


in what is today thought of as the Midwest (then the West) from the 1840s
to the end of the century.

Although William Oliver did not enthusiastically support emigra-
tion from Britain, he nevertheless wrote this book of advice for immigrants
to Illinois and addressed it to the one British group he believed had more
cause to emigrate than any other—the poor. Despite the back cover
reference to Oliver as English, his vocabulary and allusions suggest he was
a Scot, as does the book’s inscription to “The Labouring Men of
Roxburgshire.” Writing about his travels through mostly southern and
central Illinois in the early 1840s, Oliver took care to note the sort of
information about Illinois he thought an aspiring immigrant should know
before leaving home: most successful crops, common livestock, details
about farm implements and soil, taxation and land purchasing systems,
degree of cold (extreme temperatures low enough to make ink freeze in a
pen held not far from a fire), hunting rituals, gun barrel lengths and calibers,
and the cost of building and furnishing an 18 X 20 foot house. Readers were
also warned that the education in “the West” was poor or non-existent, the
snakes could be poisonous (he goes into great detail about a rattlesnake’s
fang mechanics), the whisky was execrable—the coffee worse, and the
insects annoying enough to make the whisky seem palatable.

Oliver traveled through America by steamboat, railway, stage, and
horse, and thus readers learn much about the methods and inconveniences
of travel in nineteenth-century America. For example, it took twelve to
fifteen days to go from New York to St. Louis via Philadelphia and
Pittsburgh and cost roughly $45. The lumbering, bone-jarring stage was
Oliver’s least favorite form of travel, no doubt due in part to the roads.
Locals created gaping holes in state roads by digging up the clay for
chimneys, and even the national roads confronted travelers with boulders,
huge tree stumps, and fences. Guidebooks did not yet exist, and so Oliver
and others often had to rely on chance meetings with travelers to learn
about accommodation prospects on the road ahead. :

Oliver repeatedly referred to himself as “a native of the old
country” and offered numerous observations about things he saw that
seemed very American. These observations are among the most interesting
in the book. He described Americans as “go-ahead,” mechanical people, but
he was perhaps most impressed by “the anomaly of semi-barbarian joined
with civilized existence.”(27) By this he meant the plethora of luxuries in
stores and warerooms even in isolated towns surrounded by woods as far
as the eye could see. He was also surprised by the lack of distinction
between classes, particularly in the West, the willingness of people to move
and live in wilderness conditions, and the gravity of demeanor and lack of
drunkenness even at celebrations such as the Fourth of July... Along with
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these traits described by Oliver as “American,” he recognized certain
regional differences. The South, for example, he characterized as more hier-
archical than the West, and more gentlemanly and domestic than the
money-grubbing, reserved East. His own prejudices about people are
revealed by his complete ignoring of Native Americans and his regarding ag
wilderness areas any that are “without a white inhabitant.” (38)

The books by Merrick and Russell are more narrowly focused on
river travel on the upper Mississippi between St. Louis and St. Paul. Both
authors knew the river intimately, Merrick as a steamboat pilot before
becoming a newspaper publisher and Russell as an occupant in his early
life on the Mississippi shores. Although Merrick focused on steamboat
-personnel and travel in the steaming heyday of the 1850s and 1860s and
Russell concentrated more on the rafter’s role in the lumber industry from
1840 until the end of the century, their books reveal many common
attitudes and stories. This is not surprising, given that Russell drew
heavily on Merrick’s book as well as his articles in the weekly newspaper
entitled Burlington Post.

Akey thing these writers had in common was a passion for the river
and a profound nostalgia for the heyday of river life and travel. The passion
is described as being like that of a first love, except that it never diminished
with time. Russell remarked that even women were fascinated by the river
and boats, and their fascination was “more than a perfunctory interest in the
business of their husbands; it was the spell paramount that the stream cast
over us all.”{307) Both writers celebrated the boatmen from boiler scalers to
pilots, and made every attempt to lend dignity to the roughest and rowdi-
est of river folk. Pilots, in particular, appear as heroes, revered for their
courage, precision, self-reliance, resourcefulness, and knowledge of the
river so exact, as to enable them to guide steamers through miles of unlight-
ed, unsigned waters full of snags, wrecks, and rocks. For Russell, to be a
pilot on the Mississippi was to reach the pinnacle of achievement.
Regarding this achievement he noted, "By comparison to be king of
England must be like washing dishes.”({244)

The romance of river life is tempered somewhat in both books by
lengthy discussions of the ever present dangers of being blown up, wrecked,
or sunk. Major threats to packet and raft steamers were boiler explosions,
fires, river snags, ice and rocks, collisions with other ships or bridge piers,
wrecked ships, and unpredictable weather. Merrick and Russell recount
many steamboat disasters, not so much to be grisly as to highlight the hero-
ic deeds of pilots, captains, and other boat personnel. It is perhaps ironic
that steam machinery became more reliable and the government began snag
pulling to make travel safer only after rivers were beginning to be eclipsed
by rails in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
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Whereas Oliver wrote almost nothing about river life and regarded
river folks as of “doubtful character,” Merrick attempted to recreate and
immortalize that life from 1854 to 1863 when steamboats lined the levees
and river towns were bustling places. He drew on his own experiences as
well as on the reminiscences of dozens of boatmen to recount the challenges,
fascination, and rough and tumble nature of packet steaming. Oliver might
have seen more drunkenness if he had confined himself to steamers, for
according to Merrick, whisky was a prime necessity of life for boat folk.
And there were bars on every boat. Bartenders had to know how to mix
whisky cocktails for Easterners, mint juleps for Southerners, and whisky
tour fingers deep for Westerners. Gambling was another favorite activity of
steamboat travelers, as were boat races.

Although the West may have seemed devoid of class distinctions to
Otliver when he compared it to Britain, Merrick suggests that there was an
obsession with hierarchy among boatmen, and it was based on race and
class. Cabin crews were typically black, while deck crews were white, most
being Irish. Above deck, the captain and chief clerk represented the first
class; the mate and second clerk the second. Pilots were the best paid mem-
bers of a crew, and seem to have been, along with the captains, the most
revered by Merrick and Russell. Most of Merrick’s book is celebratory,
detailing boatmen’s heroic deeds. When he was not celebrating, Merrick
was bemoaning the end of the steamboat era, and provided illustrations of
quiet turn-of-the-century levees and comments about unromantic modern
steaming technology such as the electric searchlight that replaced the
beloved resinous sap-lit torch.

Russell’s book is more a combination of celebration and critigue.
His focus is on the emergence, decline, and romance of an industry—the
lumber industry—whose key workers were the raftsmen who transported
logs on the Mississippi. They were his heroes, despite their reputation for
recklessness and rowdiness. He admitted that the general lawlessness of the
Western woods created a roughness in the raftsmen, but a roughness accom-
panied by sentiment and poetry. He saw a certain dignity in the group, and
maintained that he “heard raftsmen comparing waterscapes with the zeal of
artists.”(105) Russell’s book reveals the critically important role these men
played in the lumber industry from the 1840s until the end of the century
when most of the sought-after Midwest pine had been cut from the land.

Russell celebrated the raftsmen, in part, because they made the
settlement of the West possible, and this settlement was a good thing in
Russell’s view. He spoke about it as the “wonderful new empire”(21) and
the “true American Empire.”(11) Unlike Oliver, Russell did not ignore
Native Americans, but the same condescending attitude towards them is
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apparent. Russell referred to them as “mere savages” and “barbarous req
men” (15} and poked fun at them for displaying an attachment to place,
describing it as “so absurd to our better intelligence.”(15) Although Russe]]
recognized that treaties were violated in the seizing of Native American
lands, he nevertheless referred to “Indians” after their lands were seized ag
“ungrateful wards of a benevolent government.”(38)

At the same time that Russell celebrated the creation of empire
made possible by raftsmen and lumber from Michigan, Wisconsin, and
Minnesota, he vehemently criticized the devastating effect this empire-
building had on forests. Russell denounced the government and the lum-
ber industry for robbing American citizens of a vital resource. Americans
should look to Germany, he suggested, because the government there
passed a law stating that for each tree felled, one had to be planted. Given
his enthusiasm for empire, Russell can be considered typical of the time, but
a leader for his time when it came to his environmental concerns.

The lively writing style and attention to telling details should make
these three books of interest to scholars and non-scholars alike. Not only
will readers travel vicariously the rivers, roads, and rails of the nineteenth-
. century Midwest. They will also gain many insights into American nation-
al and regional identity, perceived racial and social hierarchies, attitudes
towards law and order, and prospects for immigrants who headed west.
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