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State of the Union In 1846

Having In mind the movements leading to the
acquisition and occupation of iImmense territories
In the Far West, the relation of this epic surge to
the then unrealized national future, and the
growth of sectional bitterness, Bernard DeVoto, a
distinguished literary historian, set 1846 In dra-
matic focus as “the year of decision”. That was
the year lowa entered the Union.

Seventeen million persons made up the living
body of the American Republic at the outset of
the 1840s. By 1850 the number had risen to
23,200,000. During this decade, the better part
of two million immigrants came over the seas from
northern Europe. Among them were many Ger-
mans In flight from unsuccessful revolutions.
There were also Irish Immigrants who were
spurred by the drive of hunger followming the great
famine of 1846.

At the time lowa entered the Union the United
States was still a land of small cities. New York,
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which held the lead, had less than 320,000 inhab-
Itants as the decade of the 1840’ got under way.
Philadelphia boasted little more than 220,000;
Boston was scarcely above the 100,000 mark; and
Chicago registered only 4,000. In 1846, Nauvoo,
the Mormon center, was the largest city in lllinais.
If the cities were small, so was the national debt.
On the eve of lowa’s elevation to statehood the
amount owed by the United States was less than
sixteen million dollars!

The country was just getting Into Its industrial
stride. The leading items were textiles and iron.
In 1840 the country had some 1200 cotton mills
containing two and a quarter million spindles. At
the close of the decade the national furnaces were
yielding more than half a million tons of pig iron,
one-sixth as large as Great Britain’s output. The
factory and domestic systems of manufacture
were overlapping. Great Industrial centers did
not yet mar the beauty of the landscape and there
were still craftsmen proud of their special skills
and personal Independence, but a rising body of
class-conscious laborers was clearly discemible.
Indeed, factory workers had already established
unions to express collectively their ambitions and
demands. o

In the field of national politics the decade
opened with the astonishing battle between the
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Whigs and Democrats In the log cabin hard cider
campaign of 1840. In supporting William Henry
Harrison, Daniel Webster wept aloud because he
had not been granted the boon of birth in a cabin.
The modest Jacksonian, Martin Van Buren, was
represented as being an Idle parasite living in the
lap of luxury, dressed in silks and satins, and
fawned upon by scented flunkies. Henry Clay
declared that the battle was between the cabins
and the palaces, champagne and hard cider.
Clay’s party triumphed In this contest but he
himself was defeated for the presidency in 1844,
when James K Polk opened an administration
that was to bring lowa into the Union In 1846. It
was In 1846, too, that Abraham Lincoln was
elected to Congress.

Among the dreadful realities of the decade was
the growing tension between North and South.
In his Farewell Address Washington had pleaded
that national politics never be permitted to divide
along regional lines. “In contemplating the causes
which may disturb our union®, he had said, “it
occurs as matter of serious concern, that any
ground should have been furnished for character-
Izing parties by geographical discriminations —
northern and southern — Atlantic and western \
His counsel was not regarded. A flash of anger
swept along the Mason and Dixon line when the
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Missourl question was being debated, and to
Thomas Jefferson the outburst sounded as start-
ling as “a fire bell In the night.”

Notwithstanding a quarter century’s effort to
keep this evil genie Imprisoned, It broke loose
again in 1846 when David Wilmot attached to an
appropriation bill his Proviso forbidding slavery
In any territory which might be acquired from
Mexico. Whether southern planters had desired
to develop their “peculiar system” Iin the South-
west or not, such an act was a challenge to be
fiercely resented and as fervently supported. The
Insistence with which It was pressed IS seen iIn
Abraham Lincoln’s statement that, in one form or
another, In and out of Congress, he voted for the
Proviso more than forty times! It never became
law but 1t poured fuel into the emotional fires,
emitting heat and passion.

Men like William Lloyd Garrison were making
the most of the dreadful situation. In 1843 he de-
clared that the “Compact” (by which he meant
the Constitution) existing between North and
South was “a covenant with death and an agree-
ment with hell.”

As a prelude to civil blood-letting the nation
went to war with Mexico In 1846. Border bicker-
Ing and threatening brought an ultimatum from
the Mexican commander to General Zachary
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Taylor to break up your camp and retire to the
other bank of the Nueces River. . .. If you
Insist upon remaining ', Taylor was warned,
‘arms, and arms alone, must decide the question”.
In Congress Abraham Lincoln accused Polk of
Inciting the war. The Mexican attack, he claimed,
was not on American solil, but in a Mexican corn-
field.

Other foreign relations of a less violent sort
were producing historic consequences on this con-
tinent. In 1842 the Webster-Ashburton Treaty
was concluded between the United States and
Great Britain. This achieved settlement of a long-
standing dispute regarding the nation’s northeast-
ern border. It also provided for the cooperation
of the United States and Great Britain in the final
suppression of the slave trade. Another feature of
the agreement pertained to the surrender of crimi-
nals who were fugitives from justice.

The portion of the boundary between the
United States and Canada to draw most attention
was that concerning Oregon. The question of
British and American authority In the remote re-
gion between the 42nd and the 54th parallels be-
came involved In the problem of Mexican relations
and In the presidential election of 1844. "Fifty-
four Forty or Fight” became a slogan of the Dem-
ocratic Party. Successful in the contest, President
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Polk hurled defiance at Great Britain and declared
that the United States possessed “clear and un-
questionable® title to all of Oregon and asked
Congress for authorization to bring an end to the
joint occupation agreement of 1818. Notice to
this effect was served on Great Britain in 1846.
Fortunately the impending war with Mexico In-
duced a mood less fiery than the slogan, and the
boundary was fixed at the 49th parallel and so It
has remained to this day.

Another International agreement concluded at
this time was with New Granada (Colombia).
Signed In 1846, the treaty made provision for
peace, amity, navigation, commerce, and the right
of free transit across the narrow isthmus. The
United States was to guarantee the neutrality of
the region and Colombian sovereignty over It.

In the year when lowa became a State, Europe
was on the eve of great liberal eruptions. The In-
dustrial Revolution had brought fear and misery
to the workers, but It also promoted their unity.
Large numbers of men laboring together beneath
a factory roof could more effectively articulate
their social and political grievances than those
toiling alone; they were also more aware of their
potential strength. Thoughts of a democratic Socl-
ety stirred them profoundly, and led to major out-
breaks against oppression In 1830 and 1848. In
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the flights from failure and consequent revenge by
triumphant reaction, the United States received
many whose aid was to count powerfully in the
democratic strivings of the New World.

This same unrest was active In Great Britain.
The year 1846 has gone down In history as being
famous for the repeal of the Corn (grain) Laws.
These statutes had forbidden importation of for-
eign wheat unless its average price in the United
Kingdom was In excess of 70s. per quarter; Im
ports were then subject to heavy duties. The con-
sequence of this policy was to keep the cost of
bread high and this, of course, bore most severely
on the poor. The new factory owners were op-
posed to these measures because the suffering of
the Impoverished workmen compelled them to
make some Increase In wages. Furthermore, many
among the manufacturing class believed in the
laissez-faire doctrine of Adam Smith as a general
principle and were opposed to protective tariffs.

Duties on various raw materials gave way be-
fore this pressure, and under the brilliant leader-
ship of Richard Cobden and John Bright the anti-
Corn Laws forces won their historic victory. This
action was received In the United States with sat-
Isfaction almost as great as In Britain since It

meant a stimulated export for American surplus
grain.
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In 1840 Great Britain and China came to blows
In the Opium War which ended with the defeat of
the latter and the humiliating treaties of 1842 and
1843. Other western nations proceeded to de-
mand similar concessions. In 1844 an American
mission under Caleb Cushing negotiated treaties
with China that gave to the United States a
“most-favored nation” position with this oriental
land. We also at this time obtained from China
what was euphemistically known as the privilege
of “extraterritoriality”, recently abrogated.

The admission of lowa into the family of Amer-
Ican States was part of the continuing drama of
western expansion. The forties witnessed an un-
diminished surge into the mighty West. Texas
Joined the Union In 1845, lowa In 1846, Wiscon-
sin in 1848, and California, boasting golden sands,
In 1850. Wagon trains lengthened on the Oregon
Trail. Sometimes stark tragedy overtook a mi-
grant group as when, In 1846, the Donner party
suffered Its awful disaster in the deep snows of
the Sierras. Early In February, 1846, the Mor-
mons began thelr epic journey across lowa to
Utah. lowa had scarcely settled to Its new status
within the American family of States when word
came of the discovery of gold in California, and
many adventurous lowans, disregarding the
slower but surer promise of wealth in their new
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possessions, joined In the stampede to the fabu-
lous diggings on the shores of the Pacific.

Not all the energies of Americans during these
expansive years were being expended In warfare
and on the rushing western tide. Great Ingenuity
was unfolding to meet the demand for tools, ma-
chines, and materials. At the outset of the decade
Charles Goodyear of Connecticut succeeded In
perfecting the process of vulcanizing rubber, pro-
ducing what Daniel Webster called an “elastic
metal”. It was In 1846 that Elias Howe first pat-
ented his sewing machine with Its eye-pointed
needle. In the same year appeared Hoe’s rotary
press. Amazing beyond belief was Samuel
Morse’s telegraph which, the incredulous were
told, could transmit thought across a continent
over slender wires.

Other experiments were proceeding In the pos-
sibility of the use of certain gases for anaesthetic
purposes. The work of Dr. Crawford W. Long
of Georgia, and of Drs. Horace Wells and W. G.
T. Morton, dentists of Hartford and Boston res-
pectively, showed that teeth extractions and other
minor operations could be painlessly performed by
the use of sulphuric ether. It was In 1846, Iin the
Massachusetts General Hospital, that the effec-
tiveness of the miracle gas In general surgery was
demonstrated.
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In 1845 the United States Naval Academy was
opened at Annapolis, Maryland, and the follow-
Ing year, by virtue of the beneficence of the Eng-
lishman, James Smithson, the Smithsonian Institu-
tion was established In the national capital. More
Immediately exciting in this decade was the trans-
action that brought the American Museum of
New York into the possession of Phineas T.
Barnum whose garish career did something to
support his theory that one of a certain order of
the human species Is born every minute.

The decade that saw the entrance of lowa Into
the American Union witnessed also the wvisit to
the United States of England's distinguished nov-
elist, Charles Dickens. His coming In 1842 was
hailed as an event of major importance and he was
recelved with every evidence of admiration. In
spite of the fact that he expressed many compli-
mentary sentiments about Americans and the
American scene and paid tribute to the courtesy
and kindness of the citizens of the young republic,
his book, American Notes, aroused a vast amount
of Indignation, not allayed by its dedication to

those friends of mine In America, who, giving me
a welcome | must ever gratefully and proudly
remember, left my judgment free; and who, loving
their country, can bear the truth, when 1t is told
good humouredly, and In a kind spirit/’



STATE OF THE UNION 1

The period under discussion was memorable
because of the birth of several persons who later
played conspicuous parts In the history of the
time. Among these were William McKinley,
Thomas A. Edison, Alexander Graham Bell,
William F. Cody, Elbert H. Gary, Elihu Root,
Luther Burbank, Thomas Eakins, A P. Ryder,
and Augustus Saint-Gaudens. Carry Nation, of
hatchet-wielding fame, was born in Kentucky In
1846. To be remembered for his infamy, notwith-
standing the late disposition to place him in a
romantic setting, was Jesse James, born in Mis-
souri In 1847,

A tide of reforming zeal ran full and strong
along the whole course of the nineteenth century.
The forties were no exception. When Dorothea
Dix visited the jail in East Cambridge she found
Insane persons confined In unheated rooms and
otherwise Improperly treated. This stirred her
pity and indignation. Undertaking an investiga-
tion of the jails and almshouses of Massachusetts,
she prepared a report which produced a profound
sensation and brought about more humane provi-
sions for the unfortunate insane.

Temperance crusading which had been present
since colonial days reached a high point of ad-
vancement In the period. A group of tipplers Iin a
Baltimore tavern suddenly found themselves ear-
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nestly discussing the evils of liquor, and out of
their unpremeditated seriousness came the Im
mensely effective Washington Temperance Soci-
ety. John H. W. Hawkins, a reformed drunkard,
became Iits leader and embarked upon an Itinerary
that carried him over 100,000 miles In ten years.
Inspired by the Washingtonians, John B. Gough,
In this decade, took the temperance pledge, and
became the most powerful, brilliant, popular, and
effective advocate of temperance that this country
(and perhaps the world) has ever known. In
1846 Maine was taking the lead among the States
In the effort to achieve a prohibition law.

lowa was concerned about control of the
liguor evil from the beginning of its organized life.
Indeed, the Territorial years from 1838 to 1846
witnessed “a more active temperance feeling”
than any subsequent period of equal length Iin the
history of the region.

The public of the forties was also bombarded
with demands for abstinence from the use of to-
bacco, tea, coffee, flesh foods, and condiments. A
pamphlet of the time circulated by the American
Tract Soclety presented a list of 87 diseases sup-
posed to follow tobacco Indulgence; 20,000 deaths
annually were laid to the charge of this weed.
Sylvester Graham sought longevity with whole
wheat flour (Graham flour). Others were sure
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that the best hope of society was to be found In
vegetarianism.

The crusade for woman s rights was In the fore-
front of social striving. Ever since the arrival In
this country of Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Woman the advocates of
feminine emancipation had become Increasingly
vocal and aggressive. Under such leaders as
Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
Margaret Fuller, Lucretia Mott, the Grimke sis-
ters, Lucy Stone, and many others, women had
joined In the humanitarian struggle. Finding
courage and organizing competence in the causes
of anti-slavery, temperance, and prison reform,
they turned their increasing experience In pUb|IC
action to demands for woman suffrage. In 1848
there assembled at Seneca Falls, New York, what
was probably the first woman s rights convention
In history, and from the gathering issued a defiant
assertion of independence cleverly modeled after
the national Declaration of 1/76.

With bright vistas of reform on distant horizons
It 1S not surprising that some enthusiasts held the
possibility of achieving nothing less than social
perfection In a world of tears and tribulation. A
perfectionist movement was manifested In the ef-
fort to establish Utopias in the New World not
less alluring than that conceived in the mind of Sir
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Thomas More. Among such experiments existing
during the decade of lowa’s admission were Amos
Bronson Alcott’s Fruitlands near Harvard, Mas-
sachusetts, Adin Ballou’s Hopedale in Worcester
County, Massachusetts, John Humphrey Noyes’
eugenic settlement at Oneida, New York, and the
famous Brook Farm near Boston. Another of
these was the Ebenezer Society which in the for-
ties moved from Germany to New York State.
During the following decade this group of pietists
transferred Its interest to lowa’s prairie land there
to develop the cluster of charming villages known
as the Amana Colonies.

While political, material, and social patterns
were thus emerging, the nation was by no means
negligent of cultural considerations. The objec-
tive sought In education during the thirties and the
forties was a system of schools publicly controlled,
tax-supported, non-sectarian, and equally avail-
able to both sexes. The labors of Henry Barnard
and Horace Mann produced good harvests and
promoted the eventual triumph of educational
democracy. In the area of secondary Instruction
the academy continued Its work, while on the lev-
els of advanced learning the multiplication of
colleges and universities, notably In the West, was
nothing less than astonishing. It Is an Impressive
tribute to a Commonwealth but two months old
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that lowa's legislature authorized a State Univer-
Sity in 1847,

According to the Federal Census the young
nation possessed by 1840 over 1/0 colleges and
universities, 3,000 academies and grammar
schools, and more than 47,000 primary schools.
There were some 16,000 students in colleges,
164,000 In the secondary schools, and about two
million children In the grades. Such educational
achievements are evidence of ambitious provision
for the progressive enlightenment of democracy,
but pride Is tempered by remembering that eight-
tenths of the people were not availing themselves
of academic facilities beyond the primary grades,
and that in 1840 half a million wnite persons over
twenty years of age were unable to read or write.
It IS disconcerting, too, to note that by 1850, In
consequence of a large Increase In foreign IMMi-
gration, Illiteracy among white persons had nearly
doubled.

In 1820 the English critic Sidney Smith asked,
‘Who reads an American book?" His caustic
guestion was not well timed because Americans
already were spreading their literary wings and
were on the verge of a golden age of letters. In
1840, Richard Henry Dana published his Two
Years Before the Mast, and James Fenimore
Cooper, The Pathfinder. The decade so well
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opened was rich in the writings of Cooper, Haw-
thorne, Whittier, Poe, Prescott, Longfellow, Low-
ell, Parkman, Thoreau, Melville, and Emerson.
During the year that lowa was being welcomed
Into the family of States there appeared Melville’s
Typee, Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old Manse,
Poe’s “Philosophy of Composition”, and the
Poems of Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Far removed from the philosophic calm of the
transcendentalists were the religious riots in Phil-
adelphia in 1844 whnich, like those in Charlestown,
near Boston, during the previous decade, resulted
In destruction, indignity, and bitterness. Behind
these distressing events was a certain Protestant
fear of the growth of Roman Catholicism In the
United States.

To the religious violence of the decade was
added excited expectancy that the end of the
world was at hand. When a certain William
Miller of New York became convinced that the
second coming of Christ was imminent, he set out
on a speaking Itinerary that brought a multitude of
persons to the same conclusion. Many hurried to
dispose of their earthly possessions and to buy

ascension robes”, but after two “appointed”
days had come and gone, ecstatic expectations of

Immediate translation faded into the light of com
mon day.
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As the Millerite movement was disintegrating,
the Mormons were paying a heavy price for their
unconventional faith. After pursuing their stormy
way through Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, and
witnessing the murder of their founder, Joseph
Smith, they followed Brigham Young across the
plains to the distant Salt Lake flats where, In the
course of time, they made the wilderness blossom
as the rose.

The churches of North and South were shaken
by the bitterness of the slavery question, and be-
fore the decade was over It was seen that no more
than politics was religion able to resist the divis-
Iveness of the time. Yet, despite these elements of
stress, the spiritual heritage of the people was con-
served and propagated by a multiplicity of denom:-
Inations— Catholic, Episcopalian, Presbyterian,
Methodist, Baptist, Congregational, Quaker, Dis-
ciple, Unitarian, Universalist, Jewish, et alil—
and with zeal and devotion, each commended the
faith according to Its light. Between authorita-
rian orthodoxy and extreme libertarianism, the
choice was wide and any seeker after assurance
and grace could find his place.

The emerging State on the western bank of the
Father of Waters felt the impact of the great ener-
gies flomng through these middle years of Amer-
iIcan life. Born at a time when tragedy was In the
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wings preparing to dominate the stage of national
drama, lowa’s growth was not checked by the
civil conflict.  Supported by the iIncomparable soill,
and spurred by lofty purposes, her hardy people
responded to the call of destiny and the State
marched confidently forward into the first century
of Its federal existence.

Harrison John T hornton



