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"Art is a language that speaks to the soul, revealing the hidden truths and emotions that are often left unvoiced." This profound sentiment encapsulates the essence of Theodore Roosevelt’s exploration of Thomas Hart Benton, illustrating how Benton’s work transcends mere visuals to communicate deep narratives of American life. In this celebration of Benton’s artistry, Roosevelt emphasizes not only the aesthetic elements but also the social and historical contexts that forged Benton's unique style, which remains resonant even decades after its conception.

The book is often regarded as a classic because it captures the spirit of an era and an artist whose influence reverberates through the centuries. Roosevelt's portrayal of Benton goes beyond a simple biography; it delves into the intersection of art and democracy in America, highlighting how Benton's works embody the cultural landscape of the nation. This timeless quality enables readers to connect with themes of identity, heritage, and creativity, solidifying its status as a must-read in American literature.

Written in the early 20th century, Roosevelt’s introduction to Thomas Hart Benton provides readers with an insightful perspective on both the artist and a pivotal moment in American art history. During a period marked by rapid change and challenge, both politically and socially, Benton emerged as a beacon of hope, capturing the contradictions of American life through his distinctive style. The book serves as a portal into Benton's world, portraying not only the artist, but also the society that shaped his vision and work.

Roosevelt’s purpose in writing this introduction was clear: to elevate Benton’s legacy and commemorate his contributions to American art. Through vivid prose and thoughtful analysis, Roosevelt seeks to evoke the spirit of the artist, urging readers to appreciate the depth of Benton’s work while contemplating the broader implications of art in society. This forward-thinking approach fosters a dialogue about the role of artists as commentators and influencers in their respective eras, making it particularly relevant to discussions of art today.

In this book, Roosevelt captures the essence of Benton’s artistry, characterized by poignant depictions of American life, folk traditions, and the natural landscape. Roosevelt's admiration for Benton transcends a mere appreciation of technique; he articulates the emotional gravity and socio-political commentary encapsulated in Benton’s paintings. This exploration facilitates a richer understanding for readers, allowing them to engage with the broader implications of Benton's visual narratives and their resonance across generations.

Drawing on personal anecdotes and encounters with Benton, Roosevelt humanizes the artist while illuminating his creative process. Through Roosevelt's eyes, we experience Benton's passion, vision, and struggles, offering glimpses into how his art was the result of a deeply personal journey. This biographical lens enriches the reader's experience, underscoring the message that art is not solely a product, but the culmination of an artist's experiences, beliefs, and dedication to their craft.

One of the standout features of this book is its celebration of the American spirit. Roosevelt details how Benton's art reflects the resilience, diversity, and vitality of the nation, embodying the triumphs and tribulations faced by its citizens. The book resonates with anyone seeking to understand the heart of America—filled with stories of courage, determination, and the pursuit of beauty amidst adversity. This timeless theme continues to inspire readers who see their own stories echoed in Benton's work.

The interplay between art and identity is a vital theme in Roosevelt's narrative. As he reflects on Benton's journey, the book prompts readers to consider their own identities within the larger tapestry of American culture. By contextualizing Benton's art within historical and cultural movements, Roosevelt presents a nuanced examination of how personal and collective identities are intertwined, generating a dialogue that remains relevant to contemporary audiences grappling with similar issues today.

Furthermore, Roosevelt's eloquent prose invites readers into the nuances of artistic interpretation. Throughout the book, he challenges the audience to not only admire Benton's technique but to engage with the stories embedded within his work. Each painting is seen as a narrative that sheds light on the complexities of the human experience, encouraging readers to explore their own perceptions of art and culture. This enriching layer of engagement fosters an appreciation that extends beyond mere observation.

Roosevelt's dual role as both a politician and a celebrated writer provides a unique viewpoint in the exploration of art and its societal relevance. By merging his understanding of leadership with his appreciation for artistic expression, he underscores the significance of artists as cultural architects. Through Benton's imagery, Roosevelt argues for the importance of art in reflecting the moral and ethical responsibilities of society, positioning the artist as a crucial voice in the national conversation.

The relationship between nature and humanity is another central theme within the text. Roosevelt deftly illustrates how Benton intertwines landscapes with narrative, depicting the American environment not simply as a backdrop but as a dynamic participant in the story of life. This relationship emphasizes an environmental consciousness that remains crucial today, forcing readers to reckon with their connection to nature and its representation in art.

Moreover, the book highlights the transformative power of art as a means of social commentary. Roosevelt presents Benton as an artist who was unafraid to tackle complex social issues through his work, using his platform to elevate marginalized voices and experiences. This fearless approach aligns with Roosevelt's own progressive ideals, making the text a compelling exploration of art's potential to provoke change and inspire dialogue in society.

Benton’s exploration of regionalism also sparks a discussion on cultural representation and the importance of valuing diverse narratives. Roosevelt emphasizes that Benton's focus on the American heartland captures the experiences of individuals often overlooked in mainstream narratives. This focus is an invitation to explore the rich tapestry of American life, encouraging contemporary readers to appreciate the multitude of stories that contribute to a shared national identity, promoting inclusivity in the cultural discourse.

Continuing his exploration of Benton’s legacy, Roosevelt situates the artist within the context of modernism and tradition. He elucidates how Benton's work walks the line between innovation and homage to earlier artistic forms, illustrating the evolution of American art. This synthesis of old and new elevates Benton’s stature, showcasing how he bridges the gap between past and present, inspiring future generations to continue experimenting with their art while honoring their roots.

The artistry of Thomas Hart Benton is, at its core, a profound celebration of life’s complexities. Roosevelt’s portrayal of Benton’s work is an acknowledgment of the spectrum of emotions present in the human experience, from joy to sorrow, and everything in between. By embracing this duality, Benton shapes a narrative that resonates with the reader's own experiences, making the art accessible and relatable, a quality that ensures the book’s contemporary significance.

In conclusion, Theodore Roosevelt’s introduction to Thomas Hart Benton is a masterful exploration of the intersection between art, culture, and identity. With its compelling themes and rich narratives, the book challenges readers to reflect on their own relationship with art and the world around them, fostering a sense of connection and understanding. It is a testament to the lasting power of art to evoke emotion, provoke thought, and inspire change—qualities that continue to resonate in today’s rapidly evolving cultural landscape.

The enduring appeal of this work lies not only in its rich narrative and exploration of art but also in its ability to illuminate universal truths that echo through time. Roosevelt’s eloquence captures the heart of what it means to be human, emphasizing the pivotal role art plays in this journey. In a world that often feels fractured, the messages within this book serve as a reminder of our shared experiences and the potential for art to bridge divides, making it an essential read for audiences today.
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In 'Thomas Hart Benton,' Theodore Roosevelt presents a thoughtful biography of the iconic American painter and muralist, delving into Benton's life, artistic journey, and cultural significance. The narrative chronicles Benton's development from a young artist in the Midwest to a national figure whose work captured the essence of American life. Roosevelt aims to provide readers with a comprehensive understanding of Benton's artistic philosophy, political views, and contributions to the American art landscape, as well as how his experiences shaped his creations and public persona.

Roosevelt begins with an exploration of Benton's early life in Missouri, highlighting the influences of his family background and the rich artistic environment of his surroundings. He describes Benton's formative years at various art institutions, emphasizing his determination to break traditional norms. The author notes the significance of Benton’s experiences in the rugged American West, which ignited his passion for portraying the American spirit, ultimately shaping his unique style that combined realism with vibrant storytelling.

The biography moves on to Benton's artistic career, detailing his pivotal works and how they resonated with the cultural zeitgeist of early 20th-century America. Roosevelt discusses renowned pieces such as those created for public buildings and exhibitions. He emphasizes Benton's ability to evoke a sense of place and identity through his artistry, illustrating how he depicted the struggles and triumphs of ordinary Americans. This section highlights crucial moments in his career that established him as a leading figure in the modern art movement.

Roosevelt also explores Benton’s controversial stance on politics and society, showcasing how his art often served as a commentary on contemporary issues, such as social justice, economic disparity, and national identity. He critiques the evolving art scene and critiques that Benton faced for his unconventional methods. This examination reveals how Benton was both a product of his time and a challenger of societal norms, striving to infuse social realism into his work.

Throughout the text, Roosevelt highlights Benton's relationships with other prominent artists and intellectuals of his time. These interactions played a significant role in shaping his artistic vision and approach. The anecdotes Roosevelt shares illuminate the collaborative spirit of the artistic community in New York City during the 1930s, emphasizing how Benton's engagement with his peers fostered his experimental techniques and animated depictions of American themes and stories.

As the narrative unfolds, Roosevelt addresses the ups and downs of Benton's career, including moments of critical acclaim and periods of struggle. This juxtaposition showcases the resilience and tenacity that marked Benton’s path, emphasizing that the journey to recognition was fraught with challenges. Roosevelt reflects on how such obstacles informed Benton’s art, making it not just a career but a deeply personal mission to connect with and inspire the American public.

The biography culminates in a discussion of Benton's legacy and the lasting impact of his contributions to American art. Roosevelt argues that Benton's dedication to portraying the American landscape and people has helped shape a national identity. He posits that Benton's work laid the groundwork for future generations of artists, serving as a source of inspiration and a benchmark for integrating political and social narratives within artistic expression.

In conclusion, Roosevelt encapsulates the essence of Thomas Hart Benton's life and work, emphasizing the importance of his art in portraying the complexities of American life. He conveys that Benton's legacy is not only found in his visual creations but also in his relentless embodiment of artistic integrity and the commitment to communicate truth through art. The overall message underscores the relevance of Bendon's work in understanding America's cultural and historical tapestry.

Ultimately, 'Thomas Hart Benton' by Theodore Roosevelt stands as a tribute to a significant figure in American art, offering insights into both the man and his remarkable journey. Roosevelt's detailed exploration serves to inspire appreciation for the arts and their role in shaping societal perspectives. This biography, rich in narrative and historical context, invites readers to consider the broader implications of art as a reflection of the American experience.
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This biography is set in the United States during a transformative era in the early to mid-19th century. It chronicles the life of Thomas Hart Benton, a significant figure in American history whose career as a U.S. senator intersected with westward expansion and the shaping of the frontier. This period saw intense political and social change, marked by the rise of populist sentiments, the advance of industrialization, and a nation negotiating its identity amid agricultural traditions and nascent urban growth. Expansionist policies, economic shifts from rural to industrial modes of production, and a tumultuous political climate form the backdrop against which Benton’s career and legacy unfold, touching on class disparity, labor rights, and the struggles of indigenous peoples.

One major historical event in the narrative is the westward expansion following the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, which doubled the nation’s size and fueled belief in Manifest Destiny. As settlers pressed westward—often displacing Native American tribes—Benton emerged as a leading advocate for territorial growth, illustrating the tension between national ambition and the profound ethical implications of indigenous dispossession.

The Mexican-American War (1846–1848), triggered by disputes over Texas annexation and boundary claims, led to the acquisition of lands that became California and New Mexico. That expansion heightened sectional conflicts over slavery’s extension into new territories. In the Senate, Benton opposed allowing slavery in those areas, highlighting the political struggles that would soon erupt into the Civil War.

The California Gold Rush of 1849 rapidly transformed the western states. Waves of migrants altered the region’s demographics and economy almost overnight. Benton championed infrastructure projects—most notably a transcontinental railroad—to link East and West, foreseeing how such connections would accelerate commerce, population movements, and social change in a frontier once defined by isolation.

During the late 1840s and 1850s, the Free Soil movement emerged to block slavery’s expansion into newly acquired western territories. Benton’s firm stance against extending slavery into these regions aligned him with arguments for a free‐labor society and underscored the growing divide between slaveholding and non-slaveholding states.

Although he died in 1858, Benton’s advocacy for the common man and for agrarian interests would later resonate with farmers and laborers who formed the Populist Party in the 1890s. His early critiques of concentrated economic power anticipated the Gilded Age debates over monopolies, corruption, and inequality. Reformers in that era invoked themes similar to those he had championed decades earlier.

Conflicts between the U.S. government and Native American tribes unfolded throughout the 19th century. Benton’s support for policies that promoted settlement often brought into sharp relief the human cost of removal and military action against indigenous nations, revealing the moral complexities of expansion.

While Benton did not involve himself directly in the women’s rights campaigns that gained momentum after 1848, the reformist spirit of his later years unfolded alongside early suffrage efforts, reflecting the same broader currents of social change and demands for political inclusion.

Though he passed away long before the Panic of 1893 and the Progressive Movement around 1900, Benton’s focus on rural economic concerns and his protest against special interests foreshadowed the class-based and anti-corruption thrusts of those later upheavals.

Technological innovations of the Industrial Revolution—steam power, the telegraph, and emerging mass-production methods—reshaped American society during Benton’s lifetime. His vigorous support for railroad construction and infrastructure development demonstrates his recognition of these advances as foundational to national growth.

Conservation efforts and the creation of national parks would come after his era, yet Benton’s insistence on valuing agricultural lands and natural resources anticipates later calls for environmental stewardship and balanced development.

By tracing these events and examining his record, the book shows how Benton’s political vision was shaped by the evolving landscape of American ideals and conflicts. Though he did not live to witness the civil rights struggles of the mid-20th century, his involvement in policies that affected Native Americans and his opposition to slavery’s spread point to the longer history of racial injustice in the United States.

Through a close study of his character and public service, the work presents Benton as an early champion of ordinary Americans, exposing the roots of social inequities that persisted into later generations. It situates his life within the larger American narrative of expansion, reform, and the ongoing quest for political accountability, underscoring the enduring responsibility to confront injustice and strive for a more equitable society.
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    Introduction
Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) was an American statesman, naturalist, soldier, and one of the nation’s most prolific presidential authors. Best known as the 26th President of the United States, he also produced influential books that blended scholarship, memoir, and adventure. His major works include The Naval War of 1812, The Winning of the West, The Rough Riders, The Strenuous Life, African Game Trails, Through the Brazilian Wilderness, Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter, and An Autobiography. He also wrote biographies such as Oliver Cromwell and co-authored Hero Tales from American History. Roosevelt’s writings and public leadership helped shape Progressive Era reform, conservation policy, and America’s global outlook.
Education and Literary Influences
Roosevelt was educated at home in his youth and cultivated a habit of rigorous reading despite frail health. He attended Harvard College in the late 1870s and early 1880s, studying history, natural science, and political economy, and briefly enrolled at Columbia Law School before leaving to pursue writing and public service. His field experience on ranches in the Dakota Territory during the mid-1880s honed the observational habits and frontier interests that later infused his prose. This blend of formal study and lived exploration underpinned his dual identity as a scholar and outdoorsman, enabling him to write with authority on nature, history, and public affairs.
Roosevelt’s influences were both intellectual and experiential. In naval history and policy, he engaged deeply with maritime strategy and later championed ideas associated with Alfred Thayer Mahan’s emphasis on sea power. His conservation ethos was strengthened by direct encounters with western landscapes and by dialogue with leading preservationists, notably John Muir, whose advocacy for wild lands Roosevelt respected even when they differed on policy details. More broadly, Roosevelt absorbed models from classical historians and American frontier chronicles, shaping a style that prized moral clarity, brisk narrative, and practical lessons drawn from lived experience. These currents informed his subjects and his plainspoken, vigorous voice.
Literary Career
Roosevelt’s first major book, The Naval War of 1812, established his reputation as a serious historian. Written with meticulous attention to sources and technical detail, it earned respect among scholars and naval professionals for its balanced assessments of ship-to-ship engagements and command decisions. He followed with biographies in the American Statesmen tradition, including Life of Thomas Hart Benton and Gouverneur Morris, demonstrating a biographer’s eye for character and political context. Early on, Roosevelt’s prose was marked by energy and directness, avoiding stylistic ornament in favor of clarity, evidence, and judgment—a pattern that would carry through his later narrative and polemical works.
Roosevelt’s frontier and hunting books broadened his audience. Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, Ranch Life and the Hunting-Trail, and The Wilderness Hunter captured the textures of western life and wilderness craft. The Winning of the West, a multivolume synthesis, traced settler expansion and border conflict, reflecting the historical methods and sentiments of its era. Contemporary readers praised these works for vivid detail and narrative drive. Later scholarship, however, has criticized aspects of their framing, including ethnocentric assumptions typical of late 19th-century historiography. Even so, their blend of reportage, history, and outdoor lore influenced popular understandings of the American frontier for generations.
Roosevelt’s political and personal writings cemented his public image. The Rough Riders, his memoir of the Spanish–American War, became a bestseller, mixing battlefield narrative with portraits of comradeship and command. The Strenuous Life, a collection of speeches and essays, advanced a philosophy of disciplined effort, civic duty, and national vigor that resonated with Progressive Era audiences. He wrote with a moralizing yet practical tone, using stories and concrete examples to animate larger principles. These works showcased his talent for translating complex public questions into accessible prose, helping to define his literary persona as a man of action, reform, and restless curiosity.
In the years surrounding and following his presidency, Roosevelt produced travel narratives, political commentary, and reflective autobiography. African Game Trails chronicled his Smithsonian-sponsored safari, blending natural history with adventure writing. Through the Brazilian Wilderness recounted a difficult expedition with scientific aims in the Amazon basin, offering candor about risk and uncertainty. An Autobiography surveyed his public career and intellectual commitments, while Oliver Cromwell and the co-authored Hero Tales from American History displayed his continued interest in character and civic example. Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter and related volumes sustained his reputation for crisp field observation and advocacy-minded nature writing.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Roosevelt’s core beliefs emphasized the strenuous life, civic virtue, and a pragmatic nationalism tempered by reform. He advocated a Square Deal that sought fairness among labor, capital, and the public, supporting antitrust enforcement and regulatory measures to curb abuses of concentrated power. In essays and speeches, he argued that a modern industrial democracy required an energetic state to secure opportunity and public health, themes closely tied to his support for food and drug standards and workplace protections. His writing treated morality as practical politics: character, duty, and competence were recurring touchstones, conveyed in vigorous prose meant to galvanize readers into engagement.
Conservation was central to Roosevelt’s advocacy and pervaded his writing. As a public leader, he greatly expanded protected forests, wildlife refuges, and national monuments. In print, he argued that natural resources were a public trust requiring scientific management and foresight. Books such as Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter and essays in various magazines used field observations to illustrate ecological interdependence and the dangers of waste. His 1903 conversations with John Muir in the Sierra Nevada, and his own western ranching experience, reinforced a conservation ethic that joined aesthetic appreciation of wild places with a policy program aimed at preservation and sustainable use.
Roosevelt’s foreign policy views combined idealism with strategic realism. He favored a capable navy and supported projects like the Panama Canal, believing sea power underpinned national security and commerce. His mediation of the Russo–Japanese War, for which he received the Nobel Peace Prize, reflected a belief that preparedness and moral suasion could stabilize great-power rivalries. In writings and speeches, he lauded courage and public duty while warning against both jingoism and indecision. The result was a rhetoric of responsible strength: national confidence coupled with prudence, and a conviction that ethical aims must be pursued with competence and institutional capacity.
Final Years & Legacy
After leaving the presidency, Roosevelt remained a commanding public voice. He undertook an African expedition with scientific objectives, then mounted an independent Progressive Party campaign in 1912 that pressed for social and political reforms under the banner of New Nationalism. His later journey in South America, recounted in Through the Brazilian Wilderness, tested his health but showcased scientific collaboration and grit. During the First World War era, he urged national preparedness and wrote prolifically on citizenship and duty. Personal loss during the war deepened his sense of sacrifice, even as he continued to mentor reformers and shape debates on national purpose.
Roosevelt died in early 1919 at his home in New York, and the nation mourned a leader whose energy had transformed expectations of the presidency. His long-term legacy includes a conservation system of enduring scope, a model of the bully pulpit as an instrument of reform, and a fortified understanding of administrative capacity in a modern state. As an author, his vigorous style made history, nature, and statecraft accessible to general readers, though some historical interpretations have been reassessed by later scholarship. His works continue to be read for their narrative force and as primary sources on American ideas and institutions.
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Even before the end of the Revolutionary War[1] the movement had begun which was to change in form a straggling chain of sea-board republics into a mighty continental nation, the great bulk of whose people would live to the westward of the Appalachian Mountains. The hardy and restless backwoodsmen, dwelling along the eastern slopes of the Alleghanies, were already crossing the mountain-crests and hewing their way into the vast, sombre forests of the Mississippi basin; and for the first time English-speaking communities were growing up along waters whose outlet was into the Gulf of Mexico and not into the Atlantic Ocean. Among these communities Kentucky and Tennessee[3] were the earliest to form themselves into states; and around them, as a nucleus, other states of the woodland and the prairie were rapidly developed, until, by the close of the second decade in the present century, the region between the Great Lakes and the Gulf was almost solidly filled in, and finally, in 1820, by the admission of Missouri, the Union held within its borders a political body whose whole territory lay to the west of the Mississippi.

All the men who founded these states were of much the same type; they were rough frontiersmen, of strong will and adventurous temper, accustomed to the hard, barren, and yet strangely fascinating life of those who dwell as pioneers in the wilderness. Moreover, they were nearly all of the same blood. The people of New York and New England were as yet filling out their own territory; it was not till many years afterwards that their stock became the predominant one in the northwestern country. Most of the men who founded the new states north of the Ohio came originally from the old states south of the Potomac; Virginia and North Carolina were the first of the original thirteen to thrust forth their children in masses, that they might shift for themselves in the then untrodden West.

But though these early Western pioneers were for the most part of Southern stock, they were by no means of the same stamp as the men who then and thereafter formed the ruling caste in the old slave-holding states. They were the mountaineers, the men of the foot-hills and uplands, who lived in what were called the backwater counties. Many of them were themselves of northern origin. In striking contrast to the somewhat sluggish and peaceful elements going to make up the rest of its heterogeneous population, Pennsylvania also originally held within its boundaries many members of that most fiery and restless race, the Scotch-Irish[2]. These naturally drew towards the wilder, western parts of the state, settling along the slopes of the numerous inland mountain ridges running parallel to the Atlantic coast; and from thence they drifted southward through the long valleys, until they met and mingled with their kinsfolk of Virginia and the Carolinas, when the movement again trended towards the West. In a generation or two, all, whether their forefathers were English, Scotch, Irish, or, as was often the case, German and Huguenot, were welded into one people; and in a very short time the stern and hard surroundings of their life had hammered this people into a peculiar and characteristically American type, which to this day remains almost unchanged. In their old haunts we still see the same tall, gaunt men, with strongly marked faces and saturnine, resolute eyes; men who may pass half their days in listless idleness, but who are also able to show on occasion the fiercest intensity of purpose and the most sustained energy of action. We see them, moreover, in many places, even across to the Pacific coast and down to the Rio Grande. For after thronging through the gaps and passes of the Appalachians, and penetrating the forest region to the outskirts of the treeless country beyond, the whilom mountaineers and woodsmen, the wielders of the axe and rifle, then streamed off far to the West and South and even to the Northwest, their lumbering, white-topped wagons being, even to the present moment, a familiar sight to those who travel over the prairies and the great plains; while it is their descendants who, in the saddle instead of afoot, and with rope and revolver instead of axe and rifle, now form the bulk of the reckless horsemen who spend their lives in guarding the wandering cattle herds that graze over the vast, arid plains of the "Far West."

The method of settlement of these states of the Mississippi valley had nothing whatever in common with the way in which California and the Australian colonies were suddenly filled up by the promiscuous overflow of a civilized population, which had practically no fear of any resistance from the stunted and scanty native races. It was far more closely akin to the tribe movements of the Germanic peoples in time past; to that movement, for example, by which the Juttish and Low Dutch sea-thieves on the coast of Britain worked their way inland at the cost of the Cymric Celts. The early settlers of the territory lying immediately west of the Alleghanies were all of the same kind; they were in search of homes, not of riches, and their actions were planned accordingly, except in so far as they were influenced by mere restless love of adventure and excitement. Individuals and single families, of course, often started off by themselves; but for the most part the men moved in bands, with their wives and their children, their cattle and their few household goods; each settler being from the necessity of the case also a fighter, ready, and often forced, to do desperate battle in defense of himself and his family. Where such a band or little party settled, there would gradually grow up a village or small town; for instance, where those renowned pioneers and heroes of the backwoods, Boone and Harrod, first formed permanent settlements after they had moved into Kentucky, now stand the towns of Boonsboro and Harrodsburg.

The country whither these settlers went was not one into which timid men would willingly venture, and the founders of the West were perforce men of stern stuff, who from the very beginning formed a most warlike race. It is impossible to understand aright the social and political life of the section, unless we keep prominently before our minds that it derived its distinguishing traits largely from the extremely militant character acquired by all the early settlers during the long drawn out warfare in which the first two generations were engaged. The land was already held by powerful Indian tribes and confederacies, who waged war after war, of the most ferocious and bloody character, against the men of the border, in the effort to avert their inevitable doom, or at least to stem for the time being the invasion of the swelling tide of white settlement. At the present time, when an Indian uprising is a matter chiefly of annoyance, and dangerous only to scattered, outlying settlers, it is difficult to realize the formidable nature of the savage Indian wars waged at the end of the last and the beginning of the present centuries. The red nations were then really redoubtable enemies, able to send into the field thousands of well-armed warriors, whose ferocious bravery and skill rendered them quite as formidable antagonists as trained European soldiers would have been. Warfare with them did not affect merely outlying farms or hamlets; it meant a complete stoppage of the white movement westward, and great and imminent danger even to the large communities already in existence; a state of things which would have to continue until the armies raised among the pioneers were able, in fair shock of battle, to shatter the strength of their red foes. The victories of Wayne and Harrison were conditions precedent to the opening of the Ohio valley; Kentucky was won by a hundred nameless and bloody fights, whose heroes, like Shelby and Sevier, afterwards rose to prominent rank in civil life; and it was only after a hard-fought campaign and slaughtering victories that the Tennesseeans were able to break the power of the great Creek confederacy, which was thrust in between them and what were at that time the French and Spanish lands lying to the south and southwest.

The founders of our Western States were valiant warriors as well as hardy pioneers[1q], and from the very first their fighting was not confined to uncivilized foes. It was they who at King's Mountain slew gallant Ferguson, and completely destroyed his little army; it was from their ranks that most of Morgan's men were recruited, when that grizzled old bush-fighter smote Tarleton so roughly at the battle of the Cowpens. These two blows crippled Cornwallis, and were among the chief causes of his final overthrow. At last, during the War of 1812, there was played out the final act in the military drama of which the West had been the stage during the lifetime of a generation. For this war had a twofold aspect: on the sea-board it was regarded as a contest for the rights of our sailors and as a revolt against Great Britain's domineering insolence; west of the mountains, on the other hand, it was simply a renewal on a large scale of the Indian struggles, all the red-skinned peoples joining together in a great and last effort to keep the lands which were being wrested from them; and there Great Britain's part was chiefly that of ally to the savages, helping them with her gold and with her well-drilled mercenary troops. The battle of the Thames is memorable rather because of the defeat and death of Tecumseh, than because of the flight of Proctor and the capture of his British regulars; and for the opening of the Southwest the ferocious fight at the Horseshoe Bend was almost as important as the far more famous conflict of New Orleans.

The War of 1812 brought out conspicuously the solidarity of interest in the West. The people there were then all pretty much of the same blood; and they made common cause against outsiders in the military field exactly as afterwards they for some time acted together politically. Further eastward, on the Niagara frontier, the fighting was done by the troops of New York and New England, unassisted by the Southern States; and in turn the latter had to shift for themselves when Washington was burned and Baltimore menaced. It was far otherwise in the regions lying beyond the Appalachians. Throughout all the fighting in the Northwest, where Ohio was the state most menaced, the troops of Kentucky formed the bulk of the American army, and it was the charge of their mounted riflemen which at a blow won the battle of the Thames. Again, on that famous January morning, when it seemed as if the fair Creole[4] city was already in Packenham's grasp, it was the wild soldiery of Tennessee who, lolling behind their mud breastworks, peered out through the lifting fog at the scarlet array of the English veterans, as the latter, fresh from their long and unbroken series of victories over the best troops of Europe, advanced, for the first time, to meet defeat.

This solidarity of interest and feeling on the part of the trans-Appalachian communities is a factor often not taken into account in relating the political history of the early part of this century; most modern writers (who keep forgetting that the question of slavery was then not one tenth as absorbing as it afterwards became) apparently deeming that the line of demarkation between North and South was at that period, as it has since in reality become, as strongly defined west of the mountains as east of them. That such was not the case was due to several different causes. The first comers into Tennessee and Kentucky belonged to the class of so-called poor whites, who owned few or no slaves, and who were far less sectionally southern in their feelings than were the rich planters of the low, alluvial plains towards the coast of the Atlantic; and though a slave-owning population quickly followed the first pioneers, yet the latter had imprinted a stamp on the character of the two states which was never wholly effaced—as witness the tens of thousands of soldiers which both, even the more southern of the two, furnished to the Union army in the Civil War.

If this immigration made Kentucky and Tennessee, and afterwards Missouri, less distinctively Southern in character than the South Atlantic States, it at the same time, by furnishing the first and for some time the most numerous element in the population of the states north of the Ohio, made the latter less characteristically Northern than was the case with those lying east of them. Up to 1810 Indiana kept petitioning Congress to allow slavery within her borders; Illinois, in the early days, felt as hostile towards Massachusetts as did Missouri. Moreover, at first the Southern States west of the mountains greatly outweighed the Northern, both in numbers and importance.

Thus several things came about. In the first place, all the communities across the Alleghanies originally felt themselves to be closely knit together by ties of blood, sentiment, and interest; they felt that they were, taking them altogether, Western as opposed to Eastern. In the next place, they were at first Southern rather than Northern in their feeling. But, in the third place, they were by no means so extremely Southern as were the Southern Atlantic States. This was the way in which they looked at themselves; and this was the way in which at that time others looked at them. In our day Kentucky is regarded politically as being simply an integral portion of the solid South; but the greatest of her sons, Clay, was known to his own generation, not as a Southern statesman, but as "Harry of the West." Of the two presidents, Harrison and Taylor, whom the Whigs elected, one lived in Ohio and one in Louisiana; but both were chosen simply as Western men, and, as a matter of fact, both were born in Virginia. Andrew Jackson's victory over Adams was in some slight sense a triumph of the South over the North, but it was far more a triumph of the West over the East. Webster's famous sneer at old Zachary Taylor was aimed at him as a "frontier colonel;" in other words, though Taylor had a large plantation in Louisiana, Webster, and many others besides, looked upon him as the champion of the rough democracy of the West rather than as the representative of the polished slave-holders of the South.

Thus, during the first part of this century, the term "Western" was as applicable to the states lying south of the Ohio as to those lying north of it. Moreover, at first the Central, or, as they were more usually termed, the Border States, were more populous and influential than were those on either side of them, and so largely shaped the general tone of Western feeling. While the voters in these states, whether Whigs or Democrats, accepted as their leaders men like Clay in Kentucky, Benton in Missouri, and Andrew Jackson in Tennessee, it could be taken for granted that on the whole they felt for the South against the North, but much more for the West against the East, and most strongly of all for the Union as against any section whatsoever. Many influences came together to start and keep alive this feeling; but one, more potent than all the others combined, was working steadily, and with ever-increasing power, against it; and when slavery finally brought about a break between the Northern and Southern States of the West as complete as that in the East, then the Democrats of the stamp of Jackson and Benton disappeared as completely from public life as did the Whigs of the stamp of Clay.

Benton's long political career can never be thoroughly understood unless it is kept in mind that he was primarily a Western and not a Southern statesman; and it owes its especial interest to the fact that during its continuance the West first rose to power, acting as a unit, and to the further fact that it was brought to a close by the same causes which soon afterwards broke up the West exactly as the East was already broken. Benton was not one of the few statesmen who have left the indelible marks of their own individuality upon our history; but he was, perhaps, the most typical representative of the statesmanship of the Middle West at the time when the latter gave the tone to the political thought of the entire Mississippi valley. The political school which he represented came to its fullest development in the so-called Border States of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri, and swayed the destinies of the West so long as the states to the north as well as the states to the south were content to accept the leadership of those that lay between them. It came to an end and disappeared from sight when people north of the Ohio at last set up their own standard, and when, after some hesitation, the Border States threw in their lot with the other side and concluded to follow the Southern communities, which they had hitherto led. Benton was one of those public men who formulate and express, rather than shape, the thought of the people who stand behind them and whom they represent. A man of strong intellect and keen energy, he was for many years the foremost representative of at least one phase of that thought; being, also, a man of high principle and determined courage, when a younger generation had grown up and the bent of the thought had changed, he declined to change with it, bravely accepting political defeat as the alternative, and going down without flinching a hair's breadth from the ground on which he had always stood.

To understand his public actions as well as his political ideas and principles it is, of course, necessary to know at least a little of the men among whom he lived and from whom he sprang: the men who were the first of our people to press out beyond the limits of the thirteen old states; who filled Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas, and Missouri, and who for so long a time were the dominant class all through the West, until, at last, the flood of Northeastern immigration completely swamped their influence north of the Ohio, while along the Gulf coast the political control slipped from their hands into the grasp of the great planter class.

The wood-choppers, game-hunters, and Indian-fighters, who first came over the mountains, were only the forerunners of the more regular settlers who followed them; but these last had much the same attributes as their predecessors. For many years after the settlements were firmly rooted, the life of the settlers was still subject to all the perils of the wilderness. Above all, the constant warfare in which they were engaged for nearly thirty-five years, and which culminated in the battle of New Orleans, left a deep and lasting imprint on their character. Their incessant wars were waged almost wholly by the settlers themselves, with comparatively little help from the federal government, and with hardly any regular troops as allies. A backwoods levy, whether raised to meet an Indian inroad or to march against the disciplined armies of the British, was merely a force of volunteers, made up from among the full-grown male settlers, who were induced to join either from motives of patriotism, or from love of adventure, or because they felt that their homes and belongings were in danger from which they could only extricate them by their own prowess. Every settler thus became more or less of a soldier, was always expert with the rifle, and was taught to rely upon his own skill and courage for his protection. But the military service in which he was from time to time engaged was of such a lawless kind, and was carried on with such utter absence of discipline, that it did not accustom him in the least to habits of self-command, or render him inclined to brook the exercise of authority by an outsider; so that the Western people grew up with warlike traditions and habits of thought, accustomed to give free rein to their passions, and to take into their own hands the avenging of real or supposed wrongs, but without any of the love for order and for acting in concert with their fellows which characterize those who have seen service in regular armies. On the contrary, the chief effect of this long-continued and harassing Border warfare was to make more marked the sullen and almost defiant self-reliance of the pioneer, and to develop his peculiarly American spirit of individual self-sufficiency, his impatience of outside interference or control, to a degree not known elsewhere, even on this continent. It also gave a distinct military cast to his way of looking at territory which did not belong to him. He stood where he was because he was a conqueror; he had wrested his land by force from its rightful Indian lords; he fully intended to repeat the same feat as soon as he should reach the Spanish lands lying to the west and southwest; he would have done so in the case of French Louisiana if it had not been that the latter was purchased, and was thus saved from being taken by force of arms. This belligerent, or, more properly speaking, piratical way of looking at neighboring territory, was very characteristic of the West, and was at the root of the doctrine of "manifest destiny[5]."

All the early settlers, and most of those who came after them, were poor, living narrow lives fraught with great hardship, and varying between toil and half-aimless roving; even when the conditions of their life became easier it was some time before the influence of their old existence ceased to make itself felt in their way of looking at things. The first pioneers were, it is true, soon followed by great slave-owners; and by degrees there grew up a clan of large landed proprietors and stock-raisers, akin to the planter caste which was so all-powerful along the coast; but it was never relatively either so large or so influential as the latter, and was not separated from the rest of the white population by anything like so wide a gap as that which, in the Southern Atlantic and Gulf States, marked the difference between the rich growers of cotton, rice, and sugar, and the squalid "poor whites" or "crackers."

The people of the Border States were thus mainly composed of small land-owners, scattered throughout the country; they tilled their small farms for themselves, were hewers of their own wood, and drawers of their own water, and for generations remained accustomed to and skillful in the use of the rifle. The pioneers of the Middle West were not dwellers in towns; they kept to the open country, where each man could shift for himself without help or hindrance from his neighbors, scorning the irksome restraints and the lack of individual freedom of city life. They built but few cities of any size; the only two really important ones of whose inhabitants they formed any considerable part, St. Louis and New Orleans, were both founded by the French long before our people came across the mountains into the Mississippi valley. Their life was essentially a country life, alike for the rich and for the bulk of the population. The few raw frontier towns and squalid, straggling villages were neither seats of superior culture nor yet centres for the distribution of educated thought, as in the North. Large tracts of land remained always populated by a class of backwoodsmen differing but little from the first comers. Such was the district from which grand, simple old Davy Crockett went to Washington as a Whig congressman; and perhaps there was never a quainter figure in our national legislature than that of the grim old rifleman, who shares with Daniel Boone the honor of standing foremost in the list of our mighty hunters. Crockett and his kind had little in common with the men who ruled supreme in the politics of most of the Southern States; and even at this day many of their descendants in the wooded mountain land are Republicans; for when the Middle States had lost the control of the West, and when those who had hitherto followed such leaders as Jackson, Clay, and Benton, drifted with the tide that set so strongly to the South, it was only the men of the type of dogged, stubborn old Crockett who dared to make head against it. But, indeed, one of the characteristics of the people with whom we are dealing was the slowness and suspicion with which they received a new idea, and the tenacity with which they clung to one that they had at last adopted.

They were above all a people of strong, virile character, certain to make their weight felt either for good or for evil. They had many virtues which can fairly be called great, and their faults were equally strongly marked. They were not a thrifty people, nor one given to long-sustained, drudging work; there were not then, nor are there now, to be found in this land such comfortable, prosperous homes and farms as those which dot all the country where dwell the men of Northeastern stock. They were not, as a rule, even ordinarily well educated; the public school formed no such important feature in their life as it did in the life of their fellow-citizens farther north. They had narrow, bitter prejudices and dislikes; the hard and dangerous lives they had led had run their character into a stern and almost forbidding mould. They valued personal prowess very highly, and respected no man who did not possess the strongest capacity for self-help, and who could not shift for himself in any danger. They felt an intense, although perhaps ignorant, pride in and love for their country, and looked upon all the lands hemming in the United States as territory which they or their children should some day inherit; for they were a race of masterful spirit, and accustomed to regard with easy tolerance any but the most flagrant violations of law. They prized highly such qualities as courage, loyalty, truth, and patriotism[2q], but they were, as a whole, poor, and not over-scrupulous of the rights of others, nor yet with the nicest sense of money obligations; so that the history of their state legislation affecting the rights of debtor and creditor, whether public or private, in hard times, is not pleasant reading for an American who is proud of his country. Their passions, once roused, were intense, and if they really wished anything they worked for it with indomitable persistency. There was little that was soft or outwardly attractive in their character: it was stern, rude, and hard, like the lives they led; but it was the character of those who were every inch men, and who were Americans through to the very heart's core.

In their private lives their lawless and arrogant freedom and lack of self-restraint produced much gross licentiousness and barbarous cruelty; and every little frontier community could tell its story of animal savagery as regards the home relations of certain of its members. Yet in spite of this they, as a whole, felt the family ties strongly, and in the main had quite a high standard of private morality. Many of them, at any rate, were, according to their lights, deeply and sincerely religious; though even their religion showed their strong, coarse-fibred, narrow natures. Episcopalianism was the creed of the rich slave-owner, who dwelt along the sea-board; but the Western settlers belonged to some one or other of the divisions of the great Methodist and Baptist churches. They were as savagely in earnest about this as about everything else; meekness, mildness, broad liberality, and gentle tolerance of difference in religious views were not virtues they appreciated. They were always ready to do battle for their faith, and, indeed, had to do it, as it was quite a common amusement for the wilder and more lawless members of the community to try to break up by force the great
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