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The westward expansion of the young American republic can look, in hindsight, like a foregone conclusion, as though the nation was always destined to stretch from sea to sea. It was not. In the early nineteenth century, the frontier beyond the Appalachians was a source of real anxiety in the halls of American power. Foreign powers lurked at its edges, and economic self-interest threatened to pull the fragile union apart before it had truly formed. George Washington understood the stakes better than most. In September 1784, he rode west across his own landholdings, assessing how the mountains might be opened to commerce. What he found troubled him. The settlers scattered across the frontier had almost no economic ties binding them to the coast. Washington feared these westerners were balanced on a knife's edge, that, as he put it, they stood on a "pivot," and that "the touch of a feather would turn them" toward Spanish interests rather than American ones. He raised the alarm in letters to Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Harrison that same year, and Jefferson shared his unease. Even decades later, after the Louisiana Purchase had dramatically expanded the nation's borders, Jefferson still wondered whether the trans-Appalachian West would hold together with the Atlantic states, or split into rival confederacies divided by the mountains themselves. Something would have to bind the union across that divide.

That something arrived on October 26, 1825, when New Yorkers completed the Erie Canal. DeWitt Clinton, the state's sixth governor and the driving force behind the project, called it "a bond of union between the Atlantic and the western states," a safeguard against the very "dismemberment of the American empire" that had haunted Washington a generation earlier. By cutting a passage through the mountain barrier, New Yorkers believed they had done something no army or treaty could: they had welded the frontier's economic future to the nation's own. To make it real, they reshaped the land itself, carving an artificial river 363 miles across the state, from Buffalo to Albany. But the canal did not simply bend to their will. In the process of remaking the earth, the water remade them too.

Rivers have always driven trade, and a canal is simply a river summoned into being, an artificial vein of commerce cut where nature declined to put one. As environmental historian Martin Doyle has argued, rivers "shaped basic facts of America" itself. State borders trace their courses. Cities rose at their rapids and confluences, where settlers could funnel trade through a portage and take their cut. Farmers, merchants, and laborers all staked their fortunes on getting their goods to the nearest navigable water, and Americans argued fiercely over how much control the government should exert over commerce that flowed along it.

Doyle offers a useful image for thinking about this history: the palimpsest, a manuscript scraped clean and written over again and again, its earlier words still faintly visible beneath the new. America's rivers, he suggests, carry "decisions on top of decisions, events on top of events, ideas on top of ideas", each generation writing over the last without ever fully erasing it. To understand any single layer, a historian has to take it on its own terms, while never losing sight of what lies beneath. The Erie Canal is one such foundation. Everything New Yorkers built on top of it, economically, socially, morally, would carry the imprint of that first layer for generations to come.

As the Erie Canal transformed the economy and society of western New York, it also reshaped the region's religious life. New Yorkers were well aware of the mountains standing between them and the rest of the country, but rather than see the Appalachians as an obstacle, many saw them as a test, and their eventual triumph over that terrain as a sign of providential favor. Under that banner of providence, they built something almost as remarkable as the canal itself: a sprawling, voluntary network of investors, foremen, and laborers who turned an engineering gamble into a functioning waterway. Its success set off a cascade of growth across the frontier, and New Yorkers scrambled to keep pace, reworking old Protestant ideas like revival, national covenant, and human agency to fit a world their grandparents wouldn't have recognized. They banded together into voluntary societies to meet the moment.

The canal sits at the center of this story because it created the very conditions that pulled frontier merchants into a much larger conversation, one playing out across the young republic about virtue, commerce, and the soul of the American experiment. For these New Yorkers, religion wasn't a private matter set apart from public life; it was the engine of moral improvement, political reform, and, increasingly, the fight against slavery. This is also, not coincidentally, how western New York earned its nickname: the Burned-Over District, scorched by wave after wave of religious revival. The canal helps explain why that fire broke out along this particular strip of rural New York and not in the Ohio Valley, the Yazoo Delta, or established cities like Boston, Philadelphia, or Pittsburgh.

The organizing habits New Yorkers developed to manage local upheaval didn't stay local. They scaled up. Having learned, through the sheer logistics of canal-building, what a determined voluntary association could accomplish, they turned that same machinery toward national causes, temperance, Sabbath observance, and abolition among them. Protestant reformers along the canal built moral improvement societies that would later serve as blueprints for urban missions in America's industrializing cities. They campaigned to keep the canal itself silent on Sundays. And where the great reform movements the Bible cause, temperance, and abolition had once been the property of Boston and Philadelphia, by the mid-nineteenth century their leaders were relocating to towns along the canal corridor to build something new. Arthur and Lewis Tappan left Boston for New York City to tap into its trade networks. Gerrit Smith's family fortune came from selling land in western New York to canal and railroad developers. And in Rochester, Frederick Douglass, Elizabeth Cady
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