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INTRODUCTION

* * *

GETTING IT RIGHT

The easiest way to get a handle on the worldview of Americans is to realize that we think of ourselves as inhabiting an island. We saw in our earliest days that the Western Hemisphere sat isolated in the midst of two vast oceans, and that these oceans both separated us from the rest of the world and protected us from the rest of the world.

We have consistently sought not to share this island with competing world powers. Americans have been resolute to prevent in the Western Hemisphere a replication of the eternally warring and competing great powers of Europe.

The concept of America as an island explains virtually all of American history. It explains why we turned our back on Europe for the first century and a quarter of our independence in order to conquer and populate the most important and favored part of this island, and to eliminate any threat to it from the north or the south. It explains why—although weak, newly independent, and lightly populated—we laid out the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 to close off colonization or interference in the Western Hemisphere, thereby preventing any world power from challenging us on our island. It explains why, at times when we were disillusioned with or distrustful of Europe, we isolated ourselves behind our oceanic moat—as we did after World War I when, in despair at Europe’s greed and bickering, we refused to join the League of Nations, and as we did briefly in 1940 when France fell and we feared Britain was going to fall to Nazi Germany. It explains why, after we were attacked at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, we developed overwhelming military power and, over the following years, went across our oceans and methodically destroyed the enemies threatening our island. It explains why we were willing to risk nuclear war in 1962 when the Soviet Union placed missiles in Cuba and jeopardized not only the United States but also the safety of the hemisphere. It also explains why, after suffering a direct attack on our island on September 11, 2001, we are today repeating the process of World War II, going wherever we have to in the world to destroy those who threaten our island.

The steadfast resolve to protect our island lies at the heart of all our dreams and aspirations as a people and defines everything the United States has been, is, and hopes to be.

We saw early in our colonial history that—because of our isolation from Europe, and because of the immense wealth and bounty of our land—we had the opportunity to build the greatest, freest, and most prosperous nation ever to arise on earth. We spent the first century and a quarter of our independent existence in creating this great nation. But to protect this treasure, we found that we needed to establish the world’s paramount military structure and become the world’s preeminent political power. This book is the story of America’s march to economic, military, and political supremacy, and the ideals that have guided us along the way.

As will be seen, we have made the right decisions in the vast majority of cases throughout our history, choosing democracy over plutocracy, equality over privilege, liberty over oppression, and the prosperity of the many over the greed of the few.

We have not always been consistent. For a while early in our history we listened to Alexander Hamilton, who tried to sacrifice the interests of ordinary people to the avarice of the wealthy.1 We had a huge blind spot about slavery and allowed that iniquity to continue and to throw us into a bitter fraternal conflict. We withdrew into isolationism between the two world wars and allowed dictators to attack innocent peoples. We fought against what we thought was the spread of Communism in Vietnam when we were actually taking sides in a civil war. We have made other mistakes. But our lapses have been infrequent, and our intentions have almost always been good.

This inclination to do right has been virtually unique among the nations of the world, and for this reason we have been often misunderstood. How could a country so rich and successful be so unselfish and caring? We must have darker motives, critics say. We must be seeking to create an empire, to dominate everyone else, to grab the oil or the trade or whatever else for our own selfish purposes. People from more grasping, less-idealistic societies find it impossible to accept that we honestly believe that giving everyone opportunity is the recipe for abundance and happiness everywhere, not merely in the favored reaches of the United States of America. We honestly believe that securing other people’s freedom is the best guarantee that we can keep our own. We do not want to dominate the world. We want to live our lives in peace, and we hope other peoples will do the same. We go out into the world to redress errors, to stop unacceptable behavior, to challenge threats to our island and our liberty. When we have settled the problem, we want to go home, not stay and build an empire.

From the outset of our history, Americans have focused on creating a great nation in North America, not on conquering other peoples. For more than a century after the Revolution, Americans were preoccupied with establishing the economic and political foundations of this nation. During the entire period we took advantage of the fact that we were largely insulated by a great ocean from the quarreling, avaricious societies of Europe. The British Royal Navy, more to protect Canada and its trade with Latin America than to guard the United States, largely kept other navies at a distance. We saw no need to interfere with European empires, so long as they stayed away from our hemisphere. Therefore, the United States played only a minor role on the world stage, and—despite establishing splendid records in wars on land and sea—created no world-class navy and allowed its army to atrophy after every conflict.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, Americans realized that the protection we enjoyed behind the Atlantic and the Pacific could not endure. An American strategist, Alfred Thayer Mahan, proved in his 1890 work, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, that there can be no partial control of the sea because the sea is indivisible. A superior fleet can move over the whole sea, sweeping all lesser navies from it. This was the means by which the Royal Navy had dominated the oceans for the previous two and a half centuries, and the reason why Britain had been able to accumulate the largest empire in the history of the world.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Germany began to challenge the naval power of Britain, and by implication Britain’s world domination. It was this threat, above all else, that caused World War I of 1914–18. This war brought calamity to Britain, France, Germany, and much of the rest of Europe. At war’s end a gravely weakened, almost bankrupt Britain no longer could afford the world’s largest navy. The United States saw that protection of the Western Hemisphere now rested on its own shoulders. Far more significant, we saw that we could not wait until an aggressive power had built enough strength to invade our hemisphere, but that we must go out to the aggressor, wherever he was, and smash him there. In short, we must take over the world hegemonic role that Britain had exercised since 1660.

This meant that the United States was obliged to build the largest and most powerful navy in the world—a task it took on at the Washington Naval Conference in 1922. The public saw only that Britain accepted naval parity with the United States, the first time it had done so with any country. But leaders of both nations knew the treaty actually signified that the Royal Navy would decline in the decades ahead while the United States Navy would grow.

It took the United States until 1940 to undertake fully the task of creating the world’s greatest military power. The spark came with the disastrous collapse of France and the ascendance of Nazi Germany, and in the next five years, the United States developed a military able to defeat any provocation anywhere on earth. We have never relinquished our place since. Indeed, the superiority of the U.S. military has grown exponentially since the end of World War II. Its power now exceeds that of all the rest of the world combined. Along with this power has grown American political strength.

Throughout the cold war, the United States held back the spread of Communism, and promoted democracy, the rule of law, market economies, and free trade everywhere. After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, no nation was able to match the United States. Some countries feared we would use our power to dominate the world. To prevent this from happening, they tried to tie down the United States by means of international bodies like the United Nations and the World Trade Organization.

Since the United States saw no insurmountable dangers on the horizon, it was more or less willing to work within an international context. Then the terrorists attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001. For Americans, the world changed in an instant. The terrorists had struck directly at our island, at what we hold most precious—at the very treasures we built our overwhelming military and political power to protect in the first place. The attacks transformed our nation from a benign hegemon into a ferocious avenger.

This was another right decision of the United States, and a most vital one. For terrorism and dictatorial rogue nations pose as great a danger to the peace of the world as ever Adolf Hitler or Joseph Stalin did. We saw this with absolute clarity on that horrible day of death and tragedy. And we resolved that this we would not allow to endure.

As New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman wrote, most other peoples have not yet comprehended that our primary intention is to preserve and keep our own land with all its liberty and all its prosperity, and that we will do anything and go anywhere to make this happen. Most people in other countries were unprepared for our resolution after 9/11 to proceed door-to-door in the very heart of the Arab-Muslim world, to make clear we were ready to kill and to die to stop our society from being undermined, and to say, gun in hand, to the people and to the governments who permit terrorists to exist, “What is it that you don’t understand about leaving our country alone?”2

Misconceptions about American motives and aspirations are not limited to lands that harbor terrorists. In the spring of 2003, France, Germany, Russia, and China refused to sanction America’s overthrow of the Iraqi dictatorship. We didn’t actually expect the vastly different and more repressive societies of Russia and China to fathom the injustice perpetrated on our people and institutions, but we did expect such sensitivity from Western Europe, fellow democratic societies that supposedly stood for the same values we hold dear. Americans were compelled to confront a bitter truth: we were dead wrong in our conviction, held for the last half of the twentieth century, that the United States and Western Europe share a common resolve to preserve and advance freedom throughout the world. We have been forced to accept, as Robert Kagan has written, that Europe “is moving beyond power into a self-contained world of laws and rules and transnational negotiation and cooperation.”3 A century ago, when the world’s powers were not facing up to the threat posed by a rising Germany, Winston Churchill warned that “we live in an age of great events and little men.” Europe once more is living in an age of great events and little men. Americans believe that Western Europeans bury their heads in the sand when difficult decisions must be made, abstain on issues where they should display moral leadership, and take positions only when their own interests are directly at stake.

This has led Americans to conclude that ours is the only nation that will actually go into the world and strike down evil. We were encouraged when Britain and Australia especially, but also some Continental nations, lined up with us. But we know that they would do little without the active determination of the United States. For these reasons, we must dominate the political life of this planet, and we must keep an invincible military as an ever-present deterrence.

This book is the story of how we got it right in the past and how we intend to get it right in the future.


ONE

* * *

THE ILLIMITABLE FRONTIER

Imagine, if you will, the sense of awe that seized the first settlers at Jamestown in Virginia in 1607, at Plymouth in Massachusetts in 1620, and at the other landings along the coast of North America in the early decades of the seventeenth century. Here were little English communities hacking out perch sites on the very edge of an unknown land. These pioneers thought they would find in America something resembling the tame, limited, surmountable horizons of England. But they discovered that this new world was absolutely different. The scale was vaster than anything they had encountered before. An immense, almost unbroken forest extended into distances beyond their comprehension. Rivers, greater, wilder, and more magnificent than the grandest stream in Britain, poured out of the continent—the Connecticut, the Hudson, the Delaware, the Susquehanna, the Potomac, the James, the Roanoke, the Cape Fear, the Savannah, and many others. The settlers saw that the land drained by these rivers must be vast, that half a dozen Englands could easily be fitted in along the coast. As the decades went by, they ventured up the rivers to find the headwaters, confident that the highlands where the rivers arose would mark the limit of this new land, and only the huge South Sea lay beyond. But when they finally reached the great chain of mountains called the Appalachians and gazed out from its heights, they were utterly confounded—before them an even more boundless, more astonishing land stretched out to seeming infinity toward the setting sun.

This was the moment when the American character was formed. Whatever limits of class and status that the settlers had brought with them from Britain would fall away to insignificance in this prodigious land. When astute individuals looked toward the limitless frontier that they now knew would beckon continuously on the western horizon, they realized that no king, no aristocracy, however selfish, could crush them. At any time they could cross this frontier and put all of Europe’s restraints behind them. This had immense and overwhelming effects throughout the colonies. Americans, whether they crossed the frontier or not, were destined to be forever free.

A sense of democracy and equality spread among the people. The seeds of a future republic were sown. Long before Thomas Jefferson articulated it in the Declaration of Independence, Americans recognized their right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

But something else came along with the discovery of the illimitable frontier. Americans began to see that they had the opportunity to create a country of a wholly different order of magnitude and of a wholly different concept from even the richest countries of Europe. This new land could not only span an entire continent but could also achieve unbelievable wealth and strength. A new aspiration formed—to build on this marvelous, rich, fortunate continent the greatest and most powerful nation on earth, and to people this nation with men and women who were not only prosperous but also free and happy.

It was a vision unparalleled in history. It was not an ambition for empire. It was not a scheme to subdue other peoples. It was rather a desire for a single people sharing alike in the wealth and blessings of the land, and in the freedom of a society without classes and castes.1 As the colonies grew and more and more people flooded into it, this dream took on a reality and a certitude that led straight to the American Revolution and beyond.2

As the frontier advanced inland, the pioneers became less and less European and “more and more American,” as Frederick Jackson Turner, the great historian of the westward thrust, points out.3 This American not only was independent, but he took as his birthright the authority to travel wherever he wished into the west and to build there a prosperous future with his own hands.

From this immense social movement two ultra-American principles emerged. The first was a deep resolve to gain freedom, democracy, and prosperity, and then to keep them. The second was a related resolve to challenge anybody, whether British overlords or other European powers, who might threaten American security or independence. This determination was brandished in the “Don’t Tread on Me!” rattlesnake flag of the American Revolution. Only the older settled towns along the coast expressed much interest in integrating Americans into a global economy. And there was virtually no interest in extending American ideals throughout the world. Americans were focused on their own land and their own freedoms, and they were going to brook no interference from anyone in getting them.

*   *   *

A NATION THAT restricts its leadership to a narrow aristocracy deprives itself of most of its brainpower. Britain crippled itself in this fashion at the time of the American Revolution, with devastating consequences. Britain’s leadership, almost entirely drawn from the privileged classes, was so incompetent that it ignored every opportunity to deflect colonial discontent before revolt started, selected generals incapable of conducting effective military operations, and appointed politicians who wrecked every prospect for negotiated peace.

Adam Smith, the great Scottish philosopher who laid the foundations of classical free-market economic theory, understood the disastrous path Britain was following and offered a solution in his monumental work The Wealth of Nations. He called for the consolidation of Britain and its American colonies into a single federated nation, with all its parts having equal representation in a unified parliament.4 But by the time Smith’s book came out in 1776, it was too late. The colonies declared their independence on July 4 that year, and Britain’s leaders were determined to bring the colonies back under their heel by military force, not compromise.

But regaining America by military force was a hopeless task so long as the Americans remained defiant. Britain was unable to bring its greatest strength, the Royal Navy, to bear against the thirteen colonies, because they were a land power, not a naval power. Though militarily weak, the colonies covered so vast an area that Britain could not possibly control more than a fraction of it at any time. The moment British forces departed a region, it would become free again. If the Americans were unwilling to return to British rule, Britain could never conquer them.

Adam Smith and other Britons appreciated this fact, but they did not have the authority to change national policy. Smith recognized that the ruling elite’s unwillingness to face reality would result in calamity and would ruin Britain’s last chance to have a major role in the development of a great new world power. He predicted that, in about a century, America would outstrip Britain in wealth, population, and strength, and that the disparity between the two would accelerate in the years beyond. If Britain could work out a union with America, its importance would be enhanced for a significant epoch to come. But, whether part of a union or not, Britain was destined in the end to become merely an appendage to the greater whole, because the English-speaking world’s population and power were going to be centered in America, not England.

The first great success of the American patriots came on October 17, 1777, when a British army under John Burgoyne surrendered at Saratoga on the Hudson River in upstate New York. Burgoyne had gotten into an impossible position because of abominable leadership. British general William Howe, instead of moving his large army up the Hudson from New York City to assist Burgoyne, took it instead to capture Philadelphia. Burgoyne, cut off from all help, had no choice but to capitulate.

The surrender created a sensation in Britain. Belatedly, the leaders realized they were on the wrong track. In March 1778 Parliament repealed all legislation offensive to Americans (the infamous Sugar Act, the Tea Act, the order closing the port of Boston, the law mandating quartering of troops in colonial homes, and so forth), and in April the government sent a commission headed by the Earl of Carlisle to offer the Continental Congress what amounted to complete independence, with the only proviso that the Americans recognize the British sovereign. This was, in effect, what came to be called “dominion status,” which London later granted to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. If this offer had been made any time before the surrender at Saratoga, the thirteen states most likely would have accepted it, and they would have become the first British dominion.

But the overture came not only after the Americans had realized Britain’s incapacity to reconquer them, but also after they had seen the great advantages that would accrue if they no longer were tied to British apron strings. The radical Thomas Paine in his pamphlet Common Sense, published in Philadelphia in January 1776, had pointed to one great benefit of total freedom—Britain could not drag the Americans into European wars in which they had no concern. Already, then, Americans were wary of the “entangling alliances” that Thomas Jefferson would later warn against in his first inaugural address.5 These alliances, they saw, would limit American sovereignty and would divert attention and resources away from the main task they already recognized, that of conquering the North American continent.

Besides, the Americans had the alliance that absolutely guaranteed our independence. The French had been waiting for the opportunity to strike down Britain. They had been humiliated by the British in the Seven Years War (1756–63), had lost Canada and most of their other colonies, and wanted revenge. The colonists’ victory at Saratoga showed the French that by allying with the Americans they would be on the winning side. On December 17, 1777, they informed the American diplomat Benjamin Franklin that they would recognize the independence of the United States. On February 6, 1778, the French signed treaties of amity and commerce and of alliance. These made it certain that Britain and France would go to war.

Another European power, Spain, joined the fight on April 12, 1779. The Spanish refused to acknowledge American independence, hoping only to recover the territories it had lost to the British: Gibraltar, seized in 1704, and Florida, lost in 1763. After declaring war, Spain played a spoiling game—seizing West Florida (then running from Natchez on the northwest to Pensacola on the southeast), trying to arrange a truce between the British and the Americans, and searching for any way to keep the Americans from reaching the Mississippi River. France was no help to the Americans. In 1780, the foreign minister, the comte de Vergennes, pushed for a truce proposed by Czarina Catherine II of Russia and Emperor Joseph II of Austria. The plan would not recognize American independence and would leave the British in control of Maine, the northern frontier, New York City and Long Island, and the major seaports south of Virginia.

Fortunately the British rejected the proposal and were powerless when a French fleet under the comte de Grasse turned back a British fleet under Thomas Graves just off the Virginia Capes on September 5, 1781. This action blocked any relief of a British army under Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown, Virginia, forcing him to surrender to George Washington and a French force under the comte de Rochambeau on October 19, 1781.

This disaster at last convinced the leaders of Britain that they could not resurrect the thirteen colonies, and in February 1782 Parliament resolved that the war must be ended. In March, the ministry of Lord North resigned. Its erroneous policies had brought on the war and it had conducted the unsuccessful campaigns in America. The Marquis of Rockingham formed a new government and appointed the Earl of Shelburne to initiate peace talks. When Rockingham died in July, Shelburne became prime minister but continued to guide negotiations with the United States. Shelburne’s appointment was a fortuitous accident for the Americans. He wanted a generous peace to entice the United States into some sort of federation, since he hoped to recapture most American trade for Britain.

The principal American peace commissioners—Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and John Adams—hoped, along with many other Americans, to secure the whole of British North America in the peace treaty. This, of course, was not going to happen. Britain felt obligated to give back Florida to Spain, and Canada was largely inhabited by descendants of French settlers, who had little interest in joining an English-speaking union, and by Loyalists, who had left the colonies because they did not support the Revolution. Nevertheless, the hope to join Canada with the United States was a will-o’-the-wisp that American leaders pursued for decades after the war. It was a solid indication that the Americans intended, from the very beginning, to dominate North America. Indeed, the Articles of Confederation, under which the thirteen states united after independence, reserved a place for Canada as the fourteenth state.6

What the United States Congress did lay claim to as a matter of right was the entire region from the Appalachians to the Mississippi River. These claims were based on royal charters that defined the territories of certain colonies as running “from sea to sea.” In 1763 Britain had renounced any claims beyond the Mississippi, ending arguments that the colonies reached the Pacific Ocean, but colonial leaders insisted that they did extend to the Mississippi. The British government had taken little notice of these claims, forbidding settlement west of the mountains in 1763, and extending Quebec to the Ohio and Mississippi rivers in 1764, thus incorporating into Canada all the Northwest region that was to become Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

American negotiators ignored the settlement line of 1763 and the transfer of the Northwest to Canada. They insisted on gaining the entire region that Britain possessed in the West. In the very first decision relating to the boundaries of the new nation, American leaders got it right. They knew pioneers were bounding over the Appalachians every day, and they were determined to guarantee them and the generations to come the immense expanse between the mountains and the great river.

To the south, the Spanish—who claimed all territory west of the Mississippi—had driven British garrisons out of their posts east of the river and had occupied the east bank as far north as Natchez. Not only that, but the Spanish, strongly backed by the French, pressed the British to draw the frontier of the thirteen states as close to the Appalachians as possible. Under no circumstances did they want Americans on the Mississippi, demanding free passage on the river and expecting New Orleans to be a free port for their exports and imports.

Jay and Franklin, who opened negotiations with the British in Paris, simply disregarded the Spanish and French boundary proposal. In October 1782, Lord Shelburne, after learning that a French and Spanish assault on Gibraltar had failed, took a hard line with the Americans. He demanded that the entire Northwest remain under British sovereignty and that it be settled with Loyalists. Jay and Franklin absolutely refused to accept this; they agreed only to pay claims of Loyalists who had been deprived of their property by the patriots and also accepted a northern frontier essentially running through the Great Lakes to the Lake of the Woods between present-day Minnesota and Ontario.

Thus, in the preliminary treaty signed between the United States and Britain on November 30, 1782, the Americans got all the territory east of the Mississippi to the thirty-first parallel, leaving West and East Florida under Spanish sovereignty. They, as well as British subjects, also got “free and open” navigation of the Mississippi. It is fortunate that the Earl of Shelburne was a typical English aristocrat with only the vaguest concept of the lands he was signing away. To him, all the territory west of the Appalachians, including the Northwest, was of little value to Britain. It seemed to him a small price to pay for possible reconciliation with the Americans.

When the final treaty was signed between all the belligerents on September 3, 1783, Spain did not consider itself bound to grant free access to the Mississippi, nor to respect the thirty-first parallel as the southern boundary of the United States. Also, since Shelburne’s government soon fell and wiser heads realized how foolish he had been to give so much away, British leaders made it plain that they had no intention of actually abiding by the terms of the treaty. They expected to retain or at least control all of the Northwest, and to “rectify” the frontier along the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River in favor of Britain. Consequently, from the moment of American independence, the United States faced severe problems settling with the colonial powers that blocked its expansion—not only west, but also south into Florida, and north to the Great Lakes.


TWO

* * *

NAPOLEON ON THE MISSISSIPPI

For years after the treaty of 1783, the United States had to overcome one barrier after another in establishing its sovereignty in the west against the efforts of Spain and Britain to thwart it. These problems had just been surmounted when the nation encountered an entirely new danger from the rising superpower of France.1 In October 1800 France concluded a secret deal with Spain to take over the entire colony of Louisiana—a region west of the Mississippi the size of the United States east of it. The United States was on the verge of swapping on its crucial western frontier a weak and tottering Spain for a vibrant and growing France led by a bona fide military genius and proven conqueror, Napoleon Bonaparte.

France had owned Louisiana until 1762 and had founded the city of New Orleans in 1718, making this port city near the mouth of the Mississippi its capital. France had ceded the territory to Spain only because it faced the prospect of losing it to Britain as spoils of the Seven Years War. In this war, Britain had seized Quebec as well as France’s outposts in India and had driven the French navy from the seas. The French advertised the cession of Louisiana as compensation to their ally Spain for its impending loss of Florida.

The leaders of France, including Bonaparte, were like the leaders of Britain in their ignorance of North America’s significance and potential for growth. The Americans did not suffer from this misapprehension. While only 25,000 Americans had been west of the Appalachians at the time of peace in 1783, by the census of 1800 some half a million had moved beyond the mountains, and the number was growing every day. Americans knew full well that economic possibilities in the west were virtually unlimited, and they were intent on exploiting them. But France’s economic interest in Louisiana was primarily to secure food and lumber for the French “sugar islands” in the Caribbean, especially Santo Domingo (present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic), where both sugar and coffee were lucrative crops.

France presented a different argument to Spain to get it to agree to “retrocede” Louisiana, as well as to give up Florida. Spain, French diplomats told the government in Madrid, could not hope to hold the two colonies against the aggressions of the Americans, who were “devoured by pride, ambition, and cupidity.” By ceding Louisiana and Florida to France, the French would be forming “a wall of brass forever impenetrable to the combined efforts of England and America.”2 In this fashion, the French maintained, Spain’s possession of Mexico and California would be secure.

The Spanish court agreed with this reasoning, especially since Louisiana cost the Spanish government more than it produced in revenue. But it refused to cede Florida, which was a traditional Spanish territory. The negotiations revealed the petty, myopic thinking of the Spanish court. The only payment that Spain exacted for a region extending to nearly a million square miles was a small kingdom in Italy, Etruria, for a nephew of the Spanish king, the Prince of Parma. Bonaparte also promised that he would always keep Louisiana as a French possession or else return it to Spain. On October 15, 1802, Madrid finally issued orders to transfer Louisiana to France.

The new American president, Thomas Jefferson, had learned of the Louisiana agreement in a message from Rufus King, the U.S. minister in London, on November 20, 1801. The news came as a profound shock. The United States had worked out satisfactory relations with Spain, which had abandoned the idea that it controlled the Mississippi, and which had granted deposit rights for American goods at New Orleans. Since flatboats floating down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers were the primary means westerners had for getting their products to market, a friendly New Orleans was vital to American interests.

Commerce at this city was already predominately American, and U.S. influence was growing steadily. Jefferson, as well as other American leaders, had concluded that the Spanish Empire was doomed, and they believed that when the empire fell, little would be required to grab Louisiana and Florida, and other territories that blocked U.S. access to the Pacific.

Jefferson could guess that Napoleon wanted more than the food and lumber that Louisiana could provide. Economic considerations alone must not be guiding Napoleon Bonaparte, one of the most gifted military leaders in history. He most assuredly was looking at the huge strategic advantage he would gain by possessing the very heart of North America.

Many American leaders grasped Bonaparte’s aim, but didn’t think it through. They suspected that he recognized the United States as a potential ally of Britain, that he possessed some intimation of the future economic and military power of the United States, and that he had decided to seize the opportunity to block the expansion of both America and Britain by installing a military cordon along the banks of the Mississippi. This is what Bonaparte told the Spanish king, that France would form an impenetrable barrier between the English-speaking world and the Spanish empire.

Jefferson saw that this argument did not have the slightest possibility of becoming reality because the leaders of the United States would never allow it to happen. France could never set up a military position in Louisiana for the simple reason that the British navy could block all movements of troops and supplies to the region; in other words, to occupy Louisiana the French would need to get reinforcements and supplies through the United States, and the U.S. government would never agree to such an outrageous proposition. A French empire along the Mississippi would stop American expansion in its tracks. Only a leader with no more brains than the king of Spain would fall for such a ploy.

Napoleon Bonaparte was a most arrogant and ambitious man, and perhaps he actually believed that the Americans would allow their considerable anti-British feeling to blind them to their own national interests. Jefferson took immediate steps to quash any illusions Bonaparte might have on this score. In April 1802 he sent an unsealed letter to Robert R. Livingston, the U.S. minister in Paris, by the hand of his old friend, Pierre-Samuel Du Pont de Nemours. He invited Du Pont to read the letter and to convey its contents to people around Bonaparte.

The letter stated that three-eighths of all American produce was now passing through the market of New Orleans, and that before long half of the American population would be living west of the Appalachians and would be dependent on New Orleans to send out their goods and bring in their imports. “France placing herself at that door assumes to us the attitude of defiance,” Jefferson wrote. “The day that France takes possession of New Orleans fixes the sentence which is to restrain her forever within her low-water mark [on the French shoreline]. It seals the union of two countries who in conjunction can maintain exclusive possession of the ocean. From that moment we must marry ourselves to the British fleet and nation.”3

There could be no more direct threat than that: if France took over Louisiana, the United States would form an alliance with Britain. The Royal Navy would blockade French ports and Americans would seize New Orleans and Louisiana. Du Pont didn’t want to convey this challenge through the toadies clustering around Bonaparte’s court. But there is no question that the message got through to Bonaparte.

Instead of war, Jefferson proposed buying New Orleans. On January 11, 1803, he appointed James Monroe as a special minister to assist in negotiations with Paris. Monroe’s instructions were to offer up to 10 million dollars for New Orleans, but if Paris refused and meditated hostilities against the United States, he was to cross the English Channel and invite Britain to form an alliance.

Bonaparte had already decided to sell not only New Orleans but the entire colony of Louisiana, however. His reasons were never made public, but it was evident that he had seen what Jefferson had seen, that he could not set up a new empire in the heart of America. Either the Americans or the British, or both, would demolish it in short order, and he could never prevent their actions. Instead, he decided to get as much money as possible for his next war with Britain.

The French foreign minister, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, approached Livingston on April 11, 1803, the day before Monroe arrived, and inquired whether the United States would care to buy all of Louisiana. Livingston deferred an answer until he could talk with Monroe, but when he did both men jumped at the chance. By May 2, the thrifty Americans had negotiated Talleyrand’s asking price down from nearly 20 million dollars to 15 million dollars—a little more than two cents an acre. It was the greatest real-estate deal in history. The United States had instantly doubled its territory and opened the door to the Pacific.

Monroe and Livingston promised to incorporate the 15,000 Spanish and French inhabitants of Louisiana into the Union with all the rights of existing citizens, and they promised that the United States would protect their liberty, property, and religion. These promises revealed with great clarity the democratic, anti-imperial mind-set of Americans. It never occurred to the American representatives that the people of Louisiana could be aliens. They were to become Americans at once, with the same rights as other Americans.

Here, at the first instance of American expansion, the idea was accepted as a given that the United States was to consist of a single people and was to constitute a single nation. The United States of America had been doubled in size at the stroke of a pen, but everyone was to share equally in its bounty. There was going to be no American empire. E Pluribus Unum—out of many, one—was not only the motto of this nation but also its guiding spirit. Here two Americans, acting alone and without benefit of advice from their government at home, made the right decision as a matter of course. It was the first of a great series of right decisions that were to come, based on the simple premise shared by the vast majority of Americans that the interests of the United States could best be served by equity, fair dealing, and democracy.4

Despite the fantastic bargain Monroe and Livingston had struck, President Jefferson realized that the Constitution did not specifically authorize what they had done. The Constitution did not empower the president or Congress to buy new territory or promise its incorporation into the Union on equal terms with all other elements. At first Jefferson thought he ought to call for an amendment to the Constitution to make it all legal. But when Livingston and Monroe warned him that the French might renege, he decided to go on with an apparently unconstitutional act, believing that “the good sense of the country” would make up for any errors or deficits.

He called in Congress six weeks early and on October 17, 1803, submitted the treaty to the Senate. Three days later the Senate approved it, while Congress as a whole passed a bill setting up a territorial government in the region and another authorizing “stock” (really government bonds) to pay France its price. The only members who opposed the measures were Federalists, representing traders and bankers, now confined mostly to New England, New York, and Delaware, who got most of their income from overseas trade. The Federalists feared doom for their party if the nation expanded beyond the Mississippi.

Here was one of the preeminent instances when Americans were compelled to decide between building a great, expansive nation or choosing, as Europeans had historically done, to follow special regional interests. The vast majority of Americans opted for the widest conception of the nation, not the narrowest. The parochial, minority view lost. The bill authorizing bonds to pay France passed the House by a vote of 90 to 25, the Senate by 26 to 5.

At a ceremony in New Orleans on November 30, 1803, the Spanish flag was lowered and the French tricolor raised. It flew for twenty days. On December 20, 1803, the French prefect surrendered the province to the commissioners of the United States.

The question arose at once: just how far did Louisiana extend? The old maps showed a region of close to a million square miles, but nothing had been surveyed, most of the territory had not been explored, and the edges of it were as uncertain as everything else. The treaty granting Louisiana to the United States defined it as having “the same extent that it now has in the hands of Spain, and that it had when France possessed it.” When Monroe and Livingston asked what that meant, Talleyrand answered, “I can give you no direction. You have made a noble bargain for yourselves, and I suppose you will make the most of it.”

It became evident that much of West Florida—that is, the region east of the Mississippi and south of the thirty-first parallel—might be part of Louisiana and it might not. This was going to cause trouble, but mostly for Spain, which had no hopes of holding either West Florida or East Florida (the main peninsula) against any determined American bid to take it.

Poor Spain had been betrayed. France had promised an eternal “wall of brass” protecting Spain’s colonies from the United States. Moreover, Bonaparte had promised to keep the territory or return it to Spain. Now, even before France took actual possession, he was selling it to the very power Spain feared most.

*   *   *

ALTHOUGH THOMAS JEFFERSON did not mention that he had been president of the United States on the epitaph he composed for himself on his gravestone,5 he was a very great leader of this nation. Born in 1743 in Albemarle County, Virginia, then quite close to the frontier, Jefferson was acutely aware of the transforming character of the westward thrust on the American people. He possessed the same dream other Americans held to expand the United States to its natural limit, the ocean on the west.

Jefferson had long since marked out Louisiana for annexation, although he thought the United States would wrest it from a tottering Spain, not buy it from a French dictator seeking funds for another war with Britain. But Jefferson’s aim did not stop at the Continental Divide, the northwestern boundary of the Spanish colony of Louisiana. Beyond the mountains on the northwest lay the Oregon Country, claimed by both Spain and Britain but actually occupied by neither. To the south Spain held California. This southern region might or might not fall as spoils to the United States when the Spanish Empire collapsed. Time would tell. At the moment the only seemingly feasible way the United States might reach the Pacific was to acquire Oregon.

That Jefferson was thinking of all this before the United States bought Louisiana is indicated by the timing of the first great exploration in American history. In January 1803—that is, the very month he appointed James Monroe to go to Paris to attempt to buy New Orleans, and before he had any inkling that Bonaparte wished to sell the whole territory—he asked Congress to authorize an expedition across Louisiana into the Pacific Northwest. In other words, this exploration was to be wholly outside the boundaries of the United States. Although advertised as a journey to reveal the region’s geographic secrets, study its fauna and flora, and report on possibilities for trade, the actual intent can be inferred quite easily: it was to mark out as clearly as possible what obstacles lay in the way of an American conquest of all the land between the Mississippi River and the Pacific Ocean.

Congress granted Jefferson’s request. Before the expedition could be launched, in the spring of 1804, Louisiana had been annexed, and the expedition marched through American territory to the Continental Divide. But the moment it crossed the mountains and moved to the ocean, the United States was staking a claim to Oregon, in defiance of both colonial empires.

Jefferson placed the expedition under the command of Meriwether Lewis, his private secretary, and William Clark, the brother of George Rogers Clark, who had led a successful campaign against the Indians and the British into Illinois and Indiana during the Revolution. Lewis and Clark were directed to ascend the Missouri River to its source, cross over the Continental Divide, and descend the Columbia River to its mouth and the Pacific Ocean. The party of forty-five, mostly soldiers, started from St. Louis on May 14, 1804. It took six months for the expedition to reach the Mandan Indian villages near present-day Washburn, North Dakota. The group spent five months with the Mandan, then commenced a seven-month trek to the mouth of the Columbia, where the party spent the winter of 1805–06. The explorers retraced their steps, arriving in St. Louis in September 1806. It was one of the great journeys of exploration in history, an undertaking clearly revealing America’s early interest in westward expansion.


THREE

* * *

’CROSS THE WIDE MISSOURI

In the traditional song “Shenandoah,” the lyricist expresses nostalgic longing for the lovely Shenandoah River of Virginia that he has forsaken, while he is bound away to a new land “ ’cross the wide Missouri.” Probably no other song so poignantly conveys the mixed emotions of the pioneer, both his or her hope for a brighter future and the sadness at the loss of cherished people and places left behind.

This was the reality of American life for much of the nineteenth century, and it shaped the nation. The frontier affected everyone. Every pioneer gained in vaster opportunities and wider experiences, and every pioneer lost in abandonment of ancestral homes, giving up the places where childhood memories were made, and leaving only to reminiscence and the occasional letter from the friends and families who stayed at home. The people who did not become pioneers also gained and lost in much the same way. They shared vicariously in the adventures their friends or relatives experienced on the frontier, they gained as the nation’s economy burgeoned, and they, too, lost the companionship of those who were bound away across the Missouri and the other broad reaches of the West.

The lure of the frontier was irresistible. The French historian Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited the United States in 1831, wrote that the most extraordinary thing about Americans “is the soil that supports them.” The land, Tocqueville wrote, “presents, as in the first days of the Creation, rivers whose source does not dry up, green and moist solitudes, boundless fields that the plowshare of the laborer has not yet turned. At the moment I am speaking, thirteen million civilized Europeans are quietly spreading into the fertile wilderness whose resources and extent they themselves still do not know exactly.”1

In this rush to the frontier, Tocqueville discovered, the eastern states were being constantly depopulated. Connecticut’s population, for example, had grown only a quarter in forty years, whereas England’s in the same period had increased by a third. This immense exodus cemented the entire nation into a single whole, for the people from north, south, and east mingled on the frontier, created a common idiom, and shared similar experiences, challenges, and adventures. From all this arose a unified culture, and a collective national experience.

The War of 1812 was a decisive turning point. Americans went into it still thinking of themselves as appendages of the nations of Europe; they came out with a new recognition of themselves as uniquely American. The United States of America became a nation apart. Tocqueville saw that Americans were unique. He coined the term “American exceptionalism” to describe America’s profound differences from other nations. “Around every man a fatal circle is traced, beyond which he cannot pass,” Tocqueville wrote, “but within the wide verge of that circle he is powerful and free.”2 Most Americans were acutely aware of this circle of freedom and insisted on keeping it. It was this sense of personal independence that defined American exceptionalism.3 One of the effects of liberty was a tremendous rise in optimism. Americans saw opportunities everywhere and felt everyone who hustled and worked hard could prosper. European visitors noted that Americans were always in a hurry and were angry at anything or anyone that brooked delay. The “quick lunch” was already an American institution.

Frederick Jackson Turner, the great historian of the American frontier, saw another aspect of America. “Nothing works for nationalism like intercourse within the nation,” he wrote. “Mobility of population is death to localism, and the western frontier worked irresistibly in unsettling population.”4 After the War of 1812, this process played out in a dramatic, sustained program to conquer the continent. From that point until almost the beginning of the twentieth century, American attention turned inward and away from Europe. Memories of separate European heritages of various immigrant strains diminished in the great melting pot the nation had become, and Americans forged a common patriotism.

Internal improvements stimulated this western migration. In 1811 construction began on the Cumberland Road, or the National Road (now U.S. Route 40); by 1818 the road extended from Cumberland, Maryland, to Wheeling, on the Ohio River, and it connected to Baltimore via a state road. Another project that vastly speeded settlement was the Erie Canal, four feet deep, running 363 miles from Troy on the Hudson to Buffalo on Lake Erie, completed in 1825. From Buffalo, steamboats provided cheap, all-water routes to the shores of Lake Huron and Lake Michigan, opening the Northwest to a flood of settlers. The volume of trade produced by the Erie Canal caused the population of New York City to grow from 125,000 in 1820 to 200,000 ten years later. The first steamboat on the “western waters” was the New Orleans, launched from Pittsburgh in 1811. It reached its namesake but was too weak to return against the current. In 1816, however, the Enterprise steamed from New Orleans to Louisville in twenty-five days. Within a few years scores of steamboats were plying the Mississippi and its tributaries.

*   *   *

THE WAR OF 1812 marked a new conflict with the nation from which the United States had won its independence. Britain sparked a toxic dispute with the Americans when the Royal Navy began seizing sailors off American ships to fill out its crews and interdicting American shipping to France and its allies during the wars that engulfed Europe after Napoleon Bonaparte seized power in 1799. The British, fighting for their lives against Napoleon, never apologized for or abandoned the practice of impressing American seamen, but as much as the practice outraged Americans, it would not have led to war had Britain not interfered with America’s westward expansion.

Britain tried to halt the advance of the United States into the Northwest (present-day Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin) by inciting the Indians to resist and by giving them weapons to do so. Britain interfered in part to help Canadian fur traders who were buying pelts from the Indians; once Americans settled the region, the Indians and the game would depart. But the principal reason for British interference was to gain Indian allies in the event strained relations with the United States over ocean commerce led to war.

Here was another example of British incomprehension of what motivated Americans. During the talks leading to the end of the Revolutionary War, American negotiators—fully aware of the surge of people over the Appalachians—had insisted on the Mississippi as the western frontier. The British had agreed, but they continued to occupy the Northwest until 1796, inhibiting the advance of the frontier and arousing enmity. Now they were doing the same thing again. The British were tone deaf to the social and political modulations of the American thrust westward. They could not have chosen an issue more certain to ignite the most aggressive elements against them. They intensified this anger by allying themselves with a great Indian leader, Tecumseh, a Shawnee who had united the Indians of the Northwest to stop the advance of the white settlers. Since frontiersmen held as an article of faith that Indian and white communities could not exist side by side, an Indian alliance was seen as a pact with savages against civilization.

The American belief that Western civilization and Indian culture were incompatible lay at the heart of national policy—carried out for the whole of the nineteenth century with great conviction and force—either to convert the Native American tribes to Western ways or to eliminate or at least neutralize them. This attitude was reflected in the Declaration of Independence, which charges that King George III of Britain “has endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions.” Faced with intransigence from Indian warrior bands, especially on the Plains, Americans urgently—and cruelly—took action. In the final stages, Americans deliberately shot down all but a few thousand of the bison, vast herds of which provided the Plains Indians with their main source of sustenance, and, hence, their independence.

None of this reflects credit on the government or the pioneers, but from the start they were determined to reproduce in the western territories the civilization they had inherited from Britain and had acclimated to America. They were obdurate in their resolve to permit only a single culture to exist from Atlantic to Pacific. They succeeded. A few isolated alien groups survived in the West, mostly Indian but also a scattering of Spanish-American pockets, especially in New Mexico and southern California. But none was strong enough to compete with the dynamic American culture. The American melting pot encompassed virtually the entire nation.5

The conviction grew throughout the West that the frontier could enjoy security only by expelling the British from Canada and annexing the entire region to the United States. The westerners did not greatly covet Canadian land, but they were convinced Canada would remain a source of trouble with Indians so long as it remained in British hands.

The declaration of
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