, Laws of the State of New York in Relation to
the Erie and Champlain Canals (2. vols., Albany: E. and E. Hosford, 1825), I: 129.
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were almost none in the world worthy of the name), local men set
about to make do with what they could learn on the fly. By trial and
error, they discovered the inadequacies of wooden locks, the mysteries
of hydraulic cement, and the relative merits of deep cuts and long
embankments. They invented simple machines to pull stumps, cut
roots, and handle soil. They learned how to “puddle” the ditch with
clay slurries until it stopped “weeping.”

Understandably, the Panic of 1819 raised a fright among friends of
the Erie Canal, but New York had enough funds on hand to keep build-
ing as prices for labor and materials fell. By early 1820, 94 miles of the
middle section had been completed, relatively close to budget, and eager
users were contributing tolls to the fund intended for servicing debt.
Over 200 miles were open by the end of 1822, and technical feats such
as a long stone aqueduct over the Genesee River at Rochester bore wit-
ness to the talent of the men in charge. Ahead lay the most diffcult parts:
the narrow channel east of Little Falls where the Mohawk cut through
rock to reach the Hudson, and a 7o-foot escarpment at Lockport
separating the broad interior from the Erie shore. But the cumulative
impact of successful experimentation, steady financing, and a rising
tide of traffic on the finished canal guaranteed victory over these final
barriers.

By October 1825, the Erie Canal was finished. Swelling with
pride, New Yorkers began a ten-day celebration. They had made
the “longest Canal - in the least time - with the least experience —
for the least money — and of the greatest public utility of any other in
the world.” As the ceremonial flotilla sailed slowly eastward from
Buffalo toward New York City, bearing DeWitt Clinton together
with a host of dignitaries and two kegs of Lake Erie water soon to
be poured into New York Harbor, crowds thronged to share the
excitement and ceremony of this wonderful achievement. Speakers
everywhere praised the wisdom, public spirit, and energy of the
people of New York. Congratulatory letters poured in. President
John Quincy Adams declared the moment an “Event” in the “pro-
gress of human Affairs.” Former president James Madison, whose
Bonus Bill veto had forced New York to act alone, called it a “pre-
cious contribution™ to the happiness of the country, “worthy of emu-
lating” in other states. Thomas Jefferson thought the Erie Canal
would bless New Yorlk’s “descendants with wealth and prosperity”
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while proving to “mankind the superior wisdom of employing the
resources of industry in works of improvement.”*

Jefferson, of course, was correct. The Erie Canal diverted into
New York City a river of gold far exceeding that which its early
friends had predicted. Lured by the canal itself and the prospects of
immediate access to markets, ambitious pioneers flocked into upstate
New York. Lumber, grain, and flour flowed down into the city and out
into the markets of the Atlantic world. Immigrants and trade goods
found a better route to the Old Northwest, and farm exports from the
Great Lakes basin added to New York’s growing trade. In the city,
merchants, bankers, warehousemen, shippers — entrepreneurs of all
sorts — seized the opportunity to perfect and specialize their services,
fostering round after round of business innovations that within a decade
of the opening of the Erie Canal had made New York by far the best place
in America to engage in commerce. So successful was the grand canal
that everyone forgot it had ever been opposed. And so complete was the
commercial transformation of New York that when the railroads of the
next generation made it possible to divert trade virtually anywhere, New
York captured the railroads instead. Nobody could know for sure in
1825, but with the opening of the Erie Canal, New York had redrawn
the economic map of the United States forever in its favor,

The case of Rochester, New York, amply demonstrates the extra-
ordinary local impact of the Erie Canal. A mere village of fifteen hun-
dred in 1821, Rochester exploded into a city of ten thousand over the
next decade. Once the canal reached Rochester, the town was awash in
craftsmen, salesmen, laborers, speculators, lawyers, crooks, and cler-
gymen, most of them strangers. According to one historian, in 1826
over one hundred new people arrived each day, and another hundred
moved on - net gain: ten to fifteen.? In such a marketplace, supply
never outstripped demand and economic rewards showered anyone
with a “better idea™ for meeting his neighbors’ needs. Carpenters adop-
ted new construction techniques; coopers and shoemakers routinized
and subdivided traditional skilled crafts, inventing jigs, tools, and

* Quoted in John Lauritz Larson, Internal bnprovement {Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, zoo1), 78-9.

* Paul Johnson, A Shopkeeper’s Millenninm: Saciety and Revivals in Rochester, New
York 1815-1837 (New Yorlk: Hill and Wang, 1978), 13, 17, 37,
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frames that allowed less experienced (and less expensive) hands to do
more work. (Shoemakers even put out pieces for needle assembly to
low-paid women all over town.) Certain master craftsmen climbed up
the ladder to become merchant-manufacturers, and once they had all
the local people shod, these high-output shoemakers began exporting
cheap brogans in barrels for sale to planters in the South, who eagerly
snapped up the product to “give” to their slaves each Christmas.

In New York City, the rising volume of business since 1815 stimu-
lated innovation even as the canal was being dug. The dumping of
British goods at the end of the War of 1812 caused wholesalers to
perfect New York’s famous system of dockside auctions. Warehouses
filled up everywhere as ships’ cargoes were off-loaded, broken, sorted
into lots, and resold for domestic distribution or directly to local
retailers. The canal then closed a commercial loop by funneling agri-
cultural commodities into the hands of these same merchants. Bankers
and insurance underwriters further institutionalized their services;
brokers cared less who their customers were than whether they paid
with good money and fast. Robert Fulton’s steamboats pushed
upstream against the Hudson’s currents to help make the Erie Canal
not just a downstream “vent™ but a two-way highway, ferrying imports
back up the canal into the hinterland. After 1815, steam navigation
quickly spread to interior rivers such as the Mississippi and Ohio, fed
by New York expertise and investment capital.

On January §,1818, a sailing ship, the James Madison, operared by
the Black Ball Line, weighed anchor for England into the teeth of a
winter storm, inaugurating the world’s first scheduled “packet” service
across the Atlantic Ocean. Prior to this, ships had lain at anchor, some-
times for weeks, while captains rustled up cargo and passengers
enough to pay for the trip across. Travelers caught in this uncertain
system cooled their heels in the city and called impatiently day after
day to see whether their voyage was about to begin. Informarion and
correspondence idled in mailbags, losing pertinence (and value) with
every passing hour. By the simple decision to sail on schedule, repard-
less, the Black Ball Line introduced a new standard of dependability
that began transforming all sorts of business transactions. In the
18208, buyers and sellers flocked to New York port because it was
hecoming the place to do business — and because they flocked there,
it was. Coastal traders from New England, the South Atlantic, and




52 The Market Revolution in America

New Orleans congregated there to get the latest price information, the
freshest European goods, the lowest prices on imports, and best con-
tracts for outgoing produce. Twenty years after that first daring Black
Ball departure, New York merchants had engrossed American domes-
tic commerce, and even the cotton export trade that logically
“belonged” to Savannah and Charleston passed through the hands of
Manhattan brokers and speculators.

SCRAMBLING TO COMPETE

The staggering rise of New York port sparked an urgent competition in
rival cities such as Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and even fledgling
Washington, D.C. (which harbored pretensions of becoming the empo-
rium of the Republic). From the beginning a city of artisans, Philadel-
phia focused on expanding and retaining its hinterland commerce with
state aid to numerous turnpikes, and on preventing improvements in
the lower Susquehanna River that would siphon off Pennsylvania pro-
duce into Baltimore’s lap. Baltimore and Boston each found niche
markets in the China trade, developing fast “clipper ships” to trim
down the length of the voyage, carrying California hides and Middle
Eastern opium to Canton, and bringing to America supplies of tea,
ceramics, and luxury textiles. The persistent demands of Caribbean
sugar planters for food, lumber, and livestock fueled booms in mid-
Atlantic flour, New York packed beef, Rhode Island horses and cattle,
and (thanks to Frederic Tudor in Boston) New England ice.

None of this commercial excitement in the seaport cities kept pace
with the growth of New York, and as the impact of the Erie Canal
became apparent, frantic interests demanded interregional internal
improvements as the only way to level this new playing field. Phila-
delphia pinned its hopes on canals winding along and between the
Schuylkill, Susquehanna, and Allegheny rivers, trying to replicate, over
a 2,000-foot mountain ridge, what New York had done across its
“water-level route.” Heading an internal improvement society,
Mathew Carey launched a propaganda campaign on behalf of Phila-
delphia merchants to get state support for the “Main Line,” a system
that would rival New York’s. Writing in 1825, he reminded Pennsyl-
vania lawmakers that since 1817 Philadelphia’s exports had dropped
40 pereent! “Which of our legislatures,” he poaded, “will have the
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honour” of doing for Pennsylvania what Clinton did for New York?*
Urgency was everything. Virginia and Maryland already had chartered
a new Chesapeake & Ohio Canal Company that someday would sat-
isfy the commerce of southwestern Pennsylvania, thereby killing sup-
port in that region for state public works. New York’s future branch
canals promised to serve northern Pennsylvania counties with more “for-
eign” connections. Only quick action could prevent Pennsylvania being
carved up into sections paying tribute to out-of-state capitals. Some
critics wondered if the brand new system of railroad transport might
not better suit their mountainous terrain, but Carey’s group insisted there
was no time to gamble on such untested pipe dreams.

In February 1826, Pennsylvania authorized its own interregional
system of canals, but the story ended less happily than in New York.
To gratify local interests, work was scattered in many directions. Engi-
neers struggled to learn how best to conquer the towering Allegheny
Ridge. By the time they adopted a portage railway as the only practical
solution, hundreds of miles of canal were completed and the state was
committed to an awkward, amphibious network. Through-service to
the western waters — the grand objective of the Pennsylvania Main Line
and its primary source of anticipated revenue — did not begin until
1834, long after interest on debt had overwhelmed revenues from
unfinished branch operations. The system truly was an engineering
marvel in its day, running 395 miles from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh
(including 36 miles of Allegheny Portage Railway and 82 miles of
railroad from Philadelphia to the Susquehanna), climbing 2,322 feet
above sea level, with 174 locks, an 8co-foot tunnel, and 1o inclined
planes, 5 on each side of the primary ridge, equipped with stationary
winding engines to haul up the barges. Unfortunately, the Main Line
never serviced its own debt and never poured revenues into the coffers
of the state the way the Erie did in New York. Perhaps most cruelly, the
necessary substitution of railways for canals in parts of the Pennsylva-
nia system helped demonstrate the merits of the railroads themselves;
and once perfected by experience, railroads displaced the canals whose
own perfection had been proclaimed so recently.

! “Fulton” [Mathew Carey], “Canal Policy — No. 1II,” United States Gazette, 26 Jan.
1825,
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At exactly the same time that New York was taking the plunge,
Virginia also took up the question of state-sponsored roads and canals.
Fiercely protective of their interests as taxpayers, Virginia’s governing
planter elites preferred to confine internal improvements to things
chartered companies could hope to accomplish - usually local turn-
pikes. In 1817, the new round of debates produced an Internal
Improvement Fund (filled with state-owned bank stock) and a Board
of Public Works to assist private ventures by purchasing stock. Among
the beneficiaries of these new state investments was the languishing
James River Company, which promised somehow to link Richmond
with the waters of the Ohio River. Meanwhile, in northern Virginia
and southern Maryland, backers of the old Potomac Canal, leading
from Washington, D.C., into the mountains toward Pittsburgh, turned
again to Congress for patronage. This time, because of Erie, they pre-
vailed, and the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal broke ground July 4, 1828.

Two final projects debuted in response to the challenge of Erie that
proved to be prophetic: the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and the West-
ern Railroad of Massachusetts. In the case of the B & O, Baltimore
merchants had felt threatened by Washington, D.C., and the city’s
powerful friends in Congress. Rather than let the Chesapeake & Ohio
Canal divert Potomac Valley trade to the national capital, they struck
back with a railroad project, funded largely by private investment, to
run up the same narrow gorge and terminate somewhere near Pitts-
burgh. The result was a dramatic contest between two technological
systems to seize the best ground and deliver superior service along this
central route to the West. Breaking ground on the same day as the
canal, the B & O became a laboratory for perfecting still-primitive
components of a proper railroad. In a parallel story, Boston boosters
launched a railroad project to cut through the rugged terrain of west-
ern Massachusetts and intersect the New York route where the Erie
Canal met the Hudson River. Like the B & O, the Western Railroad
turned into a proving ground for technical equipment and procedures,
all of which would come into focus in their modern form during the
railroad’s first dozen years.

Even the infant states west of the mountains felr the seismic effects
of the Erie Canal. Ohio launched an ambitious progrém to build two
main canals across the state, linking Lake Erie with the Ohio River and
opening an all-water circuit to New York City. Louisville, Kentucky,
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started work on a canal to bypass the mile-long falls in the Ohio itself.
Indiana plunged into a huge internal improvement program centered
on the Wabash & Erie Canal and a Central Canal tying the system into
an Indianapolis hub. lllinois cut a major connection between the Illi-
nois River and Lake Michigan at Chicago and added half a dozen
railroad projects to facilitate commerce across the broad, level prairies
of that state. Even boosters in Detroit’s sparsely settled hinterland
(Michigan would not become a state until 18 37) laid grandiose plans
to transect the lower peninsula and give steamers a “quick” portage
between lakes Michigan and Erie. In other words, the 18205 and early
1830s saw an explosion of internal improvement projects wherever
vacant land lured settlers who in turn demanded access to markets.

Throughout the South and in much of the Ohio and Mississippi
valleys, steamboats on natural rivers promised similar results with
far less risk or investment capital. With as little as $10,000,
a steamboat operator could enter the game, cruising up and down
the waterways, stopping at urban ports or private plantation landings,
taking on cotton and other produce, disgorging imported goods, and
ferrying news, prices, passengers, and slaves to and from interior
points. Both planters and merchants lobbied for public investment
aimed at clearing the shallow rivers of snags, brush, and mud banks;
but much of the southern half of the country did not originally need
expensive public or corporate systems of transportation in order to
vent local produce. A mere seventeen boats plied the western rivers
in 1817, but that number topped 100 by the time of Andrew Jackson’s
election in 1828 and hit 536 by 1840. Freight rates fluctuated wildly on
the river, but overall riverboat transportation averaged roughly one-
tenth the cost of overland transportation.’ Maps of travel time and
information flow prepared by geographer Alan Pred show dramatic
improvements not just along big-ticket projects like the Erie Canal but
all over the South and West, much of it due simply to steamboat
penetration.

The excitement abour antebellum internal improvements was
driven as much from the middle ranks of society as from the top.
Farmers and tradesmen at interior locations, especially in western

* Louis C. Hunter, Steamboats on the Western Rivers: An Economic and Technological
History {orig. 1949; New York: Dover Publications, 1991), 33, 658.
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New York, the Old Northwest, and the western counties of Virginia
and North Carolina, begged their governments to help them gain
access to lucrative markets. Time and again, frontiersmen complained
about the “want of a market” as the “great evil” preventing local
progress.® Of course, at the bottom of the economic ladder there were
men who preferred a subsistence living. Plantations in the new cotton
South often were surrounded by subsistence farmers clinging to the
hills and marginal lands. Such farmers may have raised a small patch
of cotton or tobacco to help pay taxes, but they could make do without
commerce and they tended to fear expensive public works as well as
banks and corporations. Some backcountry voters in North Carolina
rejected better roads because they thought roads made it easier for
merchants to reach out and cheat them. Nevertheless, much of the
upper South saw backcountry farmers and merchants pushing together
for roads and canals against the resistance of tidewater planters who
paid more taxes and wielded disproportionate power in state legisla-
tures. Despite the antibank, anticorporation rhetoric indulged by Jack-
sonian politicians during the 1830s, internal improvements, paper
money, and other instruments of commercial modernization were
broadly popular with more than just malevolent capitalist elites.

This is not to say there were no misgivings about the shape and
institutions of the new market-oriented economy, but rather to suggest
that the progress of the market revolution often was welcomed by
individuals and classes of people who might — and did - at the same
time recoil from some of its implications. On its positive face, the new
economy wore the aspect of a rising domestic marketplace in which all
were welcome to participate and fortunes could be had by any man (or
even woman) with ambition, industry, and a little bit of capital. For
many Americans by the 1820s and 1830s, this seemed to be the essence
of the revolutionary promise made manifest in economic liberty and
personal wealth. In the eighteenth century — and even in the first gen-
eration after the Revolution — men often had found it necessary to be
sponsored and endorsed by established community leaders before they
could launch new careers or embark on business ventures with any hope

¢ Quoted in Nathan Miller, The Enterprise of a Free People: Aspeets of Economic
Development in New York State during the Canal Period, 1792-1838 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1962), 7.
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of success. But as networks of commerce expanded and institutions
such as banks, wholesale firms, forwarding houses, and credit bureaus
began to manage the flow of information among strangers, opportu-
nities for entrepreneurs without patrons multiplied steadily.

LEARNING TO DEAL WITH STRANGERS

As much as it depended on improved transportation and communica-
tion, the rising American domestic market was not created or imposed
by a single innovation or act of legislation. In a classic illustration of
the principles explained by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations,
thousand of buyers and sellers ventured out in search of each other
and of personal gain in markets that presented an expanding universe.
Competition and initiative characterized its dynamics, especially early
on; efforts to control the flow of money, goods, or information —
whether stemming from old-fashioned claims of local prerogative or
new-fangled strategies to corner the market or distort its working —
proved ineffective. In the China trade, where the information “float”
ran forty to sixty days, American captains schemed to deliver instruc-
tions to resident agents before the ship had docked in hopes they could
buy up tea before news of the latest “demand” hit the market. By such
shenanigans — plus occasional robbery and murder — Americans broke
down the monopoly control of the British East India Company and
brought reckless competition to the opium trade.) Closer to home,
millers and butchers lost control of their “natural” local trade and
accepted the price-setting leadership of larger urban dealers. Turnpikes
invited private teamsters to use them, and when customers disliked the
price or service, they turned to another hauler or did the work them-
selves. Taking umbrage at the sight of toll booths on what looked like
public roads, many farmers and teamsters used illegal “turnouts” to
bypass the gates, daring the “monopolistic” turnpike operator to take
his customers to court.

Forwarding merchants in cities such as Pittsburgh traditionally had
bound their country storekeepers, often through credit arrangements;
but now, should a client grow restless, he could find another vendor in
Philadelphia or Cincinnati, or a lender to supply him with cash so that
he might shop with the “upper hand.” Country customers found ready
choices for disposing of their produce. They still ran up debts on the
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books of the nearest country storekeeper, but if they did not like the
prices quoted when they offered up their butter and eggs, each retained
the option of taking his surplus on to the next larger market and
clearing his accounts with cash. Steamboats called for freight, knowing
that another boat would land the next evening, making it easy for the
shipper to wait if he did not like the captain’s terms. The steady elab-
oration of complex markets tended to flatten the hierarchies of “friend-
ship” and “connection™ that had governed economic life in the
eighteenth century. Smaller players gained equal access to news and
transportation, leaving middlemen no choice but to compete with each
other on price and quality of service. As a result, millers, hog buyers,
and cotton factors all found themselves offering (albeit reluctantly) the
same terms to the least of their customers that they once would have
saved for their “best” friends.

By the early 1840s, these developments had produced an astonish-
ing circulation of goods inside of the United States. Freight rates for
commodities had fallen dramatically: on land, from $30 per ton-mile
to something closer to $20; on steamboats, from $6 (upstream) to well
under $2; and canal rates ranged between $2 and $3 per ton-mile.”
Economic historians once suggested that interregional trade made pos-
sible by the transportation revolution allowed the antebellum sections
to specialize - one in cotton, one in foodstuffs, and one in manufactur-
ing. Subsequent research has shown this portrait to be exaggerated:
Except for some of the densest cotton country in Alabama and Mis-
sissippi, most of the South remained self-sufficient in food until the late
1850s. Food exports from the Northwest did grow dramatically, but
most of that produce shipped to New York and foreign markets.

With improved transportation, consumer goods (all sold on credit)
flowed much more freely into agricultural communities. Frontier
women retired their spinning wheels (or broke them up for kindling)
and took to buying textiles from the store, bringing produce in
exchange or paying cash saved from the annual sale of corn and hogs.
Into the country came coffee, nails, window glass, mirrors, calico, lace
trimmings, ready-made shoes, hats, blankets, kettles, books, and even
musical instruments. Frontier planters in Mississippi and Alabama paid

7 Jeremy Atack and Peter Passell, A New Economic View of American History (2" ed.,
New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 148; Hunter, Steamboats, 658.

n =4 L& i:q"
e i et B

o AT e St P

Marvelous Improvements Everywhere 59

their original capital debts for clearing the land and setting up produc-
tion, then imported by steamship carved woodwork, Italian marble
mantels, French wallpaper, huge mirrors, fine furniture, pianos, carpets,
and damask draperies for the pillared mansions that by 1850
announced the “importance” of families who had staked their all on
the cotton frontier. Self-sufficiency as a goal was replaced by interde-
pendence: Indiana farmers sold corn and hogs and southwestern plant-
ers sent cotton into world markets while northeastern manufacturers
shipped cotton and woolen cloth to the farmers and planters who no
longer raised sheep or flax for themselves. The progress of market
penetration can be traced in the price differentials between Cincinnati
(deep in the interior) and New York: This “distance tax” (if you will) on
a barrel of pork dropped from $9.50 in 1820 to just over $1.00in 1860;
for flour, from $2..48 to $0.28; and for corn, from 48 cents to 27 cents.?

All this dealing with distant strangers was made possible by the
evolution of business institutions and facilitators that took advantage
of the vast interstate free-trade zone that was the United States. Federal
law required protection of contracts freely made between residents of
different states, and by the 1820s both custom and jurisprudence had
secured the assumption that citizens of all the states were playing by
substantially the same rules. After 1822, in the hands of Nicholas Bid-
dle, the Second Bank of the United States functioned de facto as a central
bank, stabilizing the American financial markets. As a result, into the
early 18305 the number of state banks in the system grew slowly, and
the dozens of currencies they issued could be exchanged — or “cleared” -
easily. After 1832, when Andrew Jackson’s personal vendetta cost the
national bank its charter, tens of millions of federal dollars were trans-
ferred to state-chartered “pet banks” scattered across the country. The
number of banks grew sharply again, especially after 1849, when a
dozen states followed the lead of “free-banking” states such as Michigan
and New York in permitting anyone to open a bank without special
legislative approval. Considered by many then (and most historians
since) to be a reckless free-for-all of “wildcat” banking, the free-bank
era actually generated a flexible and expansive money supply that served
the economy remarkably well. The free entry and exit of banks into
local markets depoliticized the “money question” (a little) and may have

¥ Atack and Passell, Newr Ecomontic View, 168.
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encouraged entrepreneurship independent of social or political connec-
tions. Force of habit and convenience continued to sustain the circula-
tion of money except in moments of extraordinary crisis — such as the
Panic of 1837 and the lingering depression after 1839.7

In New York, the moralistic and evangelical Lewis Tappan had
developed a habit of keeping files on the personal character of his busi-
ness connections. In 1841, he formalized this private gossip file into a
credit reporting burean: Tappan’s Mercantile Agency. By 1851, some
two thousand reporters gathered data on the debts, assets, character,
marriages, and drinking habits of borrowers all over the Union. The
service continued after 1858 as R.G. Dun & Company, and thanks to
its existence, retailers, wholesalers, factors, millers, meat-packers,
coastal importers, and large manufacturers wherever they lived could
study the same information about potential customers and form
responsible business judgments about persons they never had met. At
the same time, insurance underwriters increasingly guaranteed cargoes
in transit and inventories on hand from destruction, loss, or fire, allow-
ing end users to assume somewhat greater transactional risks because
they were covered from behind. Such services, coupled with a steady
supply of dependable money, rendered anonymous dealings safer, more
efficient, and far more comfortable than had been the case in even
closely guarded colonial networks of friendship and connection.

Atop the whole emerging network sat New York City — a maze of
wharves and warehouses, banks, brokers, merchants, insurers, apprais-
ers, importers, manufacturers, and information peddlers, denser and
more reliable than their counterparts anywhere outside of London and
Glasgow. Having lured Liverpool’s cotton buyers into their thriving
neighborhood, New York’s cotton merchants started bringing only sam-
ples north to the city, selling bales that subsequently shipped directly
from Charleston or Savannah; only the money passed through New
York hands. Foodstuffs such as flour either shipped from New York
or referenced New York prices and quality controls. Imports headed for
interior points landed in New York to get the best price, quickest turn-
around, and best access to the web of domestic merchants who could
peddle the wares. Cotton factors in Mobile, Atlanta, or Memphis found
that they had little choice but to track prices in New York both for
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outbound bales of cotton and for the incoming goods requested by
their customers. By the last decade of the antebellum period — the
era when railroads might have started to make a difference in commer-
cial geography ~ New York had positioned itself so successfully that
subsequent rivals never really stood a chance.

A THOUSAND CLEVER INNOVATIONS

While commercial interests assembled the framework for a burgeoning
domestic marketplace, manufacturers steadily increased their own
contributions to American economic growth. These were the first stir-
rings of the industrializing process; and even if they did not initially
involve new machines or large-scale factories, they all shared common
roots in technology and the processes of production. In the pre-indus-
trial era, most things were made by skilled craftsmen — called artisans
working with their hands and hand tools. Master craftsmen typically
owned their own shops and worked with the aid of a few journeymen
{artisans in training) and apprentices (youngsters employed in odd jobs
while they learned the “mysteries” of workshop production). The craft
workshop was both a production center and a trade school: It made
things, usually to custom order, and it produced the next generation of
skilled craftsmen who carried on the industry. When local demand
rose, it often was met not by the craftsman ramping up production,
but by recently graduated “masters” opening new shops, effectively
duplicating the means of production. Individual workmen knew every
step in the production process and commonly worked on a piece from
start to finish. No two products were exactly alike: Every piece was a
“one-off” original.

Industrialization was a complicated process by which this regime of
handicraft production gradually was altered to increase the productiv-
ity of capital and labor by intensifying output rather than simply multi-
plying the number of producers. One of the first techniques was
division of labor, in which complex tasks were broken down into
simple constituent parts and each part assigned to a worker who
repeated it quickly and efficiently over and over again. Most of the
gain came from routinizing movements, sometimes with the introduc-
tion of jigs or dies - templates that helped a worker repeat the same
action to produce identical pieces. In some cases, routinization led to
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the development of new tools to perform the work; if appropriate,
extra power from animals, water, or steam could be added to tools,
turning them into machines and introducing the process of mechani-
zation. Once machines became precise and accurate, they could pro-
duce interchangeable parts to be assembled by someone other than the
parts maker without much customization. Sometimes inventors found
ways to control the actions of complex machines so that they yielded
identical products without operator intervention — a kind of automa-
tion first realized in France in 1801 by the punchcard-reading Jacquard
loom. Finally, whole nests of machines and specialized, subdivided
workers could be gathered in carefully laid-out, power-driven factories
where, at some point in the industrializing process, economies of scale
produced a significant drop in the unit cost of the goods compared to
the same product made in an artisan’s workshop. At this point, indus-
trial production effectively replaced the handicraft system, the volume
of output soared, prices typically fell, quality often improved, and
control over the workplace passed from dozens or hundreds of inde-
pendent masters into the hands of a few capitalists who owned the
factories, the raw materials, and the finished merchandise, and who
paid wages to workers for their labor.

In early America, manufacturing simultaneously followed both the
traditional developmental path and the early road toward industriali-
zation. All the major cities in the revolutionary era boasted traditional
“man-u-factories” of every description: shoemakers, tanners, hatters,
tailors, carpenters, joiners, cabinetmakers, coopers, wagonmakers,
wheelwrights, blacksmiths, silversmiths, gunsmiths, watchmakers —
the list goes on. Smaller country towns contained more limited arrays
of specialists, but even in rural backwaters one could find a farmer-
craftsman capable of making shoes for the children, beds for the loft,
and stools for the weary pioneer’s butt. Even in colonial times, the
pressure of rising demand almost always had outstripped prevailing
supply for manufactured articles. As a result, innovative craftsmen
who were willing to try new techniques of production found few bar-
riers (no product laws or restrictive guilds) and ready rewards (eager
consumers) for their troubles. At the same time, high geographical
mobility produced hundreds of new settlements on the frontier, to be
supplied, at least before the antebellum transportation revolution, by
the spread of traditional handicraft shops.
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Deprived of foreign manufactures off and on by turmoil in Europe
and then by the War of 1812, American producers in the early 1800s
had stepped up their output, with positive results. With the return of
peace in 1815, the British dumped huge stocks of goods on American
markets, and the highly capitalized American industries - cottons and
woolens, iron and steel — begged for protection by import tariffs from
the “unfair” competition of European producers. The next year, Con-
gress obliged, and the United States began to encourage (albeit feebly)
domestic manufacturing. What really stimulated production in Amer-
ican workshops, however, was the relentless surge in demand produced
by the growth and extension of the domestic marketplace itself.

Take boots and shoes, for example, one of the hand manufactures to
undergo significant reorganization without big changes in tools or
machinery. In Lynn, Massachusetts, cordwainers manufactured shoes
with the help of apprentices working in “ten footers” — small workshops
attached to the shoemaker’s home. As market pressures rose, a new class
of “shoe bosses” took to buying leather and putting it out among the
artisans on contract. Masters and journeymen cut the leather into pieces,
and the women inside the home sewed the uppers together and returned
them to the shop for lasting. Division of labor was the novelty here:
Bosses specialized in leather procurement and distributed the materials,
the artisans and women divided the tasks of assembly according to levels
of skill, then the bosses collected the finished shoes and sent them to
mass markets in the cities or down South. To meet rising demand, bosses
bought more hides and recruited more willing shoemakers in and
around Lynn. Where transport was cheap, shoes from Lynn squeezed
out local handicraft shoemakers. Away from the main arteries of com-
merce, local craftsmen continued to thrive in small shops — but theirs
was a reprieve, not a pardon. In time, the bosses drew parts of the
process into central shops under closer supervision. By the 18 50s, when
the sewing machine made it possible to mechanize production, these
proto-shoe manufacturers simply moved their outdoor workers into
one common factory building. By then, the railroad also made it possible
to distribute shoes pretty much all over the nation, closing off the older,
traditional avenue of craft expansion.

“Putting out” systems similar to that of the shoe bosses drew other
rural people into the cash nexus during the early nineteenth century.
Palm-leaf hats, for example, brought semi-subsistence rural people
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into the market economy. Weaved by hand, usually by women, palm-
leaf hats were made of imported fronds “put out” by storekeepers, who
then took finished hats in trade to balance people’s accounts at the
country store. At first, this was simply a variation on the traditional
barter of butter, eggs, flax, firewood, and other local produce, but by
the 1830s and 1840s, palm hats became a significant means by which
rural New England families — especially poorer families with many
hands and few capital resources — generated incomes over and above
what they could squeeze from their marginal farms. In the early 1830s,
one storekeeper in southwestern New Hampshire was marketing
2.3,000 hats per year made by some 250 country laborers. Qutput more
than tripled in the next twenty years as upward of 8oo area farm
families entered the palm hat trade.’® What had began as supplemental
work for the quiet times at home had grown into regular enterprise
without which these families would fail.

Similarly, early New England spinning mills generated yarn enough
to keep every farmer with a loom for miles around busy weaving cloth.
Either men or women could make cloth at home whenever time per-
mitted without sacrificing other household routines. Because they
earned more for weaving than for many other tasks they might do,
rural people took to using cash to satisfy consumer needs. Many took
the ultimate risk of abandoning marginal farms and moving into textile
villages where father, mother, and children all worked for wages paid
by the factory owners. Over time, most weaving moved into mecha-
nized factories where power looms magnified the output and super-
visors exercised control over when and how fast operatives worked.
What seemed at first to augment the rural New England economy
eventually took it over.

Time itself became an issue of greater precision around the turn of
the eighteenth century; early factories rang bells to announce the begin-
ning and end of a shift, but an appointment to close a deal (at noon
sharp!) was best kept with the aid of a timepiece. Most people could
not afford fine brass clocks, imported from England or France, at a cost
of $s0. In the late eighteenth century, some Connecticut craftsmen
began making wooden movements for clocks, which opened a larger

" Thomas Dublin, Trassforming Women's Work: Newe England Lives in the Industrial
Revoluton (Whaca: Cornell University Press, 1994}, 54,
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market and set the stage for a true revolution in production. In the
decade after 1793, in Plymouth, Connecticut, Eli Terry perfected a
“hand engine” for cutting the teeth of the wooden gears and pinions
that made it possible to build twenty-five clocks at one time. In 1806,
he set up a “factory” with water power to turn the machinery and
contracted with his retail peddlers to turn out four thousand clocks
in three years. The price of a movement plummeted from near $25 to
$4: Itinerants sold Terry’s full-size clocks, case and all, for $25. The
demand for handmade artisan clocks collapsed, and copycat factories
popped up in half a dozen Connecticut towns. Terry then turned his
attention to miniaturizing the clockwork, perfecting by 1816 the first
“pillar and Scroll” shelf clock, twenty inches high, which (at $16)
became the standard timepiece for the next generation. In less than
twenty years, Terry had revolutionized his industry. In 1837, one of
Terry’s former employees, Chauncey Jerome, developed a new clock-
work made of stamped brass pieces that in turn put wooden clocks out
of business. By the end of the antebellum era, Americans could buy a
nice shelf clock for $4 and a bargain model for 75 cents.”* Now people
could actually expect each other to know the time of day.

Time was money in the market economy, and money usually was
paper. The burgeoning demand for banknotes, as well as stationary,
forms, account books, journals, newspapers, and the other paper
products required by commercial societies, was met in the early
Republic by another set of technological breakthroughs. For centu-
ries, paper had been made in mills close to good sources of pure water
for power and for pulp. The process involved several discrete steps
reflecting significant division of labor and specialized expertise, but
into the 1820s the only machines were found in the “beating room,”
where rags were shredded into fiber pulp. Subsequently, “vatmen”
filled and drained the screens. Then “couchers” deftly flipped the
soggy sheets onto drying felts, stacked one or two hundred such paper
sandwiches, and squeezed them out with a screw press. The couchers
then turned these sheets over to other hands, who separated the sheets
from the felts; hung them up to dry; and then sized, smoothed,

' Chauncey Jerome, History of the American Clack Business for the Past Sixty Years,
and Life of Chauncey Jerome {orig. 1860; c-book Project Gutenberg #12694, cd.
Robert Shimmin, 200.4); John Joseph Murphy, “Entreprencurship in the Establishment
of the American Clock Industry,” Jowrnal of Economic History, 26 (1966): 172-4.
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trimmed, sorted, counted, stacked, and wrapped the sheets for delivery.
Several towns in Berkshire County, Massachusetts, specialized in paper
manufacturing, and around 1827, imported machines began appearing
in these mills, eliminating more and more of the skilled handwork.

Mechanization proceeded gradually in the Berkshire paper industry
in the context of extensive entrepreneurial reorganization of the busi-
ness. If the fine source of clean water, well-developed networks of rag
collectors, and existing communities of skilled workers first made these
mills profitable, improved transportation (steamboats on the Hudson,
the Erie Canal, then the arrival of the railroads) triggered market expan-
sion, especially in New York City, that tempted Berkshire paper marn-
ufacturers to grow and improve. The steady adoption of “labor-saving”
machinery at first improved the working lives of Berkshire papermakers
and boosted both the quantity and quality of the paper produced. Local
sources of rags became inadequate, and soon these country firms were
importing bales of rag-stock from New York and even Europe, burrow-
ing deeper into market economy all the while. In 1827, the Lafflins of
Lee, Massachusetts, installed the first “cylinder” machine that actually
formed a continuous roll of paper from the pulp. Market-savvy deci-
sions by several independent manufacturers continued to feed the
growth of the business until the 1840s and 1850s, by which time the
widespread adoption of the superior (and more expensive) Fourdeinier
machinery brought the rag paper industry to maturity.

Innovation in paper manufacturing primarily was driven by the
explosion of paper use, especially for commercial purposes. Organized
as it was in multiple small firms, the Berkshire industry succeeded in
filling demands for a wide variety of specialty papers — for banknotes,
writing paper, legal documents, stock and bond certificates, and book-
keeping supplies. The fragmentary nature of demand for many kinds of
finished product kept antebellum mills from enjoying the huge econo-
mies of scale that later rewarded giant chemical wood-pulp paper
manufacturers. Instead, innovations and machines yielded modest
gains one after another without displacing wholesale the need for
skilled hands and clean water. As New York City became the commer-
cial hub of the United States, its paper suppliers stepped up to meet
demand; in response, New York simply grew bigger and more demand-
ing. Because commerce involves transactions between two parties or
more, New Yorkers” addiction to commercial paper infected their
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customers everywhere. Once the railroads locked in the primitive net-
works of antebellum commerce, paper products took their natural
place alongside other manufactured goods in the flow of merchandise
across the country.

Commerce also stimulated journalism, which in turn required abun-
dant sources of cheap paper to churn out newssheets dedicated to
prices, markets, advertising, technology, and business information.
American printing and publishing already had gone through one rev-
olution by the early nineteenth century: The creation of popular repub-
lican governments had caused an explosion in political printing
beginning in the revolutionary era. In Philadelphia, the number of
printers and their output nearly doubled between 1770 and 1790
and doubled again by 1805."* Printers scrambled to ramp up produc-
tion, exploiting apprentices and unskilled labor in place of proper
journeymen — which set off some of the earliest labor confrontations
in the new United States. Newspapers sprang up all over the country,
and thanks to the 1792 Post Office law, they were exchanged among
editors free of charge. Eventually some journalists took aim at a
regional or national audience. Joining Hezekiah Niles’s Weekly Regis-
ter (started in 1811), we find Arthur and Lewis Tappen’s New York
Journal of Commerce (1827), D. K. Minor’s Rail Road Journal (18 31),
Freeman Hunt’s Merchant’s Magazine (1839), J. D. B. DeBow’s Agri-
enltural Review and Industrial Monthly (1846), not to mention con-
sumer-oriented periodicals such as Louis A. Godeys Ladies Book
(1830) and general news magazines such as Harper’s (1850) and Les-
lie’'s Weekly (1855).

The supply of cheap and plentiful paper solved only half the problem
for early American printers: The technology of printing itself remained a
serious bottleneck. The standard hand presses from the revolutionary
era produced no more than two hundred sheets per hour, severely
limiting both the size and circulation of papers. By the late 18203,
new machine presses cranked out one thousand sheets per hour and
soon steam presses multiplied hat number by a factor of five or six!
Historians credit the convergence in the 18305 of steam presses, new
paper-making technology, chemical bleaching (to make paper from

'* Rosalind Remer, Printers and Men of Capital: Philadelphia Book Publishers in the
New Republic {Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 153-7.
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colored rags), improved transportation, and mass-market journalism
with transforming the tiny local cells of radical Yankee abolitionists into
a noisy sectional movement. The appearance in Charlestown, South
Carolina, of copies of William Lloyd Garrison’s fire-breathing abolition-
ist sheet, The Liberator, helped set the stage in the early 1830s for direct
confrontations between southern states and the federal government.

One hallmark of the industrializing process in America was the
widespread substitution of iron and steel for wood in the construction
of tools and machines. Since the early colonial period, Americans had
craved locally made iron products for the simple reason that they were
heavy and expensive to import. Raw “pig iron” was made in a furnace
located near ore deposits and hardwood forests for making charcoal
(the fuel preferred for smelting iron). Some molten iron was cast at
foundries into canon, anchors, blacksmith’s anvils, hollowware {pots
and kettles), and mill and ship’s findings; the rest was hammered into
wrought iron bar from which other iron products were made. In 1800,
most iron consumer products still were made to order by thousands of
local blacksmiths, who manufactured everything from kitchen tools to
plow shares, axes, door hinges, wagon tires, and lantern hooks. The
tools of the smithy were simple: a forge and bellows for heating the
iron, a hammer and anvil for pounding, and a variety of chisels and
dies for cutting and shaping hot pieces of iron bar.

Exploding demand for nails, hinges, iron straps, shovels, plows, and
other metal wares encouraged innovative smiths to create dies and
jigs for producing hundreds of nearly identical copies and to harness
water power to drive their bellows and operate trip-hammers capable
of pounding out far greater quantities of red-hot iron than even the
burliest blacksmith could handle. One humble beneficiary of early
American inventive energy was the ax, an indispensible tool for defor-
esting North America that acquired its modern shape and form by the
1830s. Another was the common nail - originally wrought one at a
time by a blacksmith but after 1780 produced on various hand-pow-
ered machines for cutting nails from iron plates. Ezekiel Reed of
Bridgeport, Connecticut, is credited with the original breakthrough,
but as so often was the case, many hands — perhaps dozens — were
employed trying to improve nail-making machines. Finally, in 1807,
Reed’s son, Jesse, fashioned a device that could cut and head nails in a
single operation. Purchased and installed in two factories by Boston
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merchant Thomas Odiorne, Reed’s machine quickly set the standard
for mechanized nail manufacturing in the antebellum decades, and
mass-produced nails hit the market just in time for the housing booms
that occurred after the Panic of 1819 and the opening of new trans-
portation routes.

Another site of significant creativity and innovation was the manu-
facture of small firearms. Either imported from abroad or custom-made
by skilled gunsmiths, firearms before the Revolution were comparatively
expensive, sometimes finely worked, and never exactly alike. As with so
many things in the early United States, post-revolutionary demand sent
buyers — especially the federal government and underfunded new state
militias — searching for cheap, reliable guns. In 1794, at the site of a
revolutionary-era weapons depot in Springfield, Massachusetts, Con-
gress established the first federal armory, where forty-odd craftsmen
turned out about 250 muskets per month. Demand pressure fueled by
appropriations of ready money from governments to purchase thou-
sands of arms stimulated managers at Springfield and another federal
armory at Harper'’s Ferry, Virginia, to adopt or invent elaborate divi-
sions of labor, water-powered machines, and ever-more standardized
components. Independent producer Eli Whitney contributed further to
the mechanization of gun manufacturing. By the early 18205, the
armory at Harper’s Ferry made ten thousand muskets per year, and
Springfield even more.”* In the 1840s, Samuel Colt perfected the
mass-produced revolver that would “win the West” in the hands of
Texas Rangers. (It won him a prize at the international exhibition in
1851 at the Crystal Palace in London.) Although dozens of craftsmen
and inventors contributed to these innovations, Whitney, Colt, and the
American arms industry famously took the credit for “inventing” the
modern “American System” of manufacturing using power, machines,
and interchangeable parts.

Precision machinery made it possible to make small arms and other
mechanisms out of interchangeable parts, but where did precision
machinery come from? The answer could be found in the textile indus-
try, where the earliest machine builders in America found themselves
quickly required to repair and perfect the complicated implements that

'3 Merritt Roe Smith, Harpers Ferry Armory and the New Technology: The Challenge
of Change (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), Table 1, 342.
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filled the carliest cotton factories. David Wilkinson set up a machine
shop near Samuel Slater’s first mill in Pawtucket, where he constantly
improved both the textile machinery and the devices with which he
made such machines. (In 1798, for example, he invented a slide-rest
lathe for cutting screw threads.) The rapid deterioration of wooden
machinery created powerful incentives to fashion equipment out of
brass, iron, and steel, which required more precise fabrication of hard
metal parts. Improved grinding and milling machines, drills, metal
planes, and machine tools of all types poured forth from workshops
in France, Great Britain, and America. These innovations allowed tool-
makers to perfect rough castings and fit components to the narrow
tolerances required for durable complex mechanisms running at
ever-faster speeds. Everything from clocks and watches to farm machi-
nery and railway locomotives benefited over and over again from the
constant improvement of the tools for making machines.

Innovations such as these resulted from the efforts of dozens, maybe
hundreds, of clever individuals striving to solve irritating day-to-day
problems within the systems of prevailing technology. But innovations
did not take root and transform whole industries or interlocking sys-
tems until calculating individuals (maybe the inventor, maybe not)
found ways to make inventions commercially successful. Problem solv-
ing plus profit seeking: That seemed to be the winning combination.
The presence in the early United States of such a multitude of free
agents both in the technical trades and in the entrepreneurial commun-
ity helps explain the timing of this explosion of creative development.
Neither the inventors nor the entrepreneurs necessarily saw themselves
engaged in the construction of complex new systems; indeed, their
blindness to the big picture doubtless made it easier to celebrate each
little triumph without taking stock in the cumulative impact. What
legal historian J. Willard Hurst famously called the “release of energy”
that followed American independence helped make possible this flour-
ishing of tinkerers, while the paucity of organized, traditional, legally
protected “vested interests” made it difficult to stand in the way once
an upstart brought forth another tidbit of “progress.”™

™ James Willard Hurst, Lar and the Conditions of Freedom in the Nineteenth-Century
United States {Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1956), 3.
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LINKAGES AND SYSTEMS

Textiles led the way to large-scale mechanization and mass production
in manufacturing as cotton and wool mills spread throughout New
England. At first these were typically small firms — partnerships of
merchant capitalists who placed between $10,000 and $30,000 into
the hands of skilled craftsmen (also partners at first, but over time
increasingly hired managers) who built, installed, and oversaw the
use of the machinery. Bound to Jocate near convenient water-power
seats, many of these small Slater-style mills were built at rural sites that
required the owners to install not just a factory but a town as well. To
recruit a workforce of women and children, Slater found that he had to
lure whole families with convenient rental housing, farm work for the
husbands, company stores, churches, and Sunday schools. Marginal
farmers traded agrarian poverty for real cash wages and the promise of
a rising standard of living. The mills grew slowly before 1808, but the
disappearance from American stores of British-made textiles between
1808 (the Embargo) and 1815 (end of the War of 1812) created boom
conditions during which cotton manufacturing more than tripled in
New England. Even before the rise of power weaving and integrated
factory production, cotton textiles employed between ten thousand
and twelve thousand wage workers.”’

Technological evolution, market pressure from price competition,
and the possibility of harvesting economies of scale created incenrives
for further innovation in the textile industry. Francis Cabot Lowell of
Boston visited integrated factories in Lancashire and Scotland and
returned in 1813 to introduce their model of industrial organization
at Waltham, Massachusetts. Since the perfection of mule-spinning
machinery in the 1790s, weaving had been the big bottleneck in textile
production. Lowell dreamed of a large-scale firm thar brought the
whole process, from “breaking” the baled cotton to finishing the cloth,
into one commercial operation. He secured a corporate charter from
the state of Massachusetts, partly to facilitate capital formation, partly
to gain the endorsement of the commonwealth for his potentially rev-
olutionary enterprise. In 1814, the resulting Boston Manufacturing

'% Statistical History of the United States from Colonial Times to the Present, ed. Ben |.
Wattenberg (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 139.
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Company began turning out coarse, cheap, uniform cotton cloth
(“slave cloth,” it would be called). The return of peace in 1815 and
the subsequent flood of cheap British textiles into American markets
made the timing of Lowell’s experiment especially fortunate. Mill own-
ers great and small petitioned Congress for tariff protection, which
they received in 1816, but Lowell’s integrated enterprise proved better
situated to weather the storm than did the myriad Slater-style firms.
The dramatic success of the Waltham plant led its investors to venture a
much larger establishment on the Merrimack River at a new town they
named Lowell. Here they erected an enormous water-power facility
and arranged huge factories around it to create the first American
industrial city. The factories at Lowell turned out not only great
quantities of cotton cloth but also whole sets of new textile machinery
with which competitors opened additional factories all over New
England. As mechanization and integration progressed, total factory
employment in cotton soared to 122,000 by the time of the Civil War.*
Not wanting to stir up negative visions of English working-class
degradation, the entrepreneurs at Lowell quite intentionally recruited
young, unmarried women to work in the mills and live in carefully
chaperoned boarding houses supervised by their employers, To these
“mill girls,” the arrangement offered cash wages, leisure-time activities,
excitement, independence, the company of peers, and a temporary
escape from life in a rural farmhouse crowded with overweening parents
and younger children. To the parents of the girls, the company offered
assurances that the environment would be wholesome and chaste, while
their daughters’ wages allowed a little cash to flow back to hard-pressed
Yankee farms. The arrangement was presumed to be temporary: Cash
saved would enhance the marriage prospects of girls who in a few years
hoped to return to the country and marry the sons of farmers when their
patrimonies matured. In this way, the large-scale industrial city took
root in an American social landscape that did not freely welcome it.
Once installed, the logic of integrated production, economies of scale,
and the pressure of price competition tempered the fabric of this new
industrial system, and it began to exercise a powerful influence not just
on Lowell but on all the other textile factories — including the quaint
rural village operations designed on the Slater model.
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Too much can be made (and has been made) of this quasi-utopian
story of manufacturing at Lowell, Manufacturing, including textiles,
grew apace in many American cities while evincing neither the charm
of the picturesque “mill village” or the benevolence of Lowell “girls’
clubs.” In the three decades after 1815, New York City became the
most productive manufacturing center in the United States thanks to
the dramatic expansion of “manufactories” and urban putting-out net-
works employing tens of thousands of working people. Straddling the
polar examples of Lowell and the Slater-style village mills, Philadel-
phia’s textile industry comprised small family firms or partnerships,
lining the banks of the Schuylkill River northwest of the city center
and the Delaware River north into Kensington, but also scattered
about the metropolitan area. By 1820, some thirty-nine firms, each
employing anywhere from six to two hundred workers, produced
checks, ginghams, plaids, drillings, bagging, hosiery, duck, twine,
trim, and fringes. Thousands of skilled handloom weavers worked
in backyard shops, making cloth from yarn they purchased outright
from the spinning mills. As was the case with boots and shoes, hats,
nails, clocks, and firearms, textiles for mass consumption became
steadily more standardized and cheaper, and returned a slimmer mar-
gin of profit as industrialization proceeded. But in Philadelphia, the
decentralization of entrepreneurship, together with the broad range
of specialized products produced, kept skilled artisans alive and small
firms viable throughout the antebellum period, resulting in a middle
path toward industrialization that one historian calls “proprietary
capitalism.”"?

By the middle of the 1830s, the shine was fading visibly from the
textile revolution. Total value and quantity of goods manufactured
climbed steadily, but price competition and capital demands for expen-
sive new technology produced razor-thin profit margins. The big cot-
ton barons, more likely heads of corporations now than partners or
sole proprietors, cut wages and lengthened hours, raised rents, elimi-
nated “perks” that ran up overhead, and began to resemble the indus-
trial “Gradgrinds” for which contemporary England was famous. A
bitter strike at Lowell in 1836 (discussed in Chapter 3) punctuated the

'7 Philip Scranton, Proprietary Capitalism; the Textile Manufacture at Philadelphia,
1800-1885 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 83, 97-9.
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change of mood. In Slater-style villages, once-independent yeomen
found their women and children working for lower rates while their
own agricultural employment — a luxury peripheral to the mill owner’s
interests — disappeared. Indebted to their employers for store credit and
past rent, such families could neither bargain nor protest, nor even
escape their employers’ grasp. At Lowell, long hours and declining
living conditions left girls haggard and worn, while rising rents con-
sumed what savings they had hoped to lay aside. The farm boys of
their dreams found younger women still at home ready enough to be
their brides, leaving some unmarried middle-aged women “spinsters,”
potentially for life. Desperate for cheap, tractable workers, mill owners
gradually turned to immigrant workers, whose expectations some-
times were lower, less rooted in artisanal traditions or in American
revolutionary promises of liberty and social equality.

Cutthroat competition, not community standards, set the price of
yarn or cloth. Factory masters could no more ignore the effect of
market forces on their inputs than could the workers when they looked
in their pay packets. Industrialization had transformed the textile
industry, and there quite literally was no turning back. Tens of thou-
sands of consumers had given up the tedious household production of
cloth; other tens of thousands had traded farming or other pursuits for
employment in textile factories. The final impact of industrial produc-
tion was just as profound (and irreversible) as the introduction of
guns, cloth, and steel edge tools to pre-contact Native Americans.
And like the Indians, American consumers became dependent
on goods and services they did not — and could not - provide for
themselves.

By the 1830s, metal machines were replacing wood in nearly every
application, and machine shops stood ready to tackle problems asso-
ciated with making large-scale equipment. Harvesting small grains was
one of the most important challenges, and in that decade a Virginia
blacksmith, Robert Hall McCormick, and his sons began experiment-
ing with a mechanical reaper. In 1837, Cyrus McCormick patented a
workable horse-drawn reaper that could be operated by two men.
McCormick and his brothers continued to perfect the ungainly con-
traption into the 1840s, finally building a factory in Chicago in 1847
for the purpose of mass producing their machine. By this time, John
Deere had perfected a steel plow (1837) that made it easier to break the

B T

SN

Marvelous Improvements Everywhere 75

tough sod of the tall grass prairies in Illinois and Iowa. Level ground
and larger fields — plus the arrival of railroad transportation on the
prairies — made this expensive equipment more feasible for farmers by
the 1850s. Even so, it took the Civil War’s spike in demand, coupled
with the drain of manpower into the army and the development of
companion machines (especially hay rakes and seed drills), to secure
the development of horse-powered mechanized agriculture.

Steam engines — both locomotives and stationary power plants —
also matured after 1830, reaching by the 1850s relatively modern,
recognizable forms that allowed their widespread adoption by rail-
roads and manufacturers. By 1845, steam locomotives had replaced
horse power on all the nation’s railroads, thanks to the efforts of
determined inventors such as Laomi Baldwin of Philadelphia. A jew-
eler by trade, Baldwin had opened a machine shop in 1825 that made
bookbinding tools and calico-printing cylinders. Steam power was
something of a hobby at first, but in 1832 he demonstrated his first
practical locomotive (“Old Ironsides”) and within a decade he was
known as the leading producer of railroad locomotives. Rival engine
makers took heart, the pace of innovation quickened, and steam power —
seen for a generation primarily on boats — took up residence in the urban
industrial landscape. By the mid-1840s, locomotives chugged in and out
the centers of most northern cities, while stationary engines liberated
manufacturing from its dependence on rural water-power seats. The
adoption of special grates made it possible to burn Pennsylvania’s hard
anthracite coal, which greatly multiplied the energy available for home
heating, heat-using industries, and transportation as well. Within
another decade, smoke and noise had altered the urban scene (not for
the better), and these twin hallmarks of the modern capitalist transfor-
mation took root in the American experience.

Urbanization, itself a function of industrialization, likewise became
a stimulus as ever-larger concentrations of workers required housing,
furniture, carpets, light, heat, food, fuel, housewares, clothing, trans-
portation, and entertainment. Overwhelmed with opportunity, house
carpenters modified time-honored construction techniques (and the
respectful divisions of labor that separated carpenters from joiners,
cabinetmakers, and other ancient specialists) in order ro throw up
houses fast enough to answer burgeoning demand. Balloon frame con-
struction (hollow walls constructed of light studdings instead of heavy
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framing timbers, on which were “hung” rafters and floor joists) made
the biggest impact, allowing builders to close in a house in record time,
making use of prefabricated windows and doors. {Alas, such houses
burned down with astonishing speed as well.) Retail merchants of
every description crowded the growing cities, testing the waters of
demand (calculating) and forwarding orders to whichever innovative
producers they thought could fill them on time. Butchers, bakers, and
vendors of produce, dairy products, whisky, beer, and rum prolifer-
ated, boosting the demand signals reaching their suppliers: millers,
milkmaids, fish mongers, brewers, distillers, and the growers of vege-
tables. Cartmen hauled firewood in and horse manure out day after
day in thankless succession. Acceleration in each occupation fostered
acceleration in others, forward and backward, until the rhythm of life
itself seemed to increase with each passing hour. Towns filled with
strangers; strangers grew rowdy in taverns and pubs; crime, disorder,
and irreligion became epidemic. All of this brought out howls of
despair from “respectable” middle-class merchants and manufacturers,
who in turn moved to quieter neighborhoods, bought new houses and

things like carpets and pianos that marked their escape from center-city
squalor.

FACTORIES IN THE FIELDS

Economic growth in a market economy needs more than acceleration
to become self-sustaining, and the prime mover behind American
prosperity in the nineteenth century remained agricultural produce —
especially slave-grown cotton. Between 1793 (when the cotton gin
made it possible to process short staple cotton) and 18 50 (when the
census first recorded the data), some 30 million acres of land were
brought into production in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana,
Arkansas, and Texas, mostly dedicated to corton.™ Roughly 1.3
million African American slaves powered these new “factories in the
fields” (half the slave population of the United States), and while they
gained a great deal of their own “fuel” from food grown on the plan-
tation, southern staple-crop specialization also profited partly because

** Michael Williams, Americans & Their Forests: A Historical Geography (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 119,
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of meat and grain surpluses flowing out of the family farms of Penn-
sylvania, New Jersey, Virginia’s central valley, and the Old Northwest.
Ambitious planters hacked their way through the cotton belt in the
space of a single generation. In the process, they displaced seventy-
five thousand Indians — Cherokee, Choctaw, Chicasaw, Creek, and
Seminole — and clear-cut miles of old-growth timber.*® Most American
cotton wound up in British industrial hands, but the demands of the
burgeoning South for food, shoes, clothing, tools, transportation, com-
mercial services, and investment capital yielded the same kind of
growth pressures inside the Unirted States that had swelled the fortunes
of the Brirish Empire in the last decades before the Revolution. At the
same time, rising domestic markets steadily lowered the “cost” of pio-
neering on the cotton frontier by bringing convenient goods and serv-
ices to new plantations within a few years — or even months — of their
creation.

Cotton plantations themselves remained technologically simple
throughout the antebellum period, with the single exception of
the all-important cotton gin. Forests were cleared by slaves wielding
axes, stumps were burned, and roots were grubbed out with shovels
and hoes. New fields were plowed with single-bottom equipment
drawn by one or more mules. Planting was done by hand, as was
the periodic weeding (“chopping”) with hoes that helped give the
cotton plant its priority claim on water and soil nutrients. Harvest
was the most labor-intensive part of the process: Phalanxes of slaves,
dragging long bags, moved through the ripened fields, prying the
valuable fluff from its boll, now split, dry, and razor sharp. How
carefully this was done affected the value of the product, because
cotton stained with blood from the fingers of the pickers or full of
trash and hulls from careless handling commanded a lower price at
the local exchange. Back in the plantation yard, the cotton gin
removed seeds and debris before the lint was pressed into bales and
wrapped with hemp bagging. Now the bales were ready to be stacked
on a steamboat and started on a journey to Lowell or Liverpool. As
the cotton culture moved westward, the size of cotton fields
increased, but the process changed little between 1800 and the Civil
War. Few economies of scale advantaged the larger planters over their

Y Wartenberg, ed. Statistical History, 24-37, 460.
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less wealthy neighbors, except at the end of the process, when crops
were ginned and baled for market. As a result, white men made
money growing cotton with just a few slaves - or with hundreds —
and shared in that regard a common interest in perpetuating the slave
labor system.

One technological innovation that kept slave-grown cotton profit-
able was the western shallow-draft steamboat. Steamers of different
sizes, some drawing as little as 12 inches of water “light” (30 inches
loaded), plied southern rivers and bayous, bringing foreign and
domestic consumer goods right to the plantation docks, picking up
their 500-pound bales of raw cotton, and relieving the planters from
having to waste time shopping in town. The greater impact of the
market revolution in the South, however, came through intangible
changes in techniques of doing business, instruments of credit and
commercial transaction, even ways of telling time. Specialized cotton
factors orchestrated the planter’s business: watching the cotton
exchanges; tracking prices; combing markets for advantageous stocks
of consumer goods; and trading (and speculating) in banknotes, prom-
issory notes, bills of exchange, warehouse receipts, and other commer-
cial paper, all greasing the wheels of cotton marketing. Planters seemed
to focus their own attention on trading land and slaves — the two most
essential components of their production system.

Historians of slavery once dismissed it as economically foolish, a
backward agricultural system, but scholars in the recent generation
have found more flexibility in planters’ approach to slave labor and
more evidence of smart attention to business on the part of the masters.
Excellent studies now portray low-country rice plantations where
bound men and women under the “task system” of management prac-
tically ran extremely complex enterprises for owners who often did not
even live on the premises. Africans probably taught American planters
everything they knew about rice cultivation, including how to con-
struct elaborate waterworks for flooding and draining the fields. In
Louisiana, some sugar planters employed labor management strategies
(including careful attention to family connections) starkly different
from the harsh systems seen in the West Indies. Throughout the South,
slaves were leased and hired for all sorts of tasks, often working on
their own recognizance and expected faithfully to carry back to their
masters the cash wages of their labors.
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In theory, no slaveholder could embrace the Smithian model of
human economic motivation (the rational pursuit of self-interest)
when trying to mobilize a chattel work force, but in a striking case
in Virginia, we see skilled slaves at an iron forge earning bonus
incentives and overtime pay, piling up money in savings accounts
from which they withdrew small sums to give each other presents
or cashed in the whole to buy their freedom. Southern railroads
employed slaves, as did canals and manufacturing firms, mocking
the conventional wisdom that slave labor was incompatible with
enterprise and industry. Plantation masters adopted clocks and
watches and “time discipline” just about as readily as northern fac-
tory bosses, even as they struggled to resist the democratic implica-
tions of the free-labor system of which it was a part. Finally,
numerous studies on plantation management suggest that many
planters paid close attention to the costs of production, the value
of their capital assets (including “their people™), and the financial
success of their enterprise over time. (Many others, of course, did
not, which affirmed in a way that the master-slave relationship was
more calculating than sentimental, even if short-sighted.) Rarely
fitting the caricatures of the day — antique, backward-looking
patriarch or brutal, slave-whipping sociopath — planters struggled
like other Americans to square their social and racial assumptions
with the challenges and opportunities thrown up by new market
forces. At the same time, recent work on the slave trade has revealed
a planter class intensely aware of the way that buying and sclling
black laborers made white men white, commodified human beings,
and denied the humanity of slaves for the pleasure and profit of the
master class.

THE FLOW OF INFORMATION

Beneath or behind all this profitable activity lay a dramatic revolurion
in communications that expanded the effective playing ficld for
human interactions from a circle § or 6 miles across (a day’s round
trip on foot) to a continental scale. Admittedly, long-distance trade
and transportation had been fostering social and economic inter-
course for three hundred years when the nineteenth century began;
but such linkages in the age of sail remained painfully slow and only
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occasionally impinged on the lives of most ordinary people. (It can be
argued that the forced relocation of African laborers from their
homes to New World plantations affected them daily ever after, but
slaves were not free participants in the transactions that made
early modern merchant capitalism possible.) After the formation of
the American Republic, a series of interlocking improvements
increased the circulation of information, in velocity and volume, in
ways that encouraged and facilitated social mobility, economic ambi-
tion, and the willingness of persons to do business with strangers at a
distance,

The first piece of this new communications network was the
United States Post Office, which had been launched back in 1792
on an explicit mission to make the circulation of news and informa-
tion as free and easy as possible all across the United States. Two early
decisions helped make the postal system an extraordinary force for
national integration: First, newspapers — all newspapers — were
granted ready access to the post at trivial expense; and second, Con-
gress adopted the habit of never turning down citizen petitions for
new routes and post offices. Although it clearly benefited business,
this early support for an expansive postal system did not spring from
commercial considerations; in fact, private letters (mostly business
communications) paid very high postage to subsidize the compara-
tively free flow of newspapers. It was the widespread “republican”
suspicion of elected politicians, gathered in far-off Washington, that
fostered the popular conviction that liberty itself depended on
cheaply spreading the news. Political rivals on the national stage
required information about their enemies and their enemies’ constit-
uents all over the Union; state and local officials demanded frequent
communications from their representatives in Congress; and common
voters, especially as the suffrage expanded to include all adult white
males, had to be informed and inflamed about their favorite candi-
dates and party tickets. As a result, by the early 18 30s, the post office
employed 8,700 individuals (three-fourths of all federal employees)
and delivered 16 million newspapers a year — which number doubled
by 1840. Current newspapers could be found in the farthest corners
of the antebellum wilderness practically from the first days of settle-
ment. The touring French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville found that
the residents of frontier Michigan Territory were better informed
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than the common people of northern France, which had been settled
since time immemorial.>®

If the circulation of news was encouraged for political purposes, it
nevertheless revolutionized business as well. Those newspapers were
filled with prices and other market-related information, subjecting
buyers and sellers everywhere to real market forces. Information
worked like electric current in the capitalist free-market system, flip-
ping switches and setting up situations. The arrival of a bushel of
wheat in New York increased the supply — and theoretically depressed
the price ~ of that commodity for New York buyers. Knowing what
wheat sold for in New York helped farmers in Ohio or Ilinois decide
what to plant and what to expect in return for their produce at harvest
time. Knowing what goods were for sale (the earliest mercantile “ads”
typically printed detailed lists) piqued demand among country people
and broke down consumer satisfaction with the limited choices avail-
able in local self-sufficient markets. Wherever information flowed
freely, price competition began to exercise its influence on how people
valued what they bought and sold: The value of a gallon of whiskey or
a pair of shoes moved toward an equilibrium price, minus the cost of
transportation.

Delivering the mail, of course, turned out to be a major impetus
behind campaigns for improved transportation. Better postal service
depended on the condition of local roads, which stimulated local offi-
cials and taxpayers (some more than others) to clear the roads, drain
the mud holes, and build bridges and culverts where small, erratic
streams threatened to cut off delivery for days or weeks at a time.
Better roads, together with the availability of lucrative federal con-
tracts for carrying the mail, encouraged private stagecoach lines to
beef up capacity, speed up service, and move toward dependable sched-
ules. Of course, once people became acquainted with better service,
they demanded its continuation and further improvement. Competi-
tion thus repaid successful innovations that helped improve the circu-
lation of people and information using whatever technology —
primitive or experimental — was available. By the 1850s, letters and
newspapers might travel by sailing ship, steamboat, canal boat,

** Richard R. John, Spreading the News: The American Postal System from Franklin to
Morse (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 1.
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railroad, and stagecoach before winding up in the locked “portman-
teau” of the lowly, mounted, rural post rider.

The postal service was not the only beneficiary of improved trans-
portation, and when taken in combination with all sorts of private
conveyances and transportation services, the internal improvements
boom of the first four decades after 1800 yielded a rruly remarkable
transformation of the network even before the steam railroad brought
industrial-strength speed and power to the system. Taking advantage
of Macadamized roads (well-drained roadways, free of stumps, and
paved with compacted broken stone), turnpikes with bridges and cul-
verts, steamboats on natural waterways, and regular packet services on
brand-new man-made canals, purveyors of information — newspapers,
magazines, politicians, private businessmen, curious tourists, immi-
grants, and traveling family members — decreased the “information
float” (the time lapsed between sending and receiving messages). Schol-
ars’ calculations suggest that, in 1840, information and passengers
spread out from New York City between five and twenty times as fast
as they had fifty years before.*” Distances seemed to be dissolving, and
for the first time, New Yorkers could reach their countrymen on the
Mississippi more quickly than they could reach Liverpool or La Havre.

Still profoundly fragmented, this relatively “low-tech” network
comprised hundreds of separate routes, conveyances, and facilities
and employed thousands of independent forwarding merchants, livery
agents, wagon masters, stage drivers, steamboat captains, canal boat-
ers, mule skinners, warehousemen, teamsters, dock workers, cartmen —
individual sellers of services knit together by market transactions the
complexity of which absolutely boggles the modern mind. Neverthe-
less, the volume and velocity of information in motion, as well as
passengers and freight, mushroomed and created a demand for the
faster, cheaper, and more dependable integrated services that would
be offered by the railroads within a decade. (In the absence of bureau-
cratic procedures or mathematical models derived from fluid mechan-
ics, no one could imagine bringing all these transactions into a stable,
predictable order. Markets were the only way known to connect innu-
merable buyers with innumerable sellers efficiently.)

** Alan R. Pred, Urban Growth and the Circudation of Information: The United States
System of Cities, 1790-1840 (Cambridge, MA: Harvacd University Press, 1973), 64, 74-
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Far from satisfactory by the standards of the next generation, this
network by 1840 succeeded in teaching people to expect to know what
went on half a continent away, order goods shipped a thousand miles,
and consume things routinely that could not be grown or made
at home. By the middle 1840s, at the same time that thousands of
Americans were striking out on foot with ox-carts and wagons on
the life-threatening six-month trek to Oregon and California — the last
example of a style of emigration made famous by Daniel Boone six
decades before — other Americans already were learning to board “the
cars” for Boston or Philadelphia and return home the same day, shop-
ping bags in hand. Some wags fretted that high-speed travel — “we flew
in the wings of the wind at the varied speed of fifteen to twenty-five
miles an hour, annihilating time and space” ~ might endanger human
organ systems; but technological enthusiasts and commercial boosters
deployed the most extravagant language to describe the world that lay
just around the corner. Liberty, equality, world peace, and the diffusion
of intelligence would all advance in the face of railroad transportation,
while the “stock of human misery” must surely decline.** As if to prove
prognosticators right, in 1844 Samuel F B. Morse transmitted his
famous first telegraphic message — “What hath God wrought” — across
his wires stretched between the Capitol in Washington and the Balti-
more railroad station. Space and time, it seemed, truly had been obli-
terated. By 1850, ten thousand miles of telegraph wires made it
possible for merchants to forward information instantaneously while
commodities themselves moved more slowly toward their destination
(one thousand bushels wheat shipped today-stop-due New York
Thursday-stop). Thereafter, market forces acquired an even greater
influence on all kinds of economic transactions.*?

Everybody knows that railroads accomplished this second revolu-
tion, this “annihilation of space and time,” but few remember the long
gestation of railroad technology nor the tremendous amount of exper-
imentation (and failure) that finally produced the familiar “Iron
Horse.” Start with the roadway itself. The key to a railroad’s energy
advantage lay in the smooth, firm, parallel rails on which the cars and

** James A. Ward, Railroads and the Character of America, 1820-1887 {Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 1986), 62, 110.

*1 Daniel Walker Howe, What Hatl God Wrought: The Transformation of America,
1815-184¥% (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 696.
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engines ran. Early English railroads were built on solid foundations,
parallel stone walls set deep in the ground, like the footings of a
building, onto which iron rails were pegged to carry the flanged
wheels of the railway carriages. The first American experiments cop-
ied this design but found it inappropriate for the American setting.
First, the extreme temperature variations in North America (north of
the Chesapeake at least) produced frost heave that threw stone foun-
dations out of alignment. Second, stone construction proved so
expensive and slow that the vast expanses of the new United States
never could have been crossed using English-style techniques. By the
early 1830s, American railroad builders had settled on cheaper, more
flexible roads, with wooden rails spiked together on wooden cross-
ties or “sleepers” (to maintain their parallel orientation), set firmly on
top of a Macadam-like bed of broken stone, and topped with straps
of iron spiked onto the top edges of the wooden rajls. The rapid
deterioration of these “strap-iron” rails (not to mention the deadly
“snake-heads” that resulted when iron straps broke, curled up, and
penetrated the floor of a carriage, sometimes impaling passengers
inside) stimulated further experimentation until the industry settled
on the rolled-iron “T” rail seated in “chairs” that were spiked to the
Ccross-ties.

Motive power likewise took almost two decades to evolve into its
familiar form. In 1830, many railroad promoters still considered horse
power to be more dependable and effective than the steam-powered
locomortives being bragged about loosely by wild-eyed enthusiasts. The
first American locomotives looked a little like four-wheeled gun car-
riages with water ranks mounted where the canon should be. Inventors
had significant problems to solve. They needed a firebox on board and
a boiler filled with water through which tubes could carry hot air to
produce the steam. They needed precisely milled pistons and cylinders
with which to convert the steam into reciprocal mechanical action,
which was then transferred to the wheels by levers and cranks. Steam-
boat builders had pioneered solutions to many of these engine-building
problems, but locomotives had to pack more power in a small package
than did any steamboat engine. Of what could you make the fire tubes
that would not burn out or corrode too quickly? How to build a frame
that would not be wrenched apart by the alternating horizontal forces
of the drive gear pushing back on the right, then left, then right again?
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How to balance the driving wheels with counterweights so that the
cranks will not have “dead spots” and at the same time turn smoothly
enough to minimize any downward beating action that would hammer
the rails to pieces? Finally, the locomotive had to develop enough
power to carry itself and large quantities of wood and water and still
pull a payload adequate to reimburse its cost of operation.

These technical elements, along with dozens of other details, all
had to be resolved and then settled upon because an effective railroad
system — unlike an individual steamboat — had to use identical rails,
identical wheels, perfectly interchangeable cars and engines, a com-
mon mechanism for coupling cars together, and an operating system
to coordinate the whole across time and space in a choreographed
performance unlike anything tried by any enterprise before. For the
first twenty years of railroad development, these difficulties were
tackled on a very small scale. With the exception of the sprawling
Baltimore & Ohio and the Western Railroad of Massachusetts, most
early companies operated short lines between two terminal cities — and
found coordinating such relatively closed systems trouble enough.
Scheduling trains in both directions on a common single track required
a level of attention to time and speed never before considered by team-
sters or stagecoach drivers. Safety and convenience placed a monopoly
of operations in the hands of the railroad company, which also owned
the road, such that carrier and route — always two separate entitics
before — now were combined in a single business enterprise.

Early managers of railroads imagined their business as moving
goods between terminal cities — for example, between Boston and
Providence. But in practice, customers desired to ride or ship goods
from all points along the line to one or the other terminal, and even
from one intermediate place to another. Railroad managers quickly
learned that they had to do business at dozens of different points on
the map, handle all kind of goods as well as human passengers, and
charge reasonable prices for their services as well as the use of the road
for trips of a mile, ten miles, or a hundred. Employees worked not in a
shop or factory, but on board the train itself, or out along the line doing
maintenance of way, where supervision was difficult if not impossible.
Gradually, it dawned on people that a railroad was something like a
ship, something like a factory, something like a stagecoach line, some-
thing like a turnpike, and something like a municipal government
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charged with keeping the peace and collecting taxes over an expanse of
geographical territory.

Even as railroaders mert the challenges of managing a short-line
company, one more step was required before the railroad as a system
of transportation would come into its own: the integration of separate
two-point links into a chain, and then a web or network, of common
connections. In the early 1840s, the technical difficulties receded
quickly, and by the late 1840s the business and management systems
were coming into focus. It was in the 1850s that this last stage of
integration kicked in to create the first long-distance interregional
“trunk lines” connecting New York with interior markets — especially
that breakneck upstart city on the lake, Chicago. In upstate New York,
half a dozen short lines following the Erie Canal first made traffic
interchange agrcements, issued tickets to passengers for through pas-
sage from Albany to Buffalo, and pulled each other’s freight cars rather
than unload and reload goods at the points where two companies met.
Bookkeeping nightmares resulted, forcing supposedly rival firms into
closer and closer cooperation, until it made no sense at all for connect-
ing lines to compete with each other. Mergers, leases, and capital
investment by one firm in another pointed the way toward consolida-
tion into long lines or systems that would challenge rivals in parallel
between major distant markets while blunting market forces and elim-
inating market transactions between the points of the line 7 series.
Before the outbreak of the Civil War, the New York Central, the Erie,
and the Pennsylvania trunk lines established integrated service between
the East Coast and Chicago and were rapidly filling out feeder links
inside the regions they served as well as probing farther west into the
prairies of Illinois and Iowa.

THE STEALTH ADVANCE OF PROGRESS

The cumulative effect of all these developments was the emergence and
articulation of what we recognize as the modern capitalist economic
system. All of it sprang from the extraordinary abundance of the natural
American environment. Compared to Old Europe, North America had
presented its European colonizers with a rich storehouse of resources
that were being used only lightly by indigenous populations. Colonial
Americans often remarked on their great fortune in “possessing” such a
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vast portion of the Creator’s blessings, but in the nineteenth century, as
the 7ate of wealth accumulation rocketed skyward due to technological
innovations, people assigned more and more of the credit to human
ingenuity and the enterprise of free Americans. The dramatic returns
to industry that marked the experience of early Americans easily might
have been curbed by scarcities of food, fuel, or rainfall at any time
during the antebellum era. But significant limits never appeared, and
the rapid development of frontier land and transportation silenced pass-
ing concerns about deforestation and soil exhaustion. Prosperity began
to look boundless: A profligate “mother nature” seemed willing to grat-
ify her children no matter how much they demanded.

Almost imperceptibly across several decades, structural changes in
the means of production and patterns of exchange knit themselves in
interlocking combinations. Face-to-face commercial transactions, so
typical of rural village life in the late eighteenth century, evolved into
institutional exchanges dependent more on cash and facilitating mid-
dlemen. Where villagers once exchanged eggs, butter, and firewood for
yarn, shoes, or furniture directly from the person who made them, they
soon passed all produce through the books of the country storekeeper
and eventually bought their shoes, chairs, and dry goods from crafts-
men they never met who worked in factories in unimaginable eastern
or northern cities. Without delay, the overworked pioneer housewives
hung up their spinning wheels and purchased ready-made woolens and
cotton cloth as supplies became available. Not for a moment did they
think that by dropping the extraordinary tedium of spinning, knitting,
weaving, and sewing all of their family’s textiles, they would usher in a
new economic system that profoundly restricted their liberty or inde-
pendence. Yet such was the effect of the encroaching web of market
transactions that characterized their lives.

One of the earliest signs of market penetration was the rising export
of surplus crops. Early subsistence farmers produced their immediate
needs at home and only raised cash with exports to pay taxes or pur-
chase coffee, powder, lead, and window glass. However, as their
accounts at the store began to mount, farmers raised more chickens
for sale in town, more wheat for sale at the local flour mill, and more
hogs and cattle that could walk to distant markets, in order to balance
their purchases. Farm women made butter and cheese for the nearest
urban community where folks had no cows of their own. Some farmers
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brought the storekeeper firewood or forest products such as barrel
staves. Others worked together to drive large herds of livestock to
regional cities such as Cincinnati, where animals were slaughtered
and processed for further export in national or international markets.
Storekeepers, like it or not, found themselves wholesaling produce for
export in order to stock their shelves with retail merchandise, and these
primitive entrepreneurs often promoted industry and transportation
improvements in desperate efforts to move out commodities brought
to them by customers eager to purchase their wares. What stood out in
the frontier progression from subsistence to export economy was the
invisibility of the process and the relative innocence of each individual
whose choices drove the transformation forward.

Farther up the chain of entrepreneurial innovation, “likely” young
men (and this was mostly a man’s business) took positions as clerks,
where they learned elementary commercial skills. Some became man-
agers of branch stores capitalized by their employers; some saved
enough from their wages to buy a stock of goods and go out on their
own. In larger towns and cities, the burgeoning volume of trade fos-
tered specialization, and wherever transactions became numerous, the
need for paperwork and records multiplied. Institutional procedures
replaced family connections or personal acquaintance among buyers,
sellers, employers, and employees. Banks replaced family, friends, and
local notables as the primary sources of business capital, and by the
1850s, Lewis Tappan’s credit reporters were making formal ratings of
merchants in Chicago, Cincinnati, and French Lick, Indiana, for the
benefit of lenders and vendors in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.
Partnerships remained the preferred instrument for larger businesses,
but in most states, general incorporation laws made the once-scarce
corporate charter readily available for groups interested in manufac-
turing, mining, rurnpikes, insurance, sometimes banking, and experi-
mental railroad development.

What made these commercial changes both permanent and
irreversible was the contribution of industrialization, which fostered
ever-more elaborate divisions of labor and corresponding interdepen-
dencies. In the same way that Indians who gave up their stone-age
technology became utterly dependent on hatchets, knives, and
firearms, antebellum Americans who traded cash wages for rural
self-sufficiency enjoyed efficiencies at the expense of independence.
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It took not a generation for the skills of self-sufficiency to begin to
atrophy, and, frankly, few antebellum Americans indulged nostalgic
dreams of a return to simpler times. Progress promised ease and
prosperity, and most Americans were all too familiar with the “charms”
of pre-industrial material life to see it as a virtue alongside modern
ways.

Without anybody wishing it so, the increasing scope of commercial
transactions, the specialized divisions of labor, the growing distance
between buyers and sellers, the institutionalization of relations, and
the proliferation of intermediaries disembedded individual transac-
tions from contexts in which the common welfare or “commonwealth”
of whole communities once had seemed self-evident. Not that folks
were any more (or less) inclined to abuse their neighbors, but how was
one to know who was his neighbor in a complicated nexus of actors
and agents he never saw or knew by name, where prices, commissions,
and the terms of trade seemed always to be set by somebody else? This
was, of course, the genius of the free commercial marketplace: It deper-
sonalized transactions, stripped them of all but economic information,
and opened the game to anyone with something to sell or the where-
withal to buy. The result, overall, was a decline of what we might call
“diseconomies” or wasteful transaction costs, but this rationalization
came at a price in terms of community welfare and social relations.
Individuals who bore their neighbors no ill will now found themselves
required to raise prices, call in loans, lower wages, or fire employees
because competitive forces left them no choice. Once the market rev-
olution had produced a certain level of complexity and interdepend-
ence, the most moral or ethical of entrepreneurs found themselves
powerless to stand against a panic or a boom.

In the countryside, the market revolution generated problems even
for families engaged in the once-timeless and uncomplicated business
of farming. Even before the Erie Canal was built, farmers along the
Hudson River had worried that their “natural” advantage as suppliers
to a fast-growing Manhattan population would be erased by cheap
transportation reaching into the Genesee Valley. So it was, after
1830, that the breadbasket shifted westward, forcing farmers nearer
the city into meat, dairy, and vegetable production — more valuable
enterprises, perhaps, but far more dependent on immediate market
forces, transportation costs, and innovative competition. Within a
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gen_erarion (by the 1850s), Genesee farmers felt the same displacement,
as foodstuffs from Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana rode eastward on
railroad trains that favored long hauls over short ones. Caught in the
middle, upstate New York farmers found themselves too far from the
city for butter and meat but not far enough to sell flour and corn in
competition with new western sources. Butchering, traditionally a
decentralized local enterprise (and an asset to the neighborhood),
became “meat packing,” as it grew in scale, transforming locales —
sometimes whole towns — into nearly unlivable scenes of carnage
and offal. Cincinnati became known as “Porkopolis,” a city in which
the odds stood “five hundred to one” (said English tourist Frances
Trollope) that a woman could not cross the street without “brushing
by a snout fresh dripping from the kennel.”** Even rural marriages felt
the strain of accommodating the capitalist system, as dairying, tradi-
tionally women’s work and supplemental to household income, began
to surpass grain farming as the primary source of support for many
families in regions close to major cities.

Americans could hardly fail to notice the extraordinary flood of
“improvements™ that marked the four decades before 1860. Material
conditions changed at an ever-increasing pace. More significantly, peo-
ple who had once feared change began to embrace it, not as evidence of
decay but as the natural condition of human beings in an age of “pro-
gress.” No metaphor better captures the accumulated force of these
“marvelous improvements” than that of a whirlwind. Coming ever
faster and spiraling outward, discrete acts of innovation and entrepre-
neurship contributed to a rising sense of things spinning out of control.
Foreign tourists repeatedly remarked about the frantic pace of change
in the United States. Writing in 183§, Francis Lieber likened ten years
in America to “a century in Spain.” How could people endure feeling
“all the time as if tied to the wing of a windmill?”*3 Qutside observers
even questioned whether this freedom, mobility, and chaos might not
be harming Americans’ health. But to domestic eyes, progress itself did
not seem patently evil, even if one or two elements caused displeasure.

** Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans, ed. John Lauritz Larson (orig.
1832; abridged ed., St. James, NY: Brandywine Press, 1993), 53.

* Quoted in Marvin Meyers, The Jacksonian Persuasion; Politics and Belief (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1957), 122.
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When the men and women who experienced this whirling phenom-
enon began to feel giddy, they had a good chance of seeing it as thrilling
rather than alarming or clearly dangerous.

Falling together in the 1850s with a suddenness that startled most
observers, all these disparate changes and adaptations seemed to assem-
ble themselves into a giant, interlocking network of institutions, expect-
ations, and behaviors that all found their coordination in market forces.
With prices set by impersonal market mechanisms, vendors no longer
dickered with their customers. Market quotations from New York, New
Orleans, or even London seemed to establish the value of everything in
the most remote country villages. Banks, transportation companies,
insurers, and large mercantile houses held the better cards in whatever
bargaining went on in these complex commercial networks, leaving the
individual entrepreneur on the defensive, afraid of being bested, and
determined to recover his losses from the next most vulnerable “chump”
in the game. Whatever mutuality may have existed in the “moral econ-
omy” of traditional networks of community exchange (and there clearly
was some), it was disappearing from the commercial culture of the
antebellum United States (especially in the North) as the sectional con-
flict drew nearer. :

The impact of this progress, of course, was never uniform: Real
people suffered absolute as well as relative distresses under this chaotic
economic regime. From time to time, when the business cycle triggered
a panic or a downturn in trade, a chorus of voices rose to protest the
destruction of traditions, the loss of brotherhood, the heartless tri-
umph of naked greed. But the return of prosperity generally rekindled
people’s optimism, boosted their expectations, and buoyed the hope of
so many (sometimes against available evidence) that every American
stood to gain from the market revolution. Many Americans believed,
at almost every step along the path through this wonderland of change,
that progress energized their birthright of liberty, and that the benefits
of freedom lay not in fighting what seemed inevitable, but in riding the
tiger into a future they hoped would reward their acquiescence.




Interlude: Panic! 1837

The years 183 5 and 1836 showed a spike in American prosperity like
nothing ever seen before. Cotton and foodstuffs poured forth into the
markets of the world; investment capital flowed back in a virtual tor-
rent as rich men in Europe and Britain scrambled to own a piece of the
rising economic phenomenon that was the United States. Land sales
boomed, cotton prices soared (driving up the price of land and slaves as
well); the vast continental interior succumbed to parades of pioneers
who stripped the land of timber, replacing it with cotton, hemp, wheat,
corn, cattle, and hogs. Brilliantly, the tools of the market revolution -
productive machinery, transportation improvements, easy credit, and
marketing facilities — delivered fortunes to thousands of entrepreneurs
and promised the same to tens of thousands more who lined up to
emulate the successful. Then, between February and June 1837, it all
fell to pieces again. Brokers failed in London, Paris, and all over the
United States. Investment houses returned bills unpaid, leaving their
correspondents holding worthless promissory paper. In May, banks in
New York, Philadelphia, Providence, Baltimore, and New Orleans
suspended specie payments and called in their loans. Suspension of
payments interrupted credit, and the absence of credit brought to a
halt the flow of goods and services throughout the system.

The Panic of 1837 cut a wide swath of injury largely because so
many households now depended on the integrated market economy.
There were, of course, high-stakes gamblers caught in the panic, but
these were not a primary source of concern, Tens of thousands of city
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dwellers who worked for wages suffered most desperately with no
means to pay rent or purchase food and fuel. Agricultural households
could subsist on their own resources — unless they owed money, as
thousands did, for the purchase of land, improvements, tools, livestock,
or common necessities charged against the income from next year’s
crops. Shopkeepers and tradesmen usually owed others for stocks of
goods or raw materials, while their inability to collect receivables forced
businessmen with no other faults to fail. Men of property whose conduct
had been impeccable nevertheless were ruined by the sudden demand
that they pay off creditors with cash. Merchants and manufacturers who
stood ready to supply what markets demanded found themselves para-
lyzed for want of financial means to carry on business.

Men and women who remembered the last such general catastrophe
in 1819 quickly braced themselves for the worst. Many others, how-
ever, had risen to wealth since the early 1820s; these stood dumb-
founded as the downward spiral flushed away half or two-thirds of
their new fortunes. As they had for generations, moralists inveighed
against “high living” and the “ravenous” desire “of acquiring wealth
without labour.” One likened the “commercial system™ to the whore of
Babylon: “All nations have been maddened, ‘intoxicated with the wine
of the wrath of her fornication.”* Fearing violence among the disap-
pointed, some clergymen urged the faithful to suffer in patience: “Lay
up treasure in Heaven. . . . Godliness with contentment is a great
gain.”* “Speculation,” of course, caught the brunt of the criticism,
but the last twenty years had shown that the vice of speculation could
scarcely be distinguished from innovation and risky investment.
Horace Greeley saw speculation as a “natural phase” of economic
growth; when successful, wrote Richard Hildreth, “however wild it
may have appeared in the beginning,” speculation was pronounced
an “excellent thing” and commended as “enterprise.”?

"

* Orestes Brownson, Babylon Is Falling: A Discourse Preached in the Masonic Temple
to the Society for Christian Union and Progress on Sunday Moming, May 28, 1837
{2 ed., Boston: . R. Butts, 1837), 4.

* Quoted in Samuel Rezneck, Business Depressions and Financial Panics: Essays in
American Business and Economic History (New York: Greenwood, 1968), 84.

* Horace Greeley, quoted in Rezneck, Business Depressions, 85; Richard Hildreth,
History of Banks: To Which Is Added a Demonstration of the Advantages and Neces-
sity of Free Competition in the Business of Banking (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, 1837),
160. Emphasis in the original.
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Compared to 1819, analysis of failure in this new crisis displayed a
profoundly ambivalent aspect. Nobody wanted to encourage reckless
borrowing and personal default, yet there were, as one Cincinnati
clergyman observed, “many honest failures in business, which ordinary
prudence cannot prevent.” Others disagreed and blamed most failures
on “mistakes” originating in “personal character.”* At stake, in part,
was the matter of who should take care of needy dependents, but
underneath it all lay a chilling question: In what kind of world could
honest, frugal, hard-working, God-fearing people fail to support their
families? As unemployment mounted in the winter of 18371838,
especially in manufacturing centers such as Philadelphia and New
York, howls of protest arose from the suffering poor. More comfort-
able persons worried that social unrest was imminent. Always drawn
to hyperbole, Orestes Brownson feared the start of revolution: “What
will be the issue of this fearful and protracted war of equality against
privilege?™s

Like almost everybody troubled by this return of financial disaster,
Brownson interpreted the crisis in terms of political power. Encour-
aged by Jacksonian rhetoric to see market forces as tools used by
bankers and monied “aristocrats” to defraud hard-working people,
Brownson quickly blamed the Second Bank of the United States. True,
the bank had been sentenced to death, but it still clung to life as a
Philadelphia corporation, obedient as ever to the will of its “evil”
president, Nicholas Biddle. Brownson desired in its place an “inde-
pendent treasury” ~ a source of money controlled by government
and not beholden to private banks — which proposal found favor with
Jackson’s party and his presidential successor, Martin Van Buren. In
this version of the story, the people’s war against the “monster bank”
had been won, but not before Biddle knocked down the pillars of his
unholy temple in one final wicked act of vengeance.

Biddle, not surprisingly, saw things differently. In November 1836,
he published an open letter to Congressman (and former president)

* Quoted in Edward ]. Balleisen, Navigating Failure: Bankruptcy and Commercial Soci-
ety in Antebellum America {Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001),
25-6,

5 Brownson, “Prospects of the Democracy,” Boston Quarterly Review, January 1839, in
The Works of Orestes A. Brownson, ed. Henry E. Brownson {zo vols., rpt. New York:
AMS Press, 1966), XV: 38; idem, Babylon Is Falling, 6.
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John Quincy Adams, blaming Jackson for derangement in financial
markets that barely had begun. When Congress had adjourned (in July
1836), “every branch of industry” he wrote, was “flourishing.” Next
month (December), it would reconvene to find “the whole country
suffering intense pecuniary distress.” (The timing itself seemed suspi-
cious: Could Biddle foretell the future?) This impending crisis resulted,
he explained, from the “mismanagement of the revenue.” First, Con-
gress had ordered that an enormous federal treasury surplus be dis-
tributed among the states. This simple task might have been done
(indeed, had formerly been done by Biddle’s bank) without the least
disruption to financial markets; but Jackson’s henchmen bungled the
job, recklessly transferring money in and out of depositories “without
reference to the wants or the business of the different sections of the
union, the season of the year or the course of trade.” To make matters
worse, in August 1836 Jackson also had directed federal land offices to
accept nothing but gold and silver in payment for land. The banks
nearest land offices stopped making loans and scrambled to gather up
specie; the resulting credit contraction triggered a wholesale suspension
(said Biddle) “of commercial intercourse between the west and the
Atlantic.”® At the heart of Biddle’s explanation lay a simple cautionary
message: The people’s favorites, carried into office on waves of hot air
and popular fury, dare not be trusted to manage the credit machinery on
which all modern prosperity depended. Lay the blame, then, not on the
bank but on the bank war, on the destruction of the only fiscal agent
(Biddle?) sufficiently endowed with expertise and insulated from polit-
ical pressure to fulfill the delicate role of fiduciary czar.

These two kinds of narrative circulated freely in the years after
1837. In one, the servants of the people struggled to liberate their
economic welfare from the hands of their ancient enemies, the prop-
ertied elites; in the other, ignorant demagogues pawed at the levers of
power, lusting for advancement and heedless of the complicated sys-
tems they endangered. Neither story was true, of course, but neither
story was wholly false. Contemporary analysts — and there were doz-
ens of them spilling ink — toiled without ceasing to explain what had
happened and prescribe a course of treatment guaranteed to bring

¢ Nicholas Biddle to John Quincy Adams, open letter reprinted in Nifes Register, 17
Dec. 1836, 243-5.
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about a cure. Still, no consensus emerged except for the troubling
recognition that financial crises appeared to come out of nowhere —
and nobody knew how to stop them or keep them from recurring. Had
the loss of the national bank sparked an inflationary bubble? Or had
the contraction of that bank’s operations started a credit crunch? High
tariffs might have been the trigger — or perhaps it was the lowering of
tariffs that began in 1833. Hard money held the cure - or else infla-
tionary paper emanating from the numberless banks made possible after
1837 by new “free-banking” laws in many states. The country clearly
required either an independent treasury or a new national bank (at least
nobody suggested both). Elected officials must play a larger role in
economic regulation, or else they must withdraw altogether and let
the markets operate freely, as they are wont to do in a state of nature.

Modern economists can prove that almost none of what contempo-
raries said was true about the causes of the “hard times” that followed
the Panic of 1837. In 1969, using modern tools to analyze data from
the early 1800s, Peter Temin discredited almost every claim put forth
by contemporary observers. First, the boom of 18 35-1836 owed noth-
ing to the death of the Second Bank. Neither the sudden infusion of
government deposits into “pet banks” in the states nor the absence of
Biddle’s restraining hand on the system of currency exchange contrib-
uted to the sharp increase of ready money. Rather, large imports of
capital from England and the sudden Chinese preference for opium
over silver in the Far East trade caused a very real increase in bank
reserves in the United States. Second, the panic was not a response to
any of President Jackson’s financial policies. The Bank War had not
caused the boom and so it could not be blamed when the bubble burst.
Neither the distribution of the surplus nor the Specie Circular can be
shown to have had the effects alleged. Finally, the whole five-year
period of “hard times” that so scarred those who lived through it
was nowhere near as deep and destructive (measured statistically) as
they imagined. What at the time had produced widespread failures and
business closures, unemployment, personal bankruptcies, suspensions
of public works (several states defaulted on internal improvement
bonds), and a sharp drop in commodity prices turned out to be, tech-
nically, “a deflation, as opposed to a decline in production.””

7 Peter Temin, The facksonian Econonmy (New York: W. W. Norton, 156y}, 23,
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Of course, people in the past have no access to the wisdom (or
pretensions) of later generations, so Temin’s reassessments brought
no comfort to antebellum Americans. Instead, they wrestled with the
evidence before them and argued with each other and the experts of
their day about the true nature of the market economy. Could it be
trusted if left alone? Did it function on a national or global level, and
did it deal fairly with all its participants? Did markets punish or reward
dishonest, immoral, and deceitful behavior? If not, did the church or
the state retain some obligation to do so instead? Could rising expect-
ations be sustained along with equal opportunity and the promises of
personal freedom that Americans claimed as a birthright? Finally, were
periodic derangements such as the one just past the unavoidable price
to be paid for rising prosperity through economic growth?

The return of panics and depressions with surprising regularity
throughout the nineteenth century - in 1857, 1873, and 1893 (con-
tinuing in 1907, 1920, and ending with the “big one” in 1929) -
gradually convinced Americans that business cycles were real. This is
not to say that Adam Smith’s promise was untrue: Free markets in a
state of nature probably were automatic and self-regulating, and they
certainly avoided the interest-group conflicts that erupted every time
elected governments sought to shape or guide economic policies. But
experienced up close in real time, market forces delivered incredible
disruptions in the process of finding equilibrium ~ disruptions that
economists now assure us are as natural as the seasons. Such periods
of panic and depression — hard times, as they were called universally —
focused everyone’s attention on the inconstancy of economic growth,
the unpredictability of capitalist enterprise, and the capricious distri-
bution of losses and gains that accompanied the market revolution. For
some, these periodic bouts of hard times may have bent (but did not
break) their enthusiasm for the marvelous improvements that still, on
the whole, marked the eight decades since the Revolution. For others,
however, hard times were simply the lowest points in an oscillating
downward path that seemed to usher in a new, unpopular regime, not
of freedom, but of heartless markets and heartless men.




Heartless Markets, Heartless Men

Much of what people experienced with the rise of capitalist market
relations derived from the depersonalization of transactions — from the
rise of heartless markets and heartless men. In the pre-modern world,
who you were had everything to do with how you were treated in public
places: whether you received credit, merited trust, deserved poor relief,
or belonged in a circle of “friendship.” It was a hallmark of modern
capitalist relations that transactions among individuals became routi-
nized, institutionalized, and depersonalized, so that one could do busi-
ness with strangers at a distance as readily as at home. In ways never
intended (and largely unimagined at the time), the story of “marvelous
improvements,” discussed previously, radically transformed the social
relations that early Americans once had assumed to be natural, desirable,
and perhaps even immutable. The same developments that sustained
enthusiastic narratives of prosperity and progress turned up in counter-
narratives of loss, frustration, and dislocation. Individuals seized oppor-
tunities for gain and advancement that embroiled them forever in market
relations that undermined their places of comfort in earlier networks of
family, community, and friendship. The maddening ambivalence of the
experience of the market revolution in antebellum America lies not just
in the existence of counternarratives but their coexistence with the nar-
ratives of progress, often running side by side, like unnatural harmonies,
in the lives of individuals who could not reconcile their contradictions.

Nothing focused the attention of antebellum Americans on the nature
of the market revolution quite like the suffering of men and women who
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found themselves ruined by a reversal of fortunes. “Reversal of fortunes” ~
the phrase itself implies a game-like quality, a roll of the dice; but coming
out of the revolutionary movement of the 1770s, Americans liked to see
themselves not as fortuna’s playthings but as children of destiny, com-
petent actors in a rational world. A man’s fortune was supposed to bear
witness to his character, industry, and frugality, and his attention to
hearth and home. Nothing seemed more out of place in a popular,
self-governing republic than an economic system that scattered its bene-
fits recklessly, rewarding and punishing with senseless caprice. The men
and women coming into the antebellum market revolution never had
lived in a world of truly objectified equality. They were accustomed to
contractual “justice” tempered with the “mercy” of discretion, friend-
ship, loyalty, tradition, forbearance, and virtue. They still cherished the
notion that honest men and women deserved to earn a living, that
accidental misfortune should not produce ruin, that some advantages
were not to be taken if they authored great hardships on friends and
neighbors. But in the transition to capitalism that followed 1800, expect-
ations such as these were sorely tried and often they were left unfulfilled.

FARMERS

Because they were (according to Jefferson) the “chosen people of God,”
begin with the plight of the yeomen farmers. In the ideal agrarian repub-
lic envisioned by nearly all the founders, a perfect citizenry comprised
independent farmers (with a smattering of artisans), proprietors in fee
simple, masters of their households, beholden to no man for bed and
board. Released from the grip of Britain’s ruling aristocrats, Americans
imagined a nation of independent frecholders. Possessed of a fertile
continent (if you ignored rightful Indian claims) and clothed with an
equality that grew more insistent over time, the common American
farmer was cast as a central actor in the grand morality play that was
the United States. “What, then, is the American, this new man?” asked
Jean Hector St. John de Créveceour. He was the yeoman who, together
with his bride, pursued that “first and great commandment, Increase
and Multiply” (George Washington’s words).” Fee simple land tenure,

* ]J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer, ed. Albert E.
Stone (New York: Penguin, 1981), 69; George Washington to Lafayette, July zs,
1785, quoted in John Lauritz Larson, Internal mprovement (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 2001}, 14. Emphasis in the original.
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honest labor, and incorruptible government close to home presumably
guaranteed this agrarian idyll against all the evils of the Old World.
Riding this crest of optimistic ideology, common farmers all over the
new United States plunged into the unsettled country. They walked to
Kentucky — tens of thousands of them even while the Revolution raged.
They trespassed recklessly on Indian lands as well as the pretensions of
wealthy speculators in the Ohio Valley, the upland South, Maine, and
upstate New York, staking claims on the ground to back up claims on the
maps drawn after the Treaty of Paris. Both the Land Ordinance (1785)
and the Northwest Ordinance (1787) had favored the pioneer farmers,
promising fee simple deeds and guaranteed local self-government as soon
as enough souls had filled the new country. Subsequent policies followed
suit, trying to remove indigenous people and facilitate a transfer of the
national domain from public to private hands. Never having gotten
ahead of the pioneers on the southwestern frontier, Congress quickly
welcomed Kentucky (1792) and Tennessee (1796} into the Union. Else-
where, the new territorial processes applied, and after 1801 the govern-
ment sold land for $2 per acre on four years’ credit to all who applied.
The object of all these policies was to fill the western country with sturdy
white yeomen who would bring new states into the American Union.
The boom and bust that followed the War of 1812 exposed some of
the dangers of pioneering in a rapidly expanding market system. Thou-
sands of individuals wagered their energies on making new farms in
undeveloped territory; perhaps an equal number gambled on the prospect
of making fast money on the fluctuating value of land, labor, and produce
under these conditions. When the Panic of 1819 slashed the values of
cotton, wheat, and land itself, triggered foreclosures throughout the
banking system, halved the wages of artisans and laborers and tossed
thousands more out of work altogether, the hardship fell on the innocent
and guilty alike. Unable to distinguish earnest settlers from “shameless”
speculators, the federal government had no choice but to demand pay-
ment from all - or none — of its delinquent accounts. In states such as
Kentucky, citizens begged to be rescued from the “paws of banks,” and
lawmakers tried to oblige with programs to stay the execution of debts
until someone could distinguish wholesome victims from scoundrels.?

* Sandra E. VanBurkleo, “*The Paws of Banks’: The Origins and Significance of Ken-
tucky’s Decision to Tax Federal Bankers, 1818-1820,” Journal of the Early Republic
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And yet the rule of law, the sanctity of contract, and the guarantee of
equal opportunity for all in the economic marketplace made it virtually
impossible to discriminate fairly and accurately among these hard-
pressed citizens, Like their forefathers during the funding debates of
1791, this new generation found themselves unable to soften hard times
without undermining markets altogether. Contract and mercy, equality
and friendship, seemed to be hopelessly at odds.

Buying land and making new farms was not the only way the early
yeoman found himself drawn into market relations. After 1790, Amer-
ican families that had thrived on semi-subsistence farms, sometimes for
generations, found themselves confronted with new opportunities.
Cities grew, exports recovered, and market demand for food and fiber
promised to reward ambition. As transportation into the hinterland
improved, farmers who may have sold butter and eggs, a few cattle or
hogs, firewood, barrel staves, or a wagonload of surplus corn to pay
taxes and balance their accounts found themselves tempted to grow
more products for distant cash markets. Cash got farmers better terms
on the storekeeper’s books, and cash made it possible for country
people to specialize in raising that which brought the best income while
enjoying consumer discretion as they spent that income on a wide
selection of goods made by somebody other than their friends and
neighbors. Producing for the market typically increased farm income,
but it also multiplied the risk to family welfare if the value of produce
fell or the cost of consumer goods spiked - especially after local sub-
stitute sources gradually had disappeared. As the transportation revo-
lution opened new lands deep in the interior, market farmers in the
Hudson River Valley found their historical role as victuallers to New
York City challenged by farmers upstate in the Genesee Valley. Such
producers, who had once placed themselves directly in the path of
progress, now howled in protest as government-assisted internal
improvements brought in produce from distant frontiers at competitive
prices. (In time, the upstarts themselves would be displaced by farmers
in Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois, which sparked demands in upstate
New York for fixed per-mile or “pro rata” railroad rates to preserve
the advantage of proximity — and completely negate the point of
improved transportation in the first place.)

In the shadows of rapidly growing cities such as New York, Philadel-
phia, Baltimore, and Boston, farmers sensibly turned their attention to
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supplying urban populations with things city folks could not provide
themselves: fresh meat, vegetables, butter and eggs, firewood, and fodder
for the livestock. None of these activities was new to semi-subsistence
farmers; all had traded such goods at their neighborhood stores since the
earliest days of settlement. But urban growth and the articulation of
complex markets made what had once been ancillary industries increas-
ingly the primary business of farms in hinterland regions that gained
from propinquity of markets what they lacked in expansive frontier
potential. One historian found a “butter belt” taking shape around Phil-
adelphia in the decades after the Revolution. As the city expanded in size,
and as cows disappeared from urban households, butter production on
hinterland farms increased dramatically; in 1850, farms in several town-
ships closest to the city yielded 1,000 pounds per year or more. Unfortu-
nately (for rural household independence), this burst of income
apparently fueled an equal rise in consumer expenditures, for additional
cows, milkmaids, or capital equipment, but also for store-bought tex-
tiles, china tea sets, and other household luxuries. Wrote one student of
this rural transition: “butter making enabled large numbers of rural
people to participate in the early nineteenth-century American capitalist
economy through the purchase of manufactured goods.™?

After the Erie Canal came through, farmers in upstate New York also
turned to dairy in a big way. At first, cheese brokers from the metropolis
visited farms in the spring to contract in advance for the whole product
of the summer season. In this way, farmers were encouraged to cornmit
their own future labor to market production rather than family subsis-
tence. Guaranteed a buyer for the season’s cheeses, New York dairy
farmers invested heavily in cows, pasture lands, equipment, and hired
labor. Demand grew steadily, and with it regional prosperity. In the
1850s, overseas exports of cheese ballooned from 4 to 23 million
pounds, which, at roughly 10 cents a pound (the farmer’s price), pumped
millions in cash back into the rural economy. The impact of the region
was dramatic: Observers passing through noted many frame houses,
barns, schools, and churches, few “very poor men,” and a number of
farmers driving “spring carriages and fine buggies.” Prosperity had

? Joan Jensen, Loosening the Bonds: Mid-Atlantic Farm Women 1750-1850 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 93; map 210,

* Sally McMurry, Transforming Rural Life: Dairying Families and Agricultural
Change 18201885 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 60-1.
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come through market specialization, but with it came dependence on
those markets. As the export trade grew enormous, brokers faced tre-
mendous exposure to losses if the cheese they contracted to buy turned
out to be low quality, poorly cured, or spoiled in transit. To protect
themselves, brokers switched to buying cheeses after they were made,
which enabled them to take only superior products, dictate differential
prices, and reject rancid cheeses. The change effectively handed back to
the farmer risks the broker once had absorbed and put the buyer in
position to dictate price; but by this time, these specialized farms could
not readily go back to earlier ways. Who in the dairy business, for the
sake of independence, was ready to return to the relative poverty of pre-
export subsistence farming?

Putting-out systems pumped more cash into rural household econo-
mies, also with surprising long-term consequences. Making palm hats,
weaving cloth, or binding shoes made it possible for rural households
to augment their earnings without leaving the land or abandoning
traditional strategies of farming. But when income from such manu-
facturing brought in most of the cash that was needed to balance the
family’s accounts, tensions in these households mounted as well. Inde-
pendent yeomen, solid breadwinners all, found themselves unable to
provide for their families unless their wives and children worked for
the putting-out bosses. Rural independence eroded, debts mounted,
and when hard times fell on such households, the sudden loss of
cash wages, in addition to falling prices for country produce, easily
ruined the yeoman’s prospects. If such families escaped their debrs
and dropped out of the market economy, they slipped back into
semi-subsistence obscurity, perhaps never again to gratify their rising
expectations; if they sold the farm and moved to the city or industrial
village, they gave up control of the means of production (which Marx
soon would explain was the signal distinction between the capitalists
and the proletariat).

Historians tracking these changes have argued about whether rural
families dug their own graves or were driven into dependency by
powerful outside forces. Detailed regional studies show that many
eastern farmers tried to preserve the integrity of family operations
and meet the expectations of ever-expanding networks of kin. Such
men and women did not respond to the profit motive with naked greed,
but they did put their oars in when market operations promised to
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serve (or preserve) the family economy. Out west on the antebellum
frontier, self-sufficient ruffians such as Thomas Lincoln (Abe’s father,
who resented the sound of a neighbor’s ax) tended to remove them-
selves voluntarily and pave the way for second-wave settlers for whom
marketing the surplus constituted the whole reason for pioneering.
Western community studies show that refugees from the market revo-
lution did not long control the development of wilderness antebellum
settlements.

ARTISANS

The most ardent, romantic agrarians among the revolutionary founders
made room in their idealized republic for a requisite number of crafts-
men, without whom no community could be called independent.
Although Benjamin Franklin went to his grave convinced that profits
in manufacturing were “pinch’d off the Backs and out of the Bellies”
of the working poor, traditional artisans found a welcome place along-
side the yeoman farmer in everyone’s vision of the new United States.’
Masters of their trades, owners of their tools, guardians of skill and
knowledge, and pillars of their local communities, artisans qualified as
independent (even if they owned no land) because they held a property in
their occupation. But like all vested rights in the United States, the arti-
sans’ right to make a living with his skillful hands proved something of a
paper shield against the slashing forces let loose by economic freedom.

There is irony aplenty in the artisans’ tale, because one of the first
consequences of liberation in the new United States was the final ero-
sion of strict controls growing out of medieval guild traditions. Amer-
ican craftsmen, even in colonial times, had found it easy enough to
enter a trade or a new community without securing any formal per-
mission (the “freedom” of the city). A man’s skill was affirmed more by
his work than by certificates issued by his elders; apprentices often
grew restless and bolted their indentures to set themselves up as master
craftsmen in towns where no one was the wiser. (Read Franklin’s
account in his Autobiography of aborting his own apprenticeship, then
compare it with the scandalous tales in Big Bill Otter’s History of My

* Quoted in Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian
America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 57.
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Own Times.®) Chronic supply-side shortages made it virtually impos-
sible to suppress the ambitions of productive individuals, and this held
true as well for craftsmen with a taste for innovation.

So it was that much of the energy that found its way into technological
innovation and the rise of manufactures in America came from within the
ranks of the artisans themselves. American conditions all but guaranteed
to artisans a competence; if you chose to tinker and take a little risk, you
could make a genuine fortune. Optimistic about their future, masters and
journeymen joined together in new self-help societies, such as New York’s
General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen (1785) or Providence’
Association of Mechanics and Manufactures (1789). In addition to
mutual assistance in times of crisis, these organizations promoted the
mechanic arts, sponsored classes in science and natural philosophy,
opened reading rooms, and stocked libraries with works on chemistry,
metallurgy, mathematics, and political economy. In 1820, New York’s
General Society launched a tuition-free technical school, the Mechanics
Institute; soon Philadelphia followed suit with the Franklin Institute. As
late as the 1830s, many men who worked with their hands (and it was
men, not women, who filled these ranks traditionally) welcomed new
discoveries and gadgets as destined to relieve their physical labors and
advance the standard of living for workmen and customers alike.

That said, the spirit of mutuality and “harmony of interests”
among the leather apron set nevertheless started to crack soon after
the Revolution. If few people saw the first steps toward industrializa-
tion as automatically ruining artisan republicanism, many did sense
their vulnerability in the workshop hierarchy. Journeymen especially
were moved to organize themselves and take a keen interest in pre-
serving the customary rights and privileges known to brothers in their
trade. Consider, for example, piece rates. In most crafts, journeymen
were paid by the unit according to rates published in books that were
intended to set the “just price” of skilled labor. In such a system,
the price of labor reflected not just what the product was worth in
the market but also what the craftsman required to maintain a
respectable household. Enforcing these agreed-upon rates, and the

% See Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography of Beujamin Franklin, ed. Louis P. Mazur
(1850; Boston: Bedford Books of St. Martin's Press, 1993); William Otter, Sen.,
History of My Qwn Times, ed. Richard B, Stott (1835; Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1995).
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underlying right to have such a common scale of wages, became a
prime objective of new journeymen’s organizations, because innova-
tive manufacturers started looking for ways to cut down the wage
bill. Nothing better exposed the conflict between traditional assump-
tions and new market forces than this defense of the just price of labor
and the notion (whether quaint or audacious) that the skilled journey-
man was “better able” than his employer “to decide upon the merit of
his labor.”?

Among the first working people to feel the pinch of changing times
were journeyman printers, who in Philadelphia gathered themselves
into the Franklin Typographical Society and in 1786 called a strike
against their masters for refusing to pay the customary rate per day.
Carpenters, tailors, and shoemakers all followed suit in the 1790s,
especially in Philadelphia and New York, where market pressures
surged. Sometimes they forced the masters to accept new terms or
new books of prices; other times they did not. Shoemakers experienced
a special foreboding because cheap shoes (known in the trade as “slop”
lines) from Lynn, Massachusetts, flooded urban markets, forcing local
artisans to cut corners, squeeze journeyman’s rates, hire pieceworkers
who worked at home, and exploit women (at less than half the cost) for
much of the hand stitching. Shortly after the turn of the century, New
York’s Journeymen Cordwainers union came together in self-defense,
and in 1808 they struck to protest collusion among their masters to
employ nonmembers and “illegal” apprentices. Hoping to nip in the
bud this kind of collective action, the masters in turn sued the union
leaders for mounting a conspiracy against the trade and for infringing
the inalienable right of nonmember workmen to make a living.

Both sides in the New York Journeyman Cordwainers’ trial argued
on behalf of liberty: for the masters, freedom to hire and fire and pay
what they would; for the journeymen, freedom to defend the collective
interests of “the trade” and prevent the abrogation of their property-in-
skills by some new iron law of wages. Each side charged the other with
conspiring to frustrate freedom; and in the process of arguing for free-
dom, both sides inadvertently discredited older notions of collective
rights and community welfare. The masters, said the workmen, had

7 Quoted in Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City and the Rise of the
American Working Class, 1788-1 850 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 58.

Heartless Markets, Heartless Men 107

sold out the trade to gratify their own acquisitiveness. They had turned
their backs on the brotherhood. The workers, said the masters in
return, sought to control their employers’ property and dictate prices
in markets where no man could survive paying more for labor than the
going competitive rates. The New York court’s inconclusive ruling in
1809 satisfied nobody; nevertheless, the cordwainers’ trial clearly
exposed all that was at stake in the battle for journeymen’s rights.
More strikes and more conspiracy trials would follow as Americans
adjusted their love of liberty and their sense of justice to accommodate
the new rules of the market revolution.

These changes in workplace tradition proved all the more devastat-
ing because they eroded the fundamental hope that skilled men would
become their own masters. It was this promise that rendered the arti-
sans comparable to the yeoman farmers as proper candidates for inde-
pendent citizenship; their property in their occupations kept them from
joining the working poor in abject dependency on others. Already by
1815, half of New York’s journeymen were thirty years of age, and one
in four was forty or more.® They all lived in rented dwellings, usually
with their wives, and at least half listed four dependents or more.
Combining the earnings of wives and children, these working-class
families eked out a living and stood, at the end of life, no closer to
prosperity or even a “competence” than before they started their jour-
ney. The culture as yet had no words to legitimize their station, but in
truth they already were the proletariat. Through the 1820s and 18305,
their ranks swelled even more as four out of five master craftsmen fell
from independent viability and signed on as hired hands in the “bas-
tard workshops” that employed all those journeymen. Whatever value
labor in these shops added accrued to the rising entrepreneurs — or to
the consumers who snapped up goods at lower prices in competitive
markets. Either way, the offspring of such bastard workshops could
expect to inherit nothing — and over time, they would assume an atti-
tude toward their employers that suited such a condition.

The very concept of labor’s right to enjoy the fruits of its industry
began to lose credibility in the first decades of the nineteenth century.
Traditional thinking long had held that labor alone increased the value
of natural materials in God’s creation. The farmer’s effort turned a seed

8 Wilentr, Chants Democratic, 49; see Table 7 on 4o2.
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into marketable wheat, or a calf into a full-grown cow. The butcher’s
blade turned the cow into meat, the tanner’s skill transformed its hide
into leather, and the cordwainer’s artistry further processed it into
shoes. All other charges amounted to rent or taxes imposed on the
working poor who alone created wealth. In aristocratic Old World
societies, such taxes had been commonplace, but they never were
much respected in the more egalitarian communities of colonial North
America. As a result, American workers — masters and journeymen
alike — came out of the Revolution steeped in the labor theory of value,
confident that the reward of “industry” belonged to those who worked,
and certain that self-government ensured that no idle class of parasites
would steal it away.

By the decade of the 1820s, however, competitive market forces were
driving a wedge between masters and journeymen. In the bastard work-
shop, masters performed entrepreneurial and supervisory roles, often out
of sight of the workforce altogether. They grew rich while workers grew
desperate, and laborers began to see capitalistic employers as a new class
of parasites - like the rent-collecting landlords of old. Capital’s technical
contributions to economic growth (savings, investment, and innovation)
seemed terribly abstract; but the transfer of wealth that resulted when
masters seized the whole gain and paid back in wages the least amount
that the market would bear — this was a concrete fact that sparked the
artisans’ campaign against the forces of the market revolution.

Theoretical critics of social inequality abounded, reaching back to
eighteenth-century radicals such as Thomas Paine and represented in
the 18205 by Riccardian political economists such as Daniel Raymond
and free-thinking utopians such as Frances (Fanny) Wright and Robert
Owen. But some of the most compelling attacks on emerging market
relations came straight from the mouths of the workers themselves.
One of these voices belonged to Langton Byllesby, a printer born in
1789, who grew up with the bastard workshop in Philadelphia and
New York. Like many small masters of his generation, Byllesby first
gained and then lost his independence as a master printer during the
tumultuous first two decades of the new century. Out of work in New
York in the mid-1820s, he put his thoughts on paper (Observations on
the Sources and Effects of Unequal Wealth), trying to see how, in a free
republic, the fruits of labor could accrue to almost anybody but the
“producer.” He blamed the veneration of private property and the
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invention of money and banking, which gave rise to speculative mar-
kets. In these markets, merchant-capitalists adopted new methods of
production that siphoned off profits while increasing the suffering of
the masses. Competition (he correctly surmised) was the heartless
driver of these marker forces, and republican liberty could not survive
where the rights of property, the manipulation of credit, and the adop-
tion of labor-saving machinery were allowed to crush “the labouring
classes with resourceless distress.”

Such an early and articulate denunciation of the wage labor system
suggests that relatively untutored victims already could see what Marx
would detail a generation later. Dozens of other voices joined this
chorus, filling the columns of working-class papers that sprang up in
manufacturing centers all over the United States. Political liberty, nat-
ural rights, and economic independence scemed inextricably linked to
each other. In New York, handloom weaver John Ferral proclaimed
that the “accumulation of the wealth of society in the hands of a few
individuals” was “subversive of the rights of men.” New England car-
penter Seth Luther denounced “those who toil not . . . but who are
nevertheless clothed in purple and fine linen and fare sumptuously
every day.”'® Touching a nerve that in twenty years would spark a
vicious debate about slave and free labor, Langton Byllesby denounced
any system where men were compelled to work while others claimed
the proceeds; it was, he said, “the very essence of slavery.”*" Propelled
by these angry voices, protest movements erupted everywhere. In Phil-
adelphia, for example, in 1827 a shoemaker named William Heighton
helped organize the nation’s first citywide General Trade Union and
launched the Mechanic’s Free Press. By 1835, similar General Trade
Unions existed in thirteen cities from Boston to Cincinnati.™ Strikes
and partisan political campaigns followed on behalf of the ten-hour
day, the rights of working men, and the labor theory of value.

In 1829 in New Yorlk, while a sharp recession pressed hard on the
resident journeymen, masters talked about lengthening the workday

? Langton Byllesby, Observations on the Sources and Effects of Unegual Wealth {orig.
1826; rpt. New York: Russell & Russell, 1961), 0.

' Quoted in Walter Licht, Industrializing America: The Nineteenth Century {Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), §5.

' Byllesby, Observations, so.
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(but not wages) to keep up their profits. The working community
exploded in protest, giving a firebrand machinist, Thomas Skidmore,
a platform for venting his anger at the emerging market system. A self-
educated artisan-tinkerer, Skidmore had steeped himself in radical
thought reaching back to the eighteenth century and pieced together
an agrarian denunciation of private property. All ownership claims,
he snarled, violated the laws of nature and Creation: “Why not sell
the winds of heaven, that man might not breathe without a price? Why
not sell the light of the sun, that a man should not see without
making another rich?”*? Proposing to seize and redistribute all private
property —and give full civil rights for Indians, Negroes, and women ~
Skidmore’s vision far outdistanced the sentiments of most ordinary
journeymen; but his anger at the system did not.

Strikes, protests, and organized resistance to the evolution of the
bastard workshop continued apace, reaching a peak in 18 36, as
sharply rising prices ruined the purchasing power of whatever wages
journeymen managed to command. Looking back, it is casy to see the
common problem that confronted all these working men’s movements:
competitive pressure in trades undergoing industrialization. But work-
ers in the 1830s did not understand that the brotherhood of the shop
was disappearing for good, or that industrial capitalism would elimi-
nate most of their agency in the disposition of their labor. Some critics,
like Byllesby and Skidmore, instinctively found the heart of the prob-
lem, but the energies and hopes of many others were diverted toward
other formulations. People with money and the leisure to be philosoph-
ical, such as Fanny Wright and Robert Owen, indulged fantasies of
utopian worlds brought about by new approaches to education and
social organization; but their message was clouded by commitments to
free love and pantaloons, gender and racial equality, and contempt for
religion. Another torrent of advice came from evangelical Christians,
such as Arthur and Lewis Tappen, who urged laborers to discipline
their own habits (especially drunkenness) and adopt frugal middle-
class values. Self-help campaigns, including many by the new General
Trade Unions, pushed education in science and the mechanic arts as a
way of re-empowering the workers. Finally, theories of money and
banking reform spattered the public discourse, drawing critical

¥ Quoted in Wilentz, Chants Democratic, 185,
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attention to “red herring” claims for hard money or the elimination of
bank credit. Credible manifestos from all such reformers built upon the
same evidence of poverty and dislocation, but the solutions proffered
were incompatible if not completely contradictory.

Confronted with such a bewildering array of explanations, the urban
workers at the heart of the trade union movement never settled on a
single analysis of their problems or a prescription for relief. Still enam-
ored of the promise of self-government, and close enough to their mer-
cantilist forefathers to assume that government controlled the economy,
most workers thought there was a logical path to justice through polit-
ical action. Accordingly, the General Trade Union movement often
spawned local working men’s parties who put up candidates and some-
times even got them elected. But what were they to do in office? No
major party really campaigned against the free-market system, and the
specific reforms on the table more often than not increased economic
“freedom” and thereby accelerated the market revolution. Professional
political organizers (a class of specialists just born in the 1820s) coveted
the votes of working people and angled to cooprt their support. As the
Democratic Party of Andrew Jackson matured, the visible presence of
employers in whatever other party fielded candidates tended to swing
workers into the ranks of the Democrats. Jackson’s spectacular war
against the Second Bank of the United States helped solidify his reputa-
tion (not altogether deserved) as a friend of the working man.

In the end, the persistent rising and falling of individual fortunes, the
swirl of opportunities that abounded in good years, and the hopes that
individuals harbored for seizing the main chance “one of these days”
made it hard for small masters and skilled journeymen to embrace truly
radical, class-based alternatives to the petty capitalist market economy
they saw before them. The idea of liberation resonated more deeply than
did concepts of worker solidarity or class struggle. Freedom and pros-
perity, they thought, came from liberty, not regimentation and control.
Furthermore, as more Americans found apparently safe niches in this
new market economy — whether by way of education, temperance,
evangelical piety, or just a lucky entrepreneurial break — they joined
the chorus of voices celebrating progress rather than decline. The Panic
of 1837 temporarily crushed the revolt of American journeymen, and by
the time they recovered enough to agitate again in their own behalf, the
ideology of artisan republicanism was nearly gone, replaced by new
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hymns to “free labor” that connected liberty not to the ancient traditions
of the workshop, but to individual freedom to collect such wages as
were offered — wages denied to black slaves in bondage.

FACTORY WORKERS

Factory workers present a special case in the rise of market relations in
the early United States. Nobody in early America relished the creation
of a dependent working class. Even in the Old World, working for
wages was thought to be a temporary situation except for the classes
of people already stuck at the margins of society: women, children,
orphans, paupers, servants, and slaves. Proponents of American man-
ufacturing, starting with Alexander Hamilton in the 1790s, always
emphasized their intention to employ only “surplus” hands (that is,
women and children) and not to steal men away from their independ-
ent farms and workshops. In 1817, Hezekiah Niles praised the enter-
prise of a Baltimore textile manufacturer for hiring one hundred “little
girls” and a few women who otherwise earned nothing; such initiative,
he concluded, transformed a “useless substance into pure gold.”™ In
this way, factory production - first primarily in textile production, but
spreading slowly into other industries where steam power or mecha-
nization promised economies of scale — crept into American life.
Samuel Slater, who introduced water spinning to southern New
England, saw the recruitment of workers as one of his most important
challenges. Unfamiliar with the ways of the factory, Pawtucket’s first
child “operatives” abandoned their stations whenever their parents
needed them for some other service at home. Slater tried to counteract
this by hiring the heads of households as well, moving entire families
into newly minted factory villages, where all things flowed from the
wages paid by Slater. Until competitive pressures rendered it unsustain-
able, Slater held on to farm land and livestock to keep the men busy,
while their “dependents” performed the real work of the textile mills.
Still, Slater’s control of the purse strings unavoidably encroached on
domestic relations. Factory foremen, not husbands and fathers, now
commanded the actions of women and children without whose income

* Hezekiah Niles, Niles Register, 7 June 1817, quoted in Seth Rockman, Scraping By
{Johns Hopkins University Press, zo08), 39.
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the “head” of the household enjoyed no sustenance. Slater’s brother
John added a strong sense of Christian evangelism to this paternalistic
business model, and the second generation of Slaters sought refuge in
“fancy goods™ products, where price competition remained less severe.
Nevertheless, from the 1830s on, competitive pressures required the
Slaters to pay close attention to controlling the wage bill. Vestiges of
family autonomy for workers gradually fell away, and factory opera-
tives found themselves wholly dependent with no claim to a house, an
occupation, or a little scrap of land.

Perhaps more disappointing than the plight of the rural villagers
who cast their lots with the cotton mills was the experience of thou-
sands of “factory girls” who went to work at Lowell. Frances Cabot
Lowell and his imitators shared a deep revulsion toward the degraded
factory operatives they saw mired in hopeless squalor in places like
Manchester, England. By design, Lowell hoped to import Britain’s
factory system without reproducing its laboring class. To this end,
the corporations at Lowell recruited young unmarried girls from
New England’s dying countryside, paid them good wages, housed them
in chaperoned boarding houses (locked tight at 1o P.M. to ensure the
girls’ safety and “virtue”), and provided them wholesome outlets for
their fragments of leisure time. Factory work would fill the awkward
years between coming of age and marriage (roughly four to six years
before age twenty-two, although some girls entered the mills as early as
age thirteen). Such employment soaked up the labor of hands that were
“surplus” in rural households while generating a cash income to aug-
ment the family treasury, pay off the mortgage, or fatten the marriage
purses of the women themselves. Above all, factory work for these
women was supposed to be a temporary pause, a station on the way
to their “real” life’s work as wives and mothers. In this way, so the mill
barons hoped, cotton factories might tap the economic potential of
industrialization while the army of workers melted without a trace
back into surrounding pre-industrial communities.

At first, some young women found the Lowell option appealing.
Vermont teenager Sally Rice gladly turned her back on her father’s
“Rocky farm only 2 or 3 cows” in what she called “that wilderness.”**

'S Thomas Dublin, ed., Farm to Factory: Women's Letters, 1830-1860 (2™ ed., New
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 20-1.
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Parents sometimes disapproved, but surviving letters suggest that the
girls themselves found mill work preferable to “working out” (as
domestic servants) or teaching school. The confinement of the board-
ing houses chafed a bit, but others found the freedom to shop, attend
lectures, and go to religious services exhilarating. Unfortunately, over
time, market forces squeezed the profit margins that made these
“perks” and high wages possible. Employers at Lowell stretched the
workday to thirteen hours in summer (eleven in winter), sped up the
machinery, doubled or tripled the number of machines tended by a
single operative, and chipped away at wages as well. Charges for room
and board increased. Conditions in the factory deteriorated, and as
operatives’ health began to suffer, companies moved to deflect the
expenses (and criticism) associated with illness. Dissatisfaction grew
more prevalent as women worked year after year, supporting them-
selves but “laying up” nothing toward their long-term objectives of
marriage and independence.

Competition, the owners insisted, forced these changes in the work
life at Lowell. Competition — a pressure emanating from where? —
seemed to close off the freedom of entrepreneurs to do right by their
workforce. The primary force behind deteriorating conditions showed
no face or origin, or so the owners said. Some working women did not
buy it. Complaining in 1848 that she had never “worked so hard” in
her life, Mary Paul penned this skeptical analysis: “The companies
pretend they are losing immense sums every day and therefore they
are obliged to lessen the wages, but this seems perfectly absurd to me
for they are constantly making repairs and it seems to me that this
would not be if there were really any danger of their being obliged
to stop the mills.”*® Paul identified a fundamental irony of capitalist
enterprise: Under pressure, successful entrepreneurs often increased
capital investment while suppressing wages and ramping up produc-
tion. Capitalists might protest that they had no choice, but to labor,
these actions seemed voluntary, intentional, and mean.

Although employers admitted no personal fault when market forces
squeezed their workers, they expected nothing less from their opera-
tives than individual loyalty and top performance. Confronted with
rumors of a 25 percent cut in wages in early 1834, some eight hundred

* Ibid., 129. Emphasis in the original,

Heartless Markets, Heartless Men 11§

Lowell women staged a “turn out” that caught managers somewhat off
guard. The strike quickly collapsed, but the patina of benevolent pater-
nalism at Lowell faded. A much bigger strike followed in 18 36, this
time protesting an increase in boarding house rates. Because markets
happened to be booming at the time, the mill barons chose to rescind
the new charges, but the nationwide panic of 1837 brought massive
layoffs and the hard times that followed into the 1840s effectively
crushed any organized protests by Lowell’s female operatives. Taking
advantage of worker dependency, owners launched another speed-up,
in some cases quadrupling the number of machines tended and running
them significantly faster. In 1845, women protested once again,
launching the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association to campaign
for the ten-hour day. This too came to naught.

Throughout the decades of the 18405 and 1850s, the social experi-
ments at Lowell and elsewhere melted away; in their place emerged
familiar factory scenes throughout New England’s textile towns. More
operatives moved to the cities with their families, crowding into cheap
flats no longer policed by the owners of the mills. Women stayed in
factory work longer, they married somewhat later, and they tended to
marry other urban workers. They seldom returned to bucolic New
England farms. Their adventure in independence matured into a com-
plete dependence on wages they could not control, earned for work they
could not guarantee, but which they needed to purchase necessities of
life that did not cease or diminish when “hard times” struck the industry.

In 1840 Orestes Brownson published a scathing indictment of the
textile bosses: They reduced independent men and women to pathetic
creatures “hurrying in all directions,” whipped by the sound of the
factory bell like slaves before the lash. “Wages is a cunning device of
the devil,” he thundered, “for the benefit of tender consciences, who
would retain all the advantages of the slave system, without the
expense, trouble and odium of being slave-holders.”*” This was an
early shot in a bitter debate that would explode in a later decade
between the advocates of free (wage) labor and defenders of black
slavery in the South, but the argument also could backfire. Writing
in The Lowell Offering, a literary magazine written by mill workers

'7 Orestes Brownson, “The Laboring Classes,” Boston Quarterly Review, July 1840,
j7o.
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and published with the assent of the employers, a reader identifying
herself as “A Factory Girl” took horrible offense that Brownson would
“slander” young women “who generally come from quiet homes,
where their minds and manners have been formed under the eyes of
the worthy sons of the Pilgrims, and their virruous partners, and who
return again to become the wives of the free intelligent yeomanry of
New England, and the mothers of quite a proportion of our future
republicans.”® This already was fiction, not fact, but nobody wished
to admit the obvious for industrial New England: The “proletarii”
(Brownson’s word) had arrived.

Eventually the mills abandoned all pretence of concern for freeborn
republicans or social engineering. With the sharp spike in immigration
to the United States in the 1840s, factory towns filled with foreign-born
families clamoring for the bottom rung of a modern ladder of social
and economic class. Coincidentally, by the 1850s the factory itself had
outgrown its original home in the textile industry. Large-scale produc-
tion facilities filled with power machines tended by dozens or hundreds
of wage-earning operatives could be found by 1860 making shoes,
nails, firearms, clocks, clothing, farm equipment, and machinery itself.
Industrialization had come to stay.

WOMEN

The story of textile operatives may be the most familiar, but it is hardly
the only example of market relations disrupting the lives of women. In
many ways, less transparent — and more insidious — market forces
cracked open the sealed container that was the pre-industrial family
unit and placed at the disposal of outside employers control over the
women and children once thought to be wards of — practically the
property of — male heads of households. The legal doctrine of coverture
(femme covert) long had dissolved the civil identity of women into that
of their male protectors: The primary justification for men’s control
over the bodies and property of women lay in their patriarchal role as
defenders of these dependents. Market forces, such as they were in the
eighteen century and before, surely pressed on the household unit, and

*® A Factory Girl, “Factory Girls,” Lowel! Offering 1: 2 (1840), rpt. Benita Eisler, ed.,
The Lowell Offering: Writings by New England Mill Women, 1840~1845 (1977;
paper ed. New York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 188,
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European social historians now question how effectively dependents
were shielded from disruptive winds of commerce; nevertheless, in
theory, would-be masters reached inside the family only with the con-
sent of the paterfamilias.

Not just practice but also public discourse started to change in the
United States as soon as Hamilton singled out women as underem-
ployed resources that might be harnessed to build up manufacruring.
We have already seen how putting-out systems invaded the sanctity of
early American households, fostering dependence on cash and reor-
ienting household priorities to suit the needs of the marketplace.
Female shoe binders, dairy maids, and the makers of palm hats all
found themselves marching to the beat of the market’s drum, whatever
the rhythms of country life once promised. The women of Lynn started
out helping their shoemaker husbands fulfill their contracts; but as the
shoe bosses tightened their grip on the business, more women were
hired directly for outwork and later brought into the central factories.
Outworkers in textiles saw their niches invaded by constant mechani-
zation. Rural dairymaids saw once ancillary operations grow into full-
blown enterprises that redefined the nature of the farm itself. In each
case, the entering wedge involved taking advantage of what had once
been the unpaid labor of women in the household.

For young women in early America, work outside the home often
meant work inside the homes of others. Although Americans resented
any hint of servile status (native-born domestics preferred to be called
“helps”), domestic service presented a ready avenue to earnings for
young, unmarried women. Their numbers swelled along with the pre-
tensions of the wealthier urban households; in Boston, for example, at
mid-century fully 6o percent of working women worked as domes-
tics.” Immigrants dominated overwhelmingly: In New York in
1855, 74 percent of all servants were young Irish women; another
14 percent were German, 3 percent were black, and 4 percent
native-born.* Servants “lived in” with their employers, which severely
curtailed both their freedom and their leisure, but it did help to stretch
their meager wages of $6 or $7 per month (about half what a woman

9 Thomas Dublin, Transforming Women’s Work: New England Lives in the Industrial
Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994}, 157.
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made at Lowell). Chores included cooking and cleaning, hauling water,
emptying slop jars, and dumping wastes — much of it work young
women had been doing for their mothers at home and would later
do for husbands and children in households of their own. As the dec-
ades passed and the “culture of domesticity” inflated the expectations
of urban mistresses, serving girls clung to their place as cash employees
rather than servile persons and resisted the efforts of ladies to mentor
or improve their character. On the contrary, according to Dr. William
Sanger, who studied New York prostitutes in the 1850s, quite a num-
ber of girls “in service” worked the streets at night.

Another third of all working women plied their needles in the gar-
ment trade, especially in New York, where after 1820 the ready-made
clothing industry grew exponentially. Following the example of shoe-
makers, ambirious merchant-tailors used their skilled journeymen to cut
out the garments, then sent the pieces out to women at home, who
stitched them together for pennies a piece. Women first gained a foot-
hold sewing vests and pantaloons, but over time they took up shirts and
other clothing also. One good cutter could supply hundreds of out-
workers, and by the late 1840s, one mammoth firm, Lewis and Hanford
of New York, employed four thousand pairs of hands. Such “sweated”
labor, because it took place at home, could be integrated into family
schedules and made use of assistance from children who working moth-
ers could not leave untended. Conducted this way, the garment trade
required little capital and thus attracted a flood of small competitors,
each clamoring to undersell the other. The booming expansion of the
cotton South boosted demand for ready-made slave clothing, as did the
western trade in sturdy work clothes opened up by the Erie Canal.

Outwork in the needle trade paid even worse than domestic service:
At 7 cents a shirt, Boston women earned between 5o cents and $1 per
week!** OQutwork was undependable because garment bosses cut back
employment at the first sign of softening demand. Finally, women faced
outright fraud when bosses refused to pay them at all or docked their
wages for imagined shortcomings in the work. In New York in 1853, at
a time when $6oo was thought to be the minimum subsistence for a

** Jane H. Pease and William H. Pease, Ladies, Women, and Wenches: Choice and
Constraint in Antebellum Charleston and Boston (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1990), 46.

Heartless Markets, Heartless Men 119

family of four, needlewomen working full-time (which never happened)
could make at best $91 per year. Outworker’s wages stayed so low in
part because the city was awash in workers — refugees from the rural
countryside as well as German and Irish immigrants. But garment bosses
never had much choice either: The free play of market forces depressed
the price of this mass-produced clothing until there was practically no
profit left. As Horace Greeley observed (without fully understanding the
import of what he was writing), “if they were compelled to pay living
wages for their work, they must stop altogether.”**

Regardless of where they worked, wage-earning women suffered a
special disadvantage as the market revolution transformed American
households. New market forces engendered work in profoundly differ-
ent ways. Men’s work now was done outside the home, in public, and
was compensated with wages paid in cash. Its value now bore a num-
ber. Traditional women’s work — housework — seemed to become less
visible because it carried no price and commanded no cash reward. As
a result, married women came to be seen as living in leisure sustained
by the wages of their husbands. Such an assumption helped justify
paying women half as much as men even for doing similar jobs; but
it bore no relation to reality for the vast majority of working-class
households, where men’s income (if a man was around) was undepend-
able and where women had no choice but to work or starve. The cash
demands of urban life drove women into the market performing tasks
with no “market value” - cooking, sewing, cleaning, and nursing chil-
dren. Meanwhile, their own children scratched for income, hawking
baked potatoes or hot corn, running errands, doing odd jobs, or steal-
ing produce from vendors’ carts.

Finally, as women negotiated the winds of exploitation in antebel-
lum free-labor markets, the logic of the cash nexus made the sex trade
tragically attractive. Prostitutes never escaped moral censure — if any-
thing, Victorian mores were raising the wall of separation berween
virtuous women and whores. But especially in urban settings, women
who had to subject themselves to wage work anyway — whose house-
holds offered no sanctuary, nor husbands protection, nor children
comfort — these women sometimes found that the sex trade returned
a better income, more personal freedom, and little more degradation

** Quoted in Stansell, City of Womten, 113; see 1o8-11 for wage rates.
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than they confronted in occupations that earned only pennies by com-
parison. By 1830, New York had gained a reputation as second only to
New Orleans as the city for illicit sex. Everything about the city drew
crowds of strangers, fortune seekers, young men with grand ideas, and
women in search of excitement (or at least independence). Contempo-
rary estimates suggest that something between fifteen hundred and ten
thousand women serviced the New York sex trade.** Some lived in
first-class brothels in the Fifth Ward west of Broadway, where nearby
theaters attracted out-of-town “gentlemen.” A far larger number
worked the seedier district near Five Points or walked the streets, inde-
pendent “entrepreneurs” in the strictest sense of the word, Few of these
women worked full-time in the sex trade. Many had been married, with
families, driven by the loss of a male provider to seek quick profits in
sexual commerce. Most of them served time in low-paid female trades
or domestic service. (Oddly, women who sewed umbrellas seemed espe-
cially prone to prostitution.**) Middle-class moralists and reformers
wrung their hands at this epidemic of spoliation, but working women
may have seen it as a shrewd and sensible response to forces beyond
their control. Heartless markets and heartless men.

PERSONS AT THE MARGINS

One of the defining characteristics of free markets was their capacity to
strip away the importance of non-economic variables (such as friend-
ship, family name, or birthplace) in the conduct of transactions. In
theory, a job was a job, a product was a product, and it mattered little
what kind of person did the work. But such generic neutrality did not
always prevail. When women began sewing vests and pantaloons just
as handily as male tailors, the market responded by paying only half
the prevailing male wage — because social conventions allowed the
differential. In time, as immigrant men moved into the “sweated”
trades, the lower pay scale applied to them as well, with the odd result
that convictions about the value of women’s labor eventually depressed
men’s wages as well. Similar ironies surrounded the condition of
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various marginal individuals who existed outside the “normal” con-
tainers of public and private life.

Free blacks, for example, differed from slaves precisely because they
got paid wages, yet no successful performance in paid occupations could
lift the restrictions that accompanied race. In the North after the
Revolution, state-by-state emancipation gradually transformed slaves
into free persons. Roughly fifty thousand African Americans inhabited
the northern states in 1790 (more than half enslaved in New York and
New Jersey).** Emancipation came first where blacks were least numer-
ous and where employers sought increased flexibility in managing their
capital and their wage bill. These first emancipations were not driven by
the kind of prejudice against bound labor that later gained popularity
among employers; indeed, as late as the 1820s, commentators North
and South openly touted the advantages of enslaved factory hands
(“they are more docile, more constant, and cheaper”).*® Antislavery in
the North did not imply much sympathy for racial integration, and
freedom almost always brought declining social conditions. Massachu-
setts feared the persistence of free blacks and contemplated legal exclu-
sion. States where slavery lingered well into the nineteenth century (New
York freed its last slaves in 1827) saw hostilities toward free blacks
increase in direct proportion to their numbers. Blacks found themselves
crowded into segregated neighborhoods, where any legal rights they
might enjoy were truncated by resistance from hostile neighbors.

Most free blacks found employment at the very bottom of the labo-
ring classes. In rural New Jersey, persons freed by the gradual emanci-
pation law typically stayed in the households of white farmers or hired
themselves out on long contracts that represented a kind of waged
peonage. Other freed men worked as day laborers, ditch diggers, and
woodcutters and worked at construction sites or on the waterfront,
usually (but not always) at wages below their white counterparts.
Skilled artisans among the former slaves often found themselves driven
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from their trades no matter what their talent or industry. In some
places, white workers walked off the job if black laborers tried to sign
on. Blacks worked as porters, coachmen, cooks, or barbers; in New
York the chore of emptying tubs of human waste from urban neighbor-
hoods was reserved especially for them. Some found niches in service
to their own community, vending groceries, making clothing, or run-
ning oyster bars and taverns. Most cities denied them licenses to oper-
ate hacks, cabs, or pushcarts. Black women found work keeping house,
sewing, or dressing hair. There was no shortage of ability or ambition
among free blacks in the North, yet the cash market failed to neutralize
the non-economic variables. Free blacks lost their economic standing,
according to one Philadelphia report, “on account of the unrelenting
prejudice against their color.”*” To make matters worse, by the 1850s
white Irish laborers crowded blacks out of what had become their tradi-
tional employments. In the deep South, where slavery was not endan-
gered and where the white master class found it useful to play black
craftsmen against skilled white workmen, free blacks sometimes fared
better; but even there it was not their true market value but their exploit-
ability on racial grounds that opened the niches they managed to fill.
For the indigenous people of North America, the impact of market
forces came early — at least a century before most white persons expe-
rienced discomfort — and ended in a cruel trick of racist dishonesty. The
introduction of attractive European goods (blankets, edge tools, cook-
ing pots, and brandy) that could be had in exchange for the roughest of
forest produce (namely, deer skins and beaver pelts) upended the bal-
ance of hunting, gathering, and patch agriculture that had sustained
native people for generations. Whether useful or intoxicating, trade
goods focused the work of Indian men on hunting for the market; at
the same time, guns sold to each village band set off an arms race
among their neighbors. As soon as the Cherokees acquired guns in large
numbers (as early as the 1690s, according to one careful scholar), they
began a steady transition from a “stable, hunting-gathering-farming
society with a subsistence economy” to a “mobile, free-trade, market
economy with heavy reliance on European trade goods and alli-
ances.”®® In other words, long before Anglo-American families

*7 Ibid., 117.
# W?[liam G. McLoughlin, Cherokee Renascence in the New Republic (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1986), 4.
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experienced market dependency, Native Americans found themselves
virtually enslaved to goods they could neither give up nor make for
themselves. Furthermore, in exchange for cessions of land, the Indians
entered into solemn written “contracts” (treaties) that proved binding
on them but not on the Americans who freely and repeatedly ignored
their obligations. Markets determined the Indians’ role during coloni-
zation, but market instruments brought them no protection nor could
market-based behavior save them from whites who relentlessly pursued
their own economic liberty on Indian lands.

Despite abundant evidence throughout the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, colonial whites steadfastly refused to acknowledge the
existence of Indian farming — partly because it was done by women,
not by men, and partly because, according to the European “law of
nations,” if the Indians did not farm, then Europeans could take their
land. Early colonists shared an almost universal assumption that indig-
enous people would “recede” as Anglo-American settlement advanced.
Nevertheless, at the founding of the Republic, with the natives numer-
ous and strong, American leaders chose to affirm Indian rights rather
than spark an all-out war for control of the interior. As a result, Amer-
ican authorities after 1789 could not displace the Indians except for
cause (such as violence or indigence) or by the voluntary sale of lands
that everyone agreed they owned. Official legal positions notwith-
standing, the people followed their own reasoning: If Indians roamed
free pursuing wild animals, built no barns, plowed no fields, erected no
fences, and did not use their property according to “enlightened”
expectations, whites could fairly drive them off, extort them in trade,
and swindle them out of their lands through all kinds of dishonest
dealing. The justification for dispossession lay in their failure to
embrace civilization - to settle down, abandon the hunt, raise export
crops, manufacture cloth, and drive African slaves to do their work
without wages. To such as this the good Lord would not leave the
riches of a continent.

But what if the Indians reformed? What if they embraced the injunc-
tion to civilize themselves and take up the white man’s ways? Behold
the Cherokees, who after 1815 faced encroaching frontiersmen from
all directions and decided not to fight but to accept the encouragement
of government to give up Indian ways. Crowded now into less than
half of their carlier homeland (northwestern Georgia, western North
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Carolina, and eastern Tennessee), the Cherokees traded what whites
called their “surplus” lands for farm equipment, tools, clothing, and
education in the arts of rural industry and market production. They
developed a written language (an extraordinary feat of accommoda-
tion), wrote a constitution, and developed ways of government based
not on tribal custom, but on written law, judicial procedure, and the
rights of private property. They fenced in farms, raised cotton and
wheat for the export market, bought (and beat) slaves like their white
neighbors — in short, by the middle 1820s, some of them managed to
transform themselves into plausible copies of successful frontier plant-
ers. Confronted with this evidence of acculturation, in 1828 the gov-
ernment of Georgia proclaimed its sovereignty over Cherokee lands,
voided all Cherokee laws and legal claims, and set about stealing every-
thing of value the Cherokees had collected. Why? Because “civilized”
resident Indians might never give up their lands to whites, and that was
unacceptable to freedom-loving white Americans. Georgia’s action
was ruled illegal by the U.S. Supreme Court, but nobody stopped
“the people” from having their way.

Across the continent and through the decades into the 1870s, Indi-
ans who clung to their “savage” ways found themselves condemned,
swindled, and forcibly removed while those groups or individuals who
chose to accommodate and “whiten” their behavior just as surely were
excluded on racial grounds. Indians apparently could not become
white. The confusion of changing values could be seen in the self-
serving rhetoric of American frontiersmen who raged against banks,
merchants, and speculators while at the same time faulting Indians for
yearning to perpetuate pre-market values and subsistence strategies.
Whites said that the Indians clung to “savage” ways on purpose and
thus forfeited their place in a modernizing world, but clearly it was
race, not behavior, that set them outside the rules of the game. (In
1887, the Dawes Act finally dissolved the remaining foundation of
the Indians tribal nations — their common land holdings. The federal
government distributed Indian property in allotments to individuals,
and invited marker-savvy sharpsters to finish the job of cheating Indi-
ans out of what had been their native country.)

Immigrants who came to the United States, especially after 1820,
confronted the hard face of a market economy without the moderating
influence of home and family traditions. Most newcomers came from
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the British Isles or the German principalities. If they had a trade, they

crowded into manufacturing cities such as New York, Philadelphia,

and Boston, or else they took up niches in ethnic enclaves in Pennsyl-

vania, the southern backcountry, and the Ohio River Valley. Cincin-

nati, St. Louis, and Milwaukee collected large populations of skilled

German immigrants in the two decades before the Civil War. New-

comers without skills filled out teams of common laborers; Irish “nav-

vies” (a nickname earned building navigation works in England) built

the roads and canals and worked on boats that brought the market
revolution deep into the American interior. The rate of immigration

rose significantly from 1820 to 1844, then spiked dramatically until

1857: Three million arrived in the single ten-year period from 1845 to
1855, mostly Irish fleeing the potato famine but also Germans escaping
unrest surrounding the European revolutions of 1848.*°

Whether driven by starvation or drawn by a thirst for opportunity,

immigrants tended to seize whatever the market held out to them,
which made them less inclined than their native-born counterparts to
protest commercialization or romanticize a lost golden age. The timing
of their arrival often coincided precisely with rising pressures in Amer-
ican markets (especially manufacturing), so that capitalist employers
confronted with disgruntled native-born workers found it tempting
enough to replace their force with immigrants — sometimes at lower
wages. Not surprisingly, real and perceived competition for jobs made
scarce by changing technology or “hard times” encouraged hostility
along lines of racial and ethnic identity, so that by the 18405 people
began to calculate their “whiteness.” Recent cultural historians have
argued that whiteness was the marker that distinguished legacy Amer-
icans from those who had recently arrived or were excluded from the
start on racial grounds. The resulting social tensions pitted the logic of
the market, which in theory cared only that the work got done and
cheaply, against popular notions about who was entitled to the fruits of
American material success. Over time, a process of cultural negotiation
admitted the Germans, Norwegians, and even the Irish (grudgingly)
into the ranks of white people, in the process investing ever more social
importance in the color lines that separated Africans and Indians from
everybody else. In the meantime, conflicts rooted in changing social

* Wartenberg, ed., Statistical History, 106.
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relations caused by the market revolution easily acquired ethnic and
racial dimensions that tended to obscure the character of new class
relations brought about by industrialization.

During the Jacksonian era, new class relations stood out most
sharply in the largest cities. There the lure of cash wages attracted a
steady stream of country youths, Irishmen, free blacks, single women,
and other emancipated characters to whom the market revolution
offered money, amusements, and unsupervised freedom to indulge
themselves in ways they never had considered when they were
swaddled in family relations. Master craftsmen turned apprentices
out of their attic rooms and left them to find for themselves both bed
and board. Young women in service probably lived in their employer’s
house, but when they went out, they went out with money in hand and
no chaperon. Young men serving as clerks, filling the middle ranks of a
bustling business community, lived alone in boarding houses, paid cash
for food and drink, laundry, and entertainment — and learned that
almost anything they wanted was for sale in New York City. Their
coarser brothers, day laborers, lived similar lives in shabbier surround-
ings, mixing it up with the sailors and waterfront hands, the least
respectable class in port cities. Women in the needle trades, married
or not, when they had work set their own hours and satisfied marerial
needs (however meagerly) by spending their hard-won wages. What
characterized all of these people was their status as “masterless”
persons — young people no longer tucked in their parents’ homes and
not yet engaged in making homes for families of their own.

In former times, all such persons had been bound to the care of
guardian-employers who vouched for the needs of their bodies and their
souls. By the 18305, however, big cities such as New York and Phila-
delphia swarmed with youngsters without a past, without connections,
without property or any stake in “respectable” society. The terms of their
employment covered labor alone, leaving them free to spend their leisure
and their earnings any way they saw fit: cock-fighting, prize-fighting,
theatrical shows, gambling dens, saloons, oyster houses, dancehalls,
brothels, and minstrel shows, and “model artist” exhibitions (where
women posed as fine art figures, nearly naked, all the time). Such youths
formed gangs and amused each other picking fights, setting fires, and
smashing windows and furniture in brothels and saloons. Their “sprees”
often resulted in physical injury, sometimes gang rape, and, once in a
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while, murder. Typically drenched in alcohol, members of this urban
subculture helped define a class of persons in pursuit of disgraceful,
not respectable, living. New York developed a notorious “sporting cul-
ture” in the 1830s. Erotic literature circulated freely, commercializing
sex and rendering the trappings of marriage (wife, house, and children)
wholly uninteresting to the Bowery “B’hoys” and “Gals” or their slightly
wealthier “dandy” sporting friends in the theater district. Keeping the
peace eventually required hiring professional police and legislating
standards for public behavior; meanwhile, moral and religious reformers
rent their garments over the sinful bravado on display all around them.
There is nothing about capitalist relations that required the embrace
of debauchery, but everything about the cash nexus emphasized fleet-
ing, anonymous transactions, in private life as in business. There is
nothing about capitalist relations that required racial exclusion for
Indians and African Americans, but neither did anything discourage
it or foster any spirit of integration. Persons on the margins, racial
outcasts, and masterless men and women — easily exploited, challenged
by their “betters” to develop self-control, but given no good reason to
believe doing so would make them any happier — such were the social
artifacts of the spread of the wage labor system and market relations by
the end of the Jacksonian era. Respectable middle-class Americans
were appalled, but they focused remedial attention on the sins and
sinners, not the system, and instead of modifying “heartless” markets
for the sake of social improvement, they built prisons and asylums in
which to incarcerate the victims of the rise of the market economy.

SOUTHERN VARIATIONS

It is tempting to see the plantation South as lying outside the reach of
the market revolution for most of the antebellum period. The master-
slave relationship evolved not just as an economic connection but a
social and cultural framework as deeply embedded in the planters’
expectations as were the customary rights of yeoman farmers or tradi-
tional master craftsmen. In much of the South by the time of the
Revolution, the tobacco economy had been in decline so long that
many people in Virginia and Maryland entertained the idea — like their
northern contemporaries — that slavery would expire in the new United
States. In 1782, Virginia passed a private manumission law, and over
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the next two decades many leaders in the founding generation (most
famously George Washington) used their last will and testament to free
their slaves. Others scaled back their labor force, liberated family
favorites, and openly discussed schemes of gradual emancipation.
But in the deep South - especially South Carolina and Georgia — white
men had only begun to enrich themselves using bound black labor, and
these planters mounted a stubborn resistance to antislavery impulses. It
was also in the deep South that the rise of the cotton culture breathed
new life into the slave labor system and grafted it onto the promise of
liberty and equality for newly minted American citizens.

Growing cotton in most of the South had not been practicable until
1793, when the invention of the cotton gin made it possible to separate
seeds from the fibers of the short-staple upland cotton that grew so well
across the region. Many hands labored to break this bottleneck; Eli
Whitney took the credit, but his machine was quickly copied and
widely modified. What mattered more was the explosive spread of
the cotton culture across upland South Carolina and Georgia and
out into Indian country in what would become the states of Tennessee,
Alabama, and Mississippi. Building a fortune in the United States by
growing cotton with slave labor was made possible, of course, by
industrial textile production in England that generated rising demand.
In this sense, the market revolution served as prime mover for the
spread of slave-based agriculture in the southern United States. But
nineteenth-century staple crop production for export did not differ
markedly from colonial production of commodities such as sugar, rice,
and tobacco, a fact that gives credence to claims (then and now) that
the southern economy followed a divergent course — perhaps even a
contradictory course — to that unfolding in the North.

Following Marx’s claim that slave labor was incompatible with the
capitalist system of production, some historians have focused our
attention on paternalistic social and cultural conventions that did
make southern life different. Never simply workers, slaves were also
the wards of their owners, wholly dependent human property whose
every care fell to the master as a result of his ownership claim. Eco-
nomic decisions made by slaveholders never reflected simple market
calculations but always were clouded by obligations inherent in the
master-slave relationship. At the same time, the influence of the market
revolution can be seen impinging on systems of slave-based production
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in three important ways. First, emerging market forces in the presence
of slave labor encouraged southerners to invest more social significance
in race as a marker of who could exercise economic freedom. Second,
market developments on the fringes of the plantation system, espe-
cially in cities and towns, greatly enlarged the practice of leasing and
hiring slaves, which made such human property much more flexible
(and hence more valuable) to masters who were not big planters.
Finally, market considerations — and the emerging ideology that
respected them as natural forces that could not be denied — made it
possible for masters to renege on the obligations that supposedly
defined their paternalist identities. Some masters undoubtedly viewed
their slaves as dependent members of a large organic household.
Others just as clearly saw them as investment instruments, a handy
way to store a little surplus capital. Whether the resulting economic
system remained pre-capitalist or merged into a variant of the modern
market-based enterprise system, the market revolution could not go
unnoticed in the Old South.

The plight of skilled artisans in the South, for example, was mark-
edly different because of the presence of skilled slave craftsmen who
provided the same goods and services that white artisans sold for cash.
In cities such as Richmond, Charleston, and Savannah, poorly paid
black artisans, slave and free, kept wages depressed for independent
white workers and probably discouraged or delayed the kind of inno-
vations that up north produced the bastard workshop. Customers
could play black carpenters, blacksmiths, or tailors off against their
white counterparts until they found what they wanted at the right
price (white artisans denounced slave workmen as a “curse upon our
working interest”).3® Of course, white workers, skilled and unskilled,
refused to share workspace and social roles with black people, bound
or free. As a result, race — not slave status — came to divide the southern
working class more completely than did ethnicity or any other factor in
the North. Certain trades were virtually monopolized by African
American labor (such as boatmen and domestic servants), while weal-
thy people comforted the white working poor with the notion that
their “whiteness” itself was a kind of property.

3 [ra Berlin, Slaves without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New
York: Pantheon, 1974}, 229.
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This increased investment in racial discrimination can be seen in
new laws as the antebellum era progressed, reversing the expansion
of private manumissions and requiring newly freed slaves to vacate the
state to enjoy their freedom. Black codes further circumscribed the
activities of blacks (not just slaves), and the tolerance of private frater-
nization across the color line (including marriages) steadily decayed
over time. Similarly, definitions of who was black and who was not
grew much tighter until an Arkansas judge in 1857 proclaimed the
infamous “one drop” rule that placed individuals with any admixture
of African blood beyond the pale of the ruling race. The vast majority
of free blacks worked as farmhands or day laborers, and the stigma
thus attached to menial tasks degraded the work ethic just at a time
that the market revolution would have tapped it to mobilize wage
workers. Instead, planters preached to their poor white neighbors that
all must police the color line because that alone kept black people “in
their place.” Even though planters shared little of the fruits of the
cotron culture with their poor white neighbors, they kept them aligned
with the master class. Everyone “knew” that the wealth came not
through hard work or innovation, but through the ownership of slaves.
The interests of the planters were the interests of all: If they lost con-
trol, an army of angry blacks surely would rise up to wreak vengearnce
on all white people.

In the end, this emphasis on white solidarity did nothing to protect
the interests of white artisans in the Old South. One student of man-
ufacturing in Georgia found two disturbing trends squeezing the
fortunes of skilled craftsmen. First, in the 18205 and 18 30s, cheap
mass-produced goods from the North — especially shoes and ready-
made clothing - flooded southern markets and introduced the same
downward pressure on prices that drove small producers out of busi-
ness in New York. Second, by the 1840s, bulky manufactures that were
less easily imported, such as furniture, saddles, and wagons, were being
produced in small manufacturing firms that practiced the same division
of labor and rationalization of production techniques found in north-
ern bastard workshops. In short, while the planter class distracted
lower-class whites with talk of racial privilege and servile insurrection,
they pursued their own advantage as consumers in the market revolu-
tion to help eat the ground out from under traditional small producers
to whom they often spoke of loyalty.
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One of the hallmarks of the free-labor system brought on by the
market revolution was the reduction of labor relations to a simple cash
transaction. Employers paid for hours worked, after which further
obligations for either party dissolved. This free-labor system allowed
entrepreneurs to sail very close to the wind in rapidly changing mar-
kets. Slavery created quite the opposite situation: Masters paid the
overhead for all of their workers, regardless of when or how they were
used. Accordingly, the southern economy ought to have been sluggish
and unresponsive because of this high fixed cost of labor. On the
whole, this was true, but its importance was softened by the second
major impact of the market revolution in the South: a flexible lease-
hire system for redeploying the labor of slaves.

Since the founding of the Republic, southern states, public works
projects, and turnpike corporations had been hiring slaves to help clear
rivers, build roads, and dig canals. Similarly, plantation masters some-
times leased out their hands, especially skilled artisans, for temporary
service in nearby towns, on riverboats, and even in industry. The slave
Gabriel, who plotted a rebellion in Richmond, worked as an artisan for
wages. The Buffalo Forge in rural Virginia routinely augmented its
worlforce with hired hands and often leased for the entire year. Cities
such as Charleston and Savannah teamed with wage-earning slaves
who lived on their own, paid their own keep, and delivered to their
masters (at the end of the week, month, or year) the balance of their
income. This possibility of leasing out bondsmen made it possible for
widows, urban professionals, and other middle-class whites to own
slaves they did not need for full-time agricultural employment. At
the same time, it gave lessees control of a workforce they did not
have to retain if markets turned against them. Parties to these arrange-
ments thought like calculating entrepreneurs, not benevolent guard-
ians, exhibiting a bourgeois sensibility that undercut their claims to be
paternalistic. Finally, it piled up abundant evidence of the capability of
blacks to perfect their trades, conduct their own business, fulfill obli-
gations, and perform in every other way the things expected of free

{(white) persons.

However smoothly it worked in practice (and it worked smoothly
much of the time), the business of leasing and hiring slaves, paying
them wages, and letting them live on their own as if they were free cut
deep into the cultural lies that sustained black slavery in the first place.
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Slaves were slaves, masters said, because they would not work for
wages — but they worked for wages quite successfully. Slaves were
“children” who could not provide their own bed and board, except
when they did for the master’s convenience. Slaves could not enter into
contracts, yet they dutifully collected and remitted the master’s due.
Slaves were chattel, property, not people in the way whites were
people; but we find them in the antebellum South saving their earnings
to buy a wedding ring, Christmas presents, or the freedom of a loved
one. How could the absurd claims of the master class, to own and
control the body and soul of persons they called slaves, survive all
these contradictions that openly mocked the stories that masters told
to justify their possessions. These contradictions helped transform a
social structure based on slavery into a caste system focused on race
instead of status or property law. These shifting foundations for Amer-
ican slavery may not have been caused by the market revolution alone,
but the lure of economic advantage in the emerging market economy
encouraged masters to rethink their economic interests and social obli-
gations in ways that paralleled ambitious capitalists in the North.
Finally, the calculating ways of the market economy can be seen
over time encroaching on the ways slaveholders talked about their
business, managed their workforce, and re-imagined their own expect-
ations. One study of antebellum slaveholders (not just plantation own-
ers) found that young southern men sought to buy slaves as the key to
material advancement. Old tobacco farmers such as Thomas Jefferson
might wring their hands over the ancestral “burden” of slavery and
agonize about holding a “wolf by the ears,” but young men in the new
Southwest craved land and slaves as the most certain instruments of
capital gain. The best stock for a young man is “negro Stock,” advised
a Louisianan in 1818: “Negroes will yield a much larger income than
any Bank dividend.” Thirty years later, a Texan advised his young,
nephew to “Get as many young negro women as you can, Get as many
cows as you can,” and come to Texas, “the greatest country for an
increase I ever saw.”>* Ambitious slaveholders routinely recorded
slave, livestock, and commodity prices in the same calculating lan-
guage: “Money market very tight evry [sic] Where — negros have fallen

' Quoted in James Oakes, The Ruling Race: A History of American Slavebolders (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982), 73~4.
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from $1200 to 8 & 900 ‘men’ — Pork prime $11.” A slave “that
wouldn’t bring over $300, seven years ago will fetch $1o00 cash,
quick, this year. . . but now, hogs, they ain’t worth so much as they
used to be.”* Particularly among younger men who owned ten slaves
or less, it was this language of material ambition, not traditional pater-
nalism, that characterized their communications.

Changing conditions and market pressures gave rise to advice liter-
ature on how best to rationalize the management of slaveholders’
“factories in the fields.” Opinions differed on whether positive incen-
tives or forceful punishment worked best in the long run. Experience
proved that respectful treatment, special privileges, and even cash
incentives mobilized black workers effectively, but critics worried that
any relaxations of the master’s threat of violence encouraged rebel-
liousness and undermined the culture of subordination on which slav-
ery depended. Some planters adopted time disciplines similar to those
used in northern cotton mills, ringing bells to punctuate the workday in
strict regimentation. Rational cost/benefit analysis sometimes favored
improving slave quarters and rations: One South Carolinian thought
whitewashed cabins made slaves breed more prolifically. On the other
hand, short-term economizing and even mistreatment might pay off
better in times of falling prices. Market pressures — especially debts
brought on by collapsing markets — became an unassailable excuse for
selling slaves and breaking up their families no marter how committed
the master might be to the benevolent care of his “people.” (Harriet
Beecher Stowe wove this dilemma into the narrative of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin to prove that good men could not ameliorate a wicked institu-
tion.) In the 1850s, forty years after everyone had denounced the Afri-
can slave trade, some slaveholders called for reopening the trade before
spiking prices threatened to bar the next generation from buying a
stake in the master class.

Regardless of the contradictions and cultural baggage that swirled
around the master-slave relationship, the fundamental cash transaction
that made one man the property of another could not help but focus
attention on the logic of capitalist markets. A painstaking study of the
antebellum New Orleans slave market shows how the fixing of a price
inscribed on the body of the slave not his or her value as a human

¥ Ibid. v70-1.
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being, but a balance sheet of inputs and outputs, projected on an
unknown future, against which all parties bid. Nothing (not even kill-
ing) so completely dehumanized the slave. Buyers and sellers, like their
counterparts in livestock markets, grew wary of each other’s tricks and
tried to calculate their odds of being cheated in these brutal transac-
tions. Buying slaves made manifest the hopes and dreams of purchas-
ers, turned their wives into “ladies” and themselves into “patriarchs,”
made them money and advanced their social standing. Buying blacks
made white men “fully white.”33

By the eve of the Civil War, the persistence of slavery in the United
States had become unacceptable to many, yer the claims of African
Americans to the promise of American liberty had grown more tenuous,
not less, over the decades. Across the states, North and South, the rights
of blacks had been so thoroughly circumscribed by an ideology of racial
exclusion and degradation that even Abraham Lincoln - no friend of
slavery, to be sure - felt moved to deny any sympathy with genuine racial
equality. Fending off charges of promoting “amalgamation” (interracial
sex) and social equality, put forth by Stephen Douglas in the first of their
famous debates, Lincoln clarified his own position: “I agree with Judge
Douglas [that the Negro] is not my equal in many respects ~ certainly
not in color, perhaps not in moral or intellectual endowmen. But in the
right to eat the bread, without the leave of anybody else, which his own
hand earns, be is my equal and Judge Douglas’s equal, and the equal of
every living man.”34 It is a mark of the impact of the market revolution
on the South that al| the tragic complexities accompanying slavery and
the systems that sustained it now came down to this: that American
freedom consisted only of the right to earn wages.

THE ENTREPRENEURS

Not even entrepreneurs, heroes of the capitalist system, were spared
the discouraging effects of the market revolution. Easily condemned as
the “heartless men” of the new era, entrepreneurs endured their own

*#} Walter Johnson, Sorf by Soul: Life inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 116.

34 Abraham Lincoln, First Debate, Ottawa, Illinois, 21 August 1858, in The Lincoin-
Douglas Debates, ed. Harold Holzer {New York: Harper-Collins, 1993), 63. Empha-
sis in the original,
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rough handling by heartless markets over which they exercised truly
little control. As free agents — the independent actors most responsible
for innovative products and processes — they of all people ought to
have been close to the reins of power during this transition to free-
market capitalism. Yet in practice, entrepreneurs found control of the
new system as elusive as anyone else. Early entrepreneurs rode the
capitalist tiger, bareback if you will, without stirrups for balance or
spurs to intimidate the beast. More often than not, the experience
ended not in wealth and power, but in failure.

The first challenge of the market revolution involved placing a pos-
itive value on risk and innovation. Pre-modern social and economic
values celebrated static, traditional relations (regardless of whether these
actually obtained any longer). As we have seen, the American colonial
experience had loosened the grip of such traditions even before the
Revolution. High demand, geographical and social mobility, and rapid
growth eroded the restraining influence of class, guild, government, and
even family patriarchs. Barriers to entering the class of economic free
agents had fallen substantially already when the American Revolution
enshrined the twin virtues of freedom and equality. After the Revolution,
this guarantee of liberty expanded the arena for entrepreneurship, pro-
ducing a dramatic release of energy in an emerging market economy.

Favorable trends notwithstanding, Americans did not immediately
welcome risk without discomfort. Early economic legislation in the
states and in Congress, for example, often saw the advocates of bank-
ing, industry, internal improvements, or commercial innovations beg-
ging for protection from loss or from competition that might frustrate
their enterprises. Early business partnerships and corporations (the
Charles River Bridge, for example, or the Boston Associates at Wal-
tham) tapped the status of community elites to bolster the legitimacy of
innovations and minimize the appearance of reckless greed. Internal
improvement promotions, such the New York Inland Lock Navigation
companies, the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Improvement
of Roads and Inland Navigation, and the Potomac Canal wrapped the
spirit of innovation in the cloak of civic leadership and denied they
were pushing risky businesses. Gentleman entrepreneurs in the early
Republic held fast to the social entitlements that shielded elites from
raw market forces even while they pried open the economic system that
such forces controlled. Consider, for example, the case of Henry Lee.
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Infatuated with grandiose visions for Matildaville, his boom-town
speculation at the Great Falls of the Potomac, “Light Horse Harry”
cheated many of Virginia’s leading families. Eventually they all cut him
loose, but Lee insisted right up to the day he was thrown in debtors’
prison that his “friends” had no business imprisoning one of their own
for frauds and deceptions unbecoming of a “gentleman,”?5

One reason risky business was discouraged in pre-modern social
systems derived from the assumption that the social order was best
preserved when all households were guaranteed a living, if not of their
own making than through the charity of their community. Misfortune,
it was thought, could strike anyone, and the best defense against arbi-
trary ruin was a promise of mutual support. Such communities
expelled needy strangers but agreed to take care of “their own.”
Men who failed were rehabilitated by whatever means possible. When
debtors were punished, it was not for suffering misfortune but for
angling to defraud their creditors. The taking of extraordinary risks
was confined (in theory) to men of sufficient estate that they could
suffer loss without injuring the rest of the community. Recall, for
example, the moralistic lectures delivered in 18 19 condemning reckless
borrowing, greed, and high living (remember the $50 plum cakes?).
According to those old values, proper businessmen ought to know
better than to endanger the foundations of public credit, while most
of the other victims had no business borrowing money and grasping for
riches beyond their station.

Two assumptions had to change before a modern credit-based capi-
talist economy could take shape in such a culture. First, debt itself had to
be recast, not as evidence of folly and indulgence, but as a legitimate
burden of entrepreneurship. Second, independent households could not
be guaranteed a subsistence in communities where banks and businesses
failed and workers got laid off as a result of market forces. In this new
game, the entrepreneur who traded on credit did not endanger the public
welfare but rather advanced it. Individuals thrown down by a turn in the
market deserved more sympathy than censure. Insolvent debtors
belonged not in jail or the poor house but out there working for some-
body else, for wages, perhaps to buy back their independence. Their
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wives and children deserved, not a living at public expense, but whatever
earnings they could add to the household income. In other words, debt
itself had to lose the stigma that for generations had made it shameful. At
the same time, poverty, long thought of as misfortune, started to acquire
a stigma as evidence of weakness or vice, a refusal to scramble for wages
in the new free-market economy. To that end, antebellum American
lawmakers struggled to remodel systems of poor relief and to establish
bankruptcy protections that might relieve failed entrepreneurs without
creating an entitlement for families whose wages they no longer paid.

Failure marked the stories of antebellum entrepreneurs far more
often and more indelibly than thumbnail sketches of their successes
lead us to suspect. The biography of any one of the famous inventors
contains a dozen false starts for every advance toward fame and for-
tune. A new study of Samuel Colt and his extended family reveals an
almost unrelenting tale of failure in the bizarre career of one entre-
preneur universally remembered for outstanding success. Individuals
gained and lost tens, even hundreds of thousands of dollars — spectacular
fortunes in terms of real money at the time. Some repaired their estates
and returned to the ranks of the fortunate; many never did. Business
cycles ~ most famously the panics in 1819, 1837, and 1857 — tossed
hundreds of fledgling capitalists into economic oblivion, but the for-
tunes of others turned on the loss of a sale, a government contract, or
a single speculation, which might occur at any time in any year. Failure
stalked the ambitious relentlessly, which probably explains why many
small masters and frustrated journeymen grimly endured privation in
the bastard workshops of Jacksonian America: Things could always be
worse!

If they managed to avoid the winnowing fork of business cycles and
panics, successful entrepreneurs seldom found a way to lock in their
gains in this open, competitive system. Each innovation engendered a
dozen imitations, at least one of which yielded incremental competitive
advantages. Patent [aws tried to postpone the inevitable crush of com-
petition, but technology changed so quickly in the nineteenth century
that legal protection seldom prevented the development of rival
machines that raised productivity or lowered costs. It may have been
unmet demand that stimulated brand-new inventions, but once new
production techniques became commonplace, markets quickly were
glutted with goods. The resulting downward spiral of prices favored
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consumers but threatened to ruin producers who could not reduce their
inputs. Firms in low-capital industries such as ready-made parments
constantly fought off new rivals who managed to squeeze from their
workers just a little bit more. Alternatively, textile factories with huge
investments in capital equipment struggled to protect their market
share and prevent the loss of shrinking profit margins. Angry textile
operatives at Lowell might wonder why factory owners who could
build new machines could not raise women’s wages instead, but the
owners correctly perceived that wages increased the expense of pro-
duction while capital investments improved productivity for the next
round of competition.

Those who survived these games of competition learned to resist
any effort to hold them responsible for the welfare of workers, fami-
lies, and communities. The most successful competitors paid no atten-
tion to social costs or consequences. This too was an adaptation, for
not many entrepreneurs took so narrow a view at the beginning of the
century. Samuel Slater, for instance, organized his early textile villages
with an eye to sustaining whole communities of working people. The
downward pressures of competition, however, forced him, and later his
sons, to compromise this holistic strategy and attend to the bottom
line. The managers of Lowell-style factories jettisoned the chaperon
system, leaving wages — and wages alone — to determine the welfare of
workers and the neighborhoods in which they lived. Even as late as the
1850s, Samuel Colt built a model manufacturing town, Coltsville,
designed for worker welfare and comfort as well as efficiency and
economy; but such sentiments quickly disappeared in the next gener-
ation. In the South, entrepreneurial slaveholders dropped their pater-
nalistic masks and bought, sold, nurtured, or punished their hands
according to naked self-interest. After all, in the market system
described by Adam Smith, self-interest alone would produce the most
satisfactory outcomes. Other motives were liable to distort supply and
demand and disturb the equilibrium toward which “nature” mnevitably
tended. Before Charles Darwin even published the theory of evolution
that would be perverted into a harsh sociology, the principal tenets of
“social Darwinism” - laissez-faire and survival of the fittest — could be
seen taking root in the economic culture of mid-nineteenth-century
America.
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For young people, especially the sons of the middling classes, the
market economy presented a world of opportunity littered all over with
the evidence of failure. Finding a good situation, acquiring a living,
comfort, security, wife, family, and respectability, rewarded those who
could thread the eye of a very small needle. Permanent success seemed
especially elusive; a few false steps, however, resulted in consignment to
the wage-earning class, whose comfort remained forever contingent on
the success of somebody else. By the 1830s, those youths who resisted
the temptations of New York’s “sporting” society strove to keep them-
selves on the straight and narrow path. They pored over self-help books
and listened to evangelical sermons intended for their gnidance. Industry
and frugality, as in former times, loomed large in all of this advice, but so
too did new injunctions to defer all kinds of gratifications — especially
courtship, sex, and marriage — until one’s economic success had earned
him the right to enjoy the fruits of adult life. The modern concept of
adolescence (and adolescent angst) was born of this subtle change in the
expectations of the life cycle. Procreation (even in marriage) became not
the automatic consequence of human relations, but an act of private
indulgence, the virtue of which could be measured in terms of the stock
of resources laid up by expectant parents. (Oddly enough, the injunc-
tion to limit fertility was coupled with the criminalization of mastur-
bation and birth control, forcing sexually mature individuals to choose
between celibacy and ruin.) Middle-class values of self-control, hard
work, and chastity, shored up with piety and temperance, became by
the 1850s the standards for admission into the ranks of polite society;
they marked for some a bright line between acceptable behavior and
the self-destructive ways of the working poor.

When the sectional crisis finally resolved itself into the Civil War, heart-
less markets and heartless men had transformed American society,
most profoundly in the North but in the South as well, in ways that
prepared it for the heavy industrialization and rise of big business that
would come in the next generation. A republic of yeoman farmers,
tradesmen, and shopkeepers had been refashioned so that farmers
functioned more as agrarian capitalists, tradesmen had been sorted
into managers and workers, and a growing army of clerks and com-
mercial functionaries stood ready to fill white-collar jobs in large
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bureaucratic firms that already were forming in the rapidly integrating
railroad industry. A face-to-face world was fast dissolving into an
integrated, national, commercialized, consumer society. Once com-
fortably embedded in relatively small communities governed by per-
sonal relations that were colored by kinship, friendship, and
familiarity, Americans now moved restlessly in and out of pluralistic
cities and towns, conducted business with strangers at home and
abroad, and felt themselves increasingly powerless to shape the world
in which they lived. The promise of American liberty that once encom-
passed a host of social, political, and economic expectations had been
distilled (to nobody’s satisfaction) into a free-labor ideology that equa-
ted freedom with wages and the bope of owning property, but very
little else - not property itself, not independence, not self-sufficiency,
not even sclf-defense. The grear puzzle, already engaged by commen-
tators in Jacksonian America, and argued ever since by historians,
economists, and custodians of political heritage, is this: How had this
come about? Who had authorized the transformation? How could
such a free people find themselves staring at a future that none of them
ever had envisioned, let alone intended to bring into being?
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How Can We Explain It?

How then to explain this market revolution in the early United States?
Never simply a matter of historical curiosity, the rise of the market
economy triggered ideological claims that linked freedom with market-
based capitalism so completely that later apologists scarcely could
believe they were not the same thing. As a result, histories of the
new United States have been shaped from the beginning by conflicting
interpretive objectives: One side wants to naturalize the market revo-
lution and celebrate the outcome as what ought to be; the other cata-
logs the losses of security and independence experienced by so many
and argues that something must have gone terribly wrong, Because the
new American Republic was the product of intentional founders,
because its design was supposed to yield a “new order for the ages,”
what followed literally begged for a normative reading.

As the antebellum sectional conflict degenerated toward war, Amer-
icans began to see how interpretations of the founding experience
could justify different conceptions of the nation. Regional trajectories
clearly diverged: One perpetuated staple crop agrarian ways first per-
fected in the Chesapeake before Independence, the other embraced
forms of commercial and industrial modernization once considered
alien by some persons in the founding era, regardless'of where they
lived or whether they owned slaves. Both sides, South and North,
insisted they were living out the promise of the American Revolution,
and in important ways, they were. When they finally took up arms over
slavery, Union, and “state’s rights,” they also fought over what stories



