CHAPTER XX

The Garden as Safety Valve

The Homestead Act failed to help the Eastern urban laborer as
woefully as it failed to help the farmer in the West. This failure
was less important than the frustration of the frontier farmer’s
effort to acquire land, but it shows equally well how poor a tool
the agrarian tradition was for dealing with nineteenth-century in-
dustrial society. American agrarians had long maintained that the
West, the free lands beyond the frontier, would operate as a safety
valve to keep down social and economic conflict in the East. The
best known exponent of this notion was Horace Greeley. His con-
stant emphasis on it, in the New York Tribune and on the lecture
platform, is the basis for his great but not wholly deserved reputa-
tion as a spokesman for the westward movement. Greeley’s famous
slugan, “Go West, young man, go forth into the Country” dates
from 1837, when he turned to the plan of encouraging emigration
westward as means of relief from the poverty and unemployment
caused by the Panic.! In 1846, when he adopted Evans’s National
Reform program, he showed his loyalty to agrarian tradition by
prophesying that the operation of the safety valve would establish-
an independent, substantial yeomanry on the public domain.? A
typical explanation of Greeley’s theory appeared in the Tribune in
1854:

Make the Public Lands free in quarter-sections to Actual Settlers
and deny them to all others, and earth’s landless millions will no longer
be orphans and mendicants; they can work for the wealthy, relieved
from the degrading terror of being turned adrift to starve. When em-
ployment fails or wages are inadequate, they may pack up and strike
westward to enter upon the possession and culture of their own lands
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on the banks of the Wisconsin, the Des Moines, or the Platte, which
have been patiently awaiting their advent since creation. Strikes to
stand still will be glaringly absurd when every citizen is offered the
alternative to work for others or for himself, as to him shall seem most
advantageous. The mechanic or laborer who works for another will do
so only because he can thus secure a more liberal and satisfactory
recompense than he could by working for himself.*

The general notion embodied in this paragraph is very old and
at various times has been invoked by writers of every possible
political orientation. Frederick Jackson Turner found a version of
it in a statement made by Governor John Winthrop of Massachu-
setts Bay in 1634.% It appeared in the eighteenth century in dis-
cussions of British colonial policy, to persuade the authorities that
there was no danger of a significant development of manufactur-
ing in the American colonies. The London merchant Joshua Gee,
for example, wrote to the Council of Trade and Plantations in 1721
that colonists would not be attracted into manufacturing even
though abundance of good workmen had emigrated to America.

The reason is plain [he argued], there is so much an easier subsistence
to be made, where land is of so smal a value, by a little farme and a
smal stock of cattle, that most of them slight manufacturies, and even
in New England (the poorest of all the Colonies and the fullest of
people) those few that Eu work will have near five times as much for
manufacturing nails and other things, as is given for manufacturing in
England . . . *

Sir William Keith, royal customs official and Governor of Pennsyl-
vania and Delaware, urged the British government in 1731 to
make a grant of land for a colony beyond the Alleghenies on the
ground that without such a new outlet for their energies, the
colonists would be forced into manufacturing by a glut of tobacco,
rice, and corn.® The anonymous author of the preface to the
London edition of John Bartram’s Observations (1751) used a
similar argument to urge the central government to encourage
frontier settlement in America.” In the same year Franklin stressed
the idea in his Observations Concerning the Increase of Man-
kind, again with the intention of influencing British policy.
“Labour will never be cheap here,” he wrote, “where no Man
continues long a Labourer for others, but gets a Plantation of his
D i,
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With the establishment of American independence the bearing
of this kind of economic analysis was altered. The criterion of
policy was no longer the interests of British merchants. Instead,
a developing American nationalism embraced the humanitarian
conception of the West as a refuge for the oppressed of all the
world. George Washington wrote with unaccustomed playfulness
to Lafayette at the end of the Revolution:

I wish to see the sons and daughters of the world in Peace and busily
employed in the . . . agreeable amusement of fulfilling the first and
great commandment — Increase and Multiply: as an encouragement to
which we have opened the fertile plains of the Ohio to the poor, the
needy and the oppressed of the Earth; anyone therefore who is heavy
laden or who wants land to cultivate, may repair thither & abound, as
in the Land of promise, with milk and honey . . . .*

A similar conception of the function of the West furnished Jeffer-
son with a perfectly logical basis for revising his theoretical
hostility to the growth of industry in the United States. In 1805,
when he was contemplating a new edition of the Notes on Vir-
ginia, he wrote that he planned to qualify several expressions in
the nineteenth chapter which attacked manufacturing. These ex-
pressions, he said, applied only to “the manufacturers of the
great cities in the old countries, at the time present.” In Europe
the poverty of urban laborers had begotten a depravity, a depend-
ence and corruption which would make them undesirable citi-
zens in a republic. But America had not yet reached the condition
of Europe, because of the fortunate influence of free land:

As yet our manufacturers [that is, industrial workers] are as much at
their ease, as independent and moral as our agricultural inhabitants,
and they will continue so as long as there are vacant lands for them to
resort to; because whenever it si.all be attempted by the other classes -
to reduce them to the minimum of subsistence, they will quit their
trades and go to laboring the earth.”

Such a hopeful conception of the role of the West is one of
the principal foundations of the myth of the garden. It occurs on
every hand, and in a wide variety of forms through most of the
nineteenth century. New England industrialists, for example, were
accused of trying to restrict westward emigration in order to
maintain a surplus of laborers and keep down wages. It was such
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a charge by Senator Robert Y. Hayne in 1829 that led to the
famous Webster-Hayne debate.!' Hayne's colleague in this foren-
sic encounter, Thomas H. Benton, developed the charge against
New England at length, inveighing against

the horrid policy of making paupers by law — against the cruel legisla-
tion which would confine poor people in the Northeast to work as
journeymen in the manufactories, instead of letting them go off to new
countries, acquire land, become independent freeholders, and lay the
foundation of comfort and independence for their children.

Eastern mill owners, he declared,

are now realizing what was said by Dr. Franklin forty-five years ago,
that they need great numbers of poor people to do the work for small
wages; that these poor people are easily got in Europe, where there was
no land for them, but that they could not be got in America until the
lands were taken up. . . . This resolution, which we are now consider-
ing, is the true measure for supplying the poor people which the
manufactories need.®

Twenty years later Congressman Josiah Sutherland of New
York opposed the Homestead Bill for reasons exactly like those
Benton had attributed to factory owners. The bill, he said, would
take labor from the manufacturing states to the land states, in-
creasing the cost of labor and thus the cost of manufactures.!?
Karl Marx accepted the same theory about the relation be-
tween the status of American laborers and free land.™ It formed
an important part of the radical tradition in this country, especi-
ally through the influence of George Henry Evans and his Na-
tional Reform movement.!® Evans’s safety-valve theory became
official Republican doctrine in the 1850's when the party adopted
the homestead principle. One of the earliest groups that used
the name “Republican” was formed at Ripon, Wisconsin, in 1854
by Alvan E. Bovay, who had been a close associate of Evans
before he moved West.!® Horace Greeley made strenuous efforts
to publicize the safety-valve doctrine as an argument in favor of
the party. In 1859 he published a stirring appeal in the Tribune:
“Laboring men! remember that the Republican is the only na-
tional party committed to the policy of making the public lands
free in quarter-sections to actual settlers, whereby every worker
will be enabled to hew out for his family a home from the virgin
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soil of the Great West.” 1" To cite only one other Republican
spokesman, Senator James R. Doolittle of Wisconsin declared in
1860: “I sustain this [homestead] measure . . . because its be-
nign operation will postpone for centuries, if it will not forever,
all serious conflict between capital and. labor in the older free
States, withdrawing their surplus population to create in greater
abundance the means of subsistence.” 18

But the Homestead Act did not make an end of unemploy-
ment and social problems. On the contrary, the three decades fol-
lowing its passage were marked by the most bitter and wide-
spread labor trouble that had yet been seen in the United States.
Recent scholars have accordingly raised the question whether
the public domain ever operated as a safety valve for eastern
laborers, and the trend of the discussion has been strongly toward
the conclusion that the theory, at least in the form endorsed by
Greeley and his associates, had very little foundation.® Unem-
ployed workmen in eastern cities were not ordinarily able to go
West and succeed as farmers. They seldom had the money needed
to transport their families to the free public lands and to feed and
shelter them until a crop could be made; and even if such a
worker managed to establish himself on a western farm, he was
not likely to succeed without skills that could be obtained only
through long apprenticeship. Franklin had seen the West as a
refuge for the laborer “that understands Husbandry” *° — a simple
matter perhaps in the fertile Ohio Valley during the eighteenth
century but a very difficult one after the Civil War on the sub-
humid plains. Frontier settlers usually were farmers of some
experience from nearby states. Except for European immigrants
who were taken to the West by railway companies and other .
agencies with lands to sell, few settlers on the agricultural frontier
came directly from eastern industrial centers.

But if the theory of the safety valve was largely false, how
can we account for its almost universal acceptance during the
nineteenth century? The question is a difficult one if we take into
account only the facts of frontier settlement. The prevalence of
the belief is easier to account for, however, if we realize that it
was an important part of the myth of the garden of the world.
The doctrine of the safety valve was an imaginative construction
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which masked poverty and industrial strife with the pleasing
suggestion that a beneficent nature stronger than any human
agency, the ancient resource of Americans, the power that had
made the country rich and great, would solve the new problems
of industrialism. Just as the theory that rain follows the plow was
the myth of the garden expanded to include meteorology, the
safety-valve theory was the form taken by the myth on the plane
of economic analysis.

True or not, the theory was a two-edged weapon. Useful in
the hands of humanitarian reformers who wished to open up
opportunities for the poor and the exploited, or for Westerners
who wished to foster the rapid development of their region, the
theory had the disadvantage of implying that the future pros-
perity of the nation depended on the availability of land open to
settlement. So long as the supply of land could be considered
practically limitless, the theory of the safety valve could be in-
voked without risk to prove the uniquely fortunate destiny of
America. But if opportunity, happiness, social harmony, and
even liberty itself depended on the presence of free land beyond
the frontier, what became of these values in the event that the
available land should after all prove to be limited in extent? The
doctrine of the safety valve implied that in these circumstances
American society would become like crowded Europe. The ills
of the Old World, which had been depicted with an invidious
energy by men who insisted on the unprecedented good fortune
of the United States, would become the ills of the New. The
growth of population that had once seemed the surest omen of
a glorious future for the American empire would become a curse
on this side the Atlantic as Malthus had declared it was in
Europe.®!

Jefferson had hinted at such an outcome. The people of the
United States will remain virtuous, he wrote to James Madison
from Paris in 1787, as long as they are primarily agricultural, and
this will be the case while vacant lands are available in any part
of America. But when the lands are exhausted, Americans will
“get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, and go
to eating one another as they do there.” ** Jefferson of course
thought that day was comfortably remote. The first Americans
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who considered the closing of the safety valve imminent were
Southern apologists for slavery searching for flaws in the Northern
cult of free labor. As early as 1836 Thomas R. Dew of William
and Mary College raised the question of what would happen
when the supply of free land ran out:

the time must come [he said] when the powerfully elastic spring of our
rapidly increasing numbers shall fill up our wide spread territory with a
dense population — when the great safety valve of the west will be
closed against us — when millions shall be crowded into our manufac-
tories and commercial cities — then will come the great and fearful
pressure upon the engine . . . .

This pressure would lead to class war:

then will the line of demarkation stand most palpably drawn between
the rich and the poor, the capitalist and the laborer — then will thou-
sands, yea millions arise, whose hard lot it may be to labor from morn
till eve through a long life, without the cheering hope of passing from
that toilsome condition in which the first years of their manhood found
them, or even of accumulating in advance that small fund which may
release the old and infirm from labor and toil, and mitigate the sorrows
of declining years. . . .

When these things shall come [Dew inquired of the propertied men
of the North] — when the millions, who are always under the pressure
of poverty, and sometimes on the verge of starvation, shall form your
numerical majority, (as is the case now in the old countries of the
world) and universal suffrage shall throw the political power into their
hands, can you expect that they will regard as sacred the tenure by
which you hold your property? I almost fear the frailties and weakness
of human nature too much, to anticipate confidently such justice.

The probable result was indeed lurid:

First comes disorganization and Slilgislaﬁve plunder, then the struggle
of factions and civil war, and lastly a military despotism, into whose °
arms all will be driven by the intolerable evils of anarchy and rapine.”

With its allusion to the example of Rome and its gloomy
realism, this is hardly in the key of the optimism that was the
official American attitude in the period of manifest destiny. The
Southerners were a minority of dissent from the doctrine of
progress which underlay so much Northern and Western thought.
In 1857 the Virginian George Fitzhugh asserted in his Cannibals
Alll that the social tensions resulting from population increase as
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the West was settled would force the North to resort to slavery
as a means of controlling an insubordinate and menacing labor-
ing class.?* A writer for the Southern Literary Messenger in the
following year predicted that increase of population, by causing
pressure on the available means of subsistence, would bring to the
North a chain of grisly evils — mobs and violence in the cities,
pulpits defiled by fanaticism and political passions, legislation
tainted by demagoguery.?®

A celebrated letter from Lord Macaulay written in 1857 to an
American biographer of Jefferson developed the same theme.
Macaulay asserted that Jeffersonian democracy was feasible only
in a society possessing a boundless extent of fertile and unoccu-
pied land. When the United States should be as thickly populated
as England, “You will have your Manchesters and Birminghams,
and in those Manchesters and Birminghams hundreds of thou-
sands of artisans will assuredly sometimes be out of work. Then
your institutions will be fairly brought to the test.” Having made
the grievous error of giving the ballot to everyone, the upper
classes would then be powerless to prevent legislation confiscating
their property. Like the Southern apologists for slavery, Macaulay
foresaw a Roman decadence for the American democracy:

Either some Caesar or Napoleon will seize the reins of government
with a strong hand, or your republic will be as fearfully plundered and
laid waste by barbarians in the twentieth century as the Roman Empire
was in the fifth; with this difference, that the Huns and Vandals who
ravaged the Roman Empire came from without and that your Huns
and Vandals will have been engendered within your own country by
your own institutions.™

In passages like these the overtones of the phrase “safety valve”
become apparent. The valve affords safety for the property of
the rich against the potential violence of the poor, who are with-
held from their vandal attack on the possessions of others by
being enticed away to the West. It is worth recalling that Greeley
urged his homestead program as an alternative to strikes, which
he considered foolish and unnecessary when the worker had the
opportunity to settle on his own farm from the public domain.

The antidemocratic tendency of the notion of the safety valve
comes out very explicitly in Melville’s Clarel (1876). Rolfe, the
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“straight” American, is discussing the destiny of the United States
with Ungar, the “clouded man” and “malcontent,” an expatriate
Confederate veteran who expresses many of the ideas of Dew
and Fitzhugh.

Those waste-weirs [says Rolfe] which the New World yields
To inland freshets — the free vents

Supplied to turbid elements;

The vast reserves — the untried fields;

These long shall keep off and delay

The class-war, rich-and-poor-man fray

Of history. From that alone

Can serious trouble spring,

But Ungar, in the manner of the Southern Literary Messenger,
refuses to accept this flattering unction. History moves faster in
modern times; the slumberous combustibles are sure to explode,
and before very long.

"Twill come, "twill come!
One demagogue can trouble much:
How of a hundred thousand such?
And universal suffrage lent
To back them with brute element
Overwhelming?

A Thirty Years’ War between the classes is fated; its probable
sequel will be a dead level of rank commonplace, an Anglo-Saxon
China which for Ungar (if indeed not for Melville himself) is
significantly located in the West, on the vast plains where the
garden of the world had been expected to materialize. There, in_
an almost explicit contrast with the confident earlier prophecies
of a Western flowering of the arts and of civic virtue, the Ameri-
can society of the future will “shame the race / In the Dark Ages
of Democracy.” Even Clarel's companions are jolted into half-
agreement with him:

Nor dull they were in honest tone
To some misgivings of their own:
They felt how far beyond the scope
Of elder Europe’s saddest thought
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Might be the New World sudden brought
In youth to share old age s pains —

To feel the arrest of ho mf s advanee,

And squandered last inheritance;

And cry — “To Terminus build fanes!
Columbus ended earth's romance:

No New World to mankind remains!”
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