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 The letters, journals, and memoirs of trail migrants demonstrate 
both the commonalities and uniqueness of their experiences. Amid the 
sameness of miles gained and landmarks noted, they left a fascinating 
and informative record of what they saw and the choices they faced. In 
this second of a proposed four-volume series about going west along 
the Overland Trail, editor Michael L. Tate (assisted by Will Bagley and 
Richard Rieck) focuses on ‘49ers bound for California. This volume con-
tinues to satisfy the project’s initial goal of finding documents “truly 
representative of the great migrations” (15). In A Treatise, Showing the 
Best Way to California, Sidney Roberts, a Mormon from Iowa City and 
early promoter of Kanesville as a jumping-off point, argued against sea 
travel in favor of the land route passing through Salt Lake City, and he 
assured his readers that Mormons could provide assistance anywhere 
along the way. The remaining narratives, like those by Ferguson and 
Hawley, describe trail life and provide insights into their authors’ atti-
tudes and character. Benjamin Robert Biddle, for example, paid east-
bound travelers to carry his mail to Springfield, Illinois, where his 
journal entries appeared in the Daily Illinois State Journal. He lamented 
being far from home and family, but, he said, “As the world is, there is a 
necessity for gold” (101). Because of this, many on the trail had “adopted 
a coarseness of manners and language,” yet he hoped that “all may 
learn lessons of wisdom by the study of themselves” (102).   
 This volume, like its predecessor (and presumably those to fol-
low), will prove helpful for researchers and excite readers interested in 
the lives of gold-seeking pioneers. The editors provide four maps re-
printed from studies such as Merrill Mattes’s Platte River Road Narratives, 
photographs and illustrations, a lengthy bibliography, and explana-
tory introductions and footnotes. It is an impressive effort and an im-
portant addition to trail studies.  
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An Agrarian Republic reminds us that most mid–nineteenth-century 
Americans lived in a world of small, self-sufficient farms, not yet dom-
inated by the industrial juggernaut looming on the horizon by century’s 
end. That agrarian world generated a system of values, beliefs, and fears 
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that affirmed the northern and midwestern small–farm society even as 
it disapproved of southern plantation society. According to this ideal, 
only small, family-owned farms could produce virtuous citizens, wise 
land-use patterns, stable multigenerational communities, and a strong 
Union. Plantation slavery, in contrast, yielded, in this view, an ineffi-
cient system of agriculture that wasted soils, degraded both white and 
black labor, and raised up an artificial aristocracy of slaveowners 
whose illegitimate power threatened the Union. 
 Land laws that dated to the early republic—the Land Ordinance 
of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787—intended to promote 
small-scale farming, education, local autonomy, and a virtuous citi-
zenry but by the 1850s were threatened by the corrupt “Slave Power” 
that wanted to monopolize the public domain lands of the West. Adam 
Wesley Dean brings to this familiar story a refreshing emphasis on wise 
use of the soil as a key element enabling multigenerational community 
stability in the Midwest. If good soil made good citizens in these regions, 
the soil-exhausting practices of slave plantations left behind a degraded 
natural environment and required a constant search for new land in 
order for the unnatural oligarchy of slaveowners to maintain their un-
just power over land and society alike.  
 During the Civil War, the Republican-dominated Congress was 
able to spread this model republic across the continent by enshrining 
these agrarian ideals into a series of familiar laws: the Homestead Act, 
the Land Grant College Act, and the Pacific Railway Act. Even federal 
subsidies for the transcontinental railroad, Dean contends, were moti-
vated not primarily by a view to industrialization but by the need to 
tie the small farming communities of the West to their midwestern 
and eastern markets. Along with establishing the Department of Agri-
culture, these policies would ensure the orderly development of farms, 
churches, and schools that would “civilize” the West, defeat the 
“barbarism” of plantation agriculture, and promote a permanent, uni-
fied agrarian republic (80). 
 In the most intriguing chapters of this fine book, Dean follows this 
agrarian ideology into the unfamiliar territory of nature parks and Re-
construction in the West, areas that exposed fissures and failures in this 
agrarian ideology. The creation of a public park in the magnificent 
Yosemite Valley of California pitted those who held to the ideal of pri-
vately owned small farms against others who believed that areas of 
spectacular natural beauty “would improve the mind and spirit,” hasten 
California’s transformation from “barbarism” to “civilization,” and 
demonstrate to the world that a republican government was capable of 
grand accomplishments.  
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 Reconstruction Republicans demonstrated their “environmental 
view of citizenship” in their treatment of southern freedpeople and 
western Indians. Both groups, Dean’s agrarians held, should learn to 
“farm the soil in soil-enhancing ways” and follow the agricultural 
path that would transform them into civilized Victorian Christians. 
This civilizing project stalled in the South because the “violent opposi-
tion” of southern whites blocked land redistribution and failed in the 
West because the Indians preferred “to maintain a hunting-and-
gathering lifestyle” rather than take up farming (136). In Dean’s view, 
Reconstruction ended not with the withdrawal of federal troops from 
the South in 1877 but with the 1887 Dawes Act, a kind of Indian home-
stead act that allotted reservation land into private ownership in order 
to coerce native peoples into habits of cultivation.  
 The strength of this book is that it brings together several subfields 
of history—environmental, agricultural, and the history of the Civil War 
and of native peoples—all understood through the lens of agrarian 
fundamentalism. While some specialists in each subfield may quibble 
with details, this approach generates fascinating insights and should 
spark new lines of inquiry. Dean’s sources are almost all national in 
scope; how would this analysis look at the local level? If republicanism 
led to nature parks on a grand scale, did it also contribute to the appre-
ciation of nature in cities and towns? How did the project of civilizing 
southern freedpeople and western natives play out in the sermons and 
newspapers of midwestern communities where those republican 
farmers already lived? To what extent did race play a role in defining 
the paired opposites of “barbarism” and “civilization?” Overall, An 
Agrarian Republic is a well-written, important book for specialists and 
general readers alike and should spark renewed interest in nineteenth-
century midwestern agrarian values and practices. 
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Jason Silverman has provided a succinct overview of Abraham Lin-
coln’s views and relationships with immigrants from his years as a 
young adult in Springfield to his term as president. Historiographically, 
Silverman has not actually broken new ground so much as he has gath-




