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nomics, and the strategies used by their leaders to interact with
this emerging regional urban system. The economic and cultural
interactions among the towns and cities were accompanied by the
social interactions of the individuals who populated the region. The
migratory experience of these people and their interaction with the
urban system as individuals and groups establish the basis for un-
derstanding how the urbanization process affected the lives of the
people.

This detailed analysis of the historical development of the
Great Valley prior to the Civil War and Timothy R. Mahoney’s
perceptive and original interpretation of the regional urban system
that emerged lays an excellent foundation for future studies of ur-
banization in this region and elsewhere.

Mahoney has written a fine study grounded in exhaustive re-
search in primary and secondary sources. He presents substantial
material in the form of clear descriptive tables and figures. The
topics of the tables range from Edmund Dana’s 1819 ranking of the
attractiveness of thirty western locations based on soil quality, cli-
mate, healthfulness, market access, and other variables to a de-
tailed schedule of farmer Edward Ingraham’s twenty-nine trips to
market to deliver 641 bushels of corn between 1852 and 1853. The
maps clearly depict subjects such as the attractiveness of western
locations, human settlement patterns, soil quality, urban hinter-
lands, roads and rates of travel, the hydrology of the Mississippi
River, and the location of businesses in Galena and Davenport.
These figures, tables, and maps provide students of regional his-
tory and the urbanization process a rich mine of information that
is clearly presented and interpreted.
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America in 1857: A Nation on the Brink. By Kenneth M. Stampp.
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In the first volume of his long-awaited study of secession, Wil-
liam W. Freehling offers a complex account of a fragmented social
order. After a lesiurely tour of the South’s physical and human
geography, he quickly focuses on slavery as the centerpiece of
southern society. From the eighteenth century onward slavehold-
ers had precariously balanced a preference for Enlightenment def-
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erence against the demands of romantic democracy. They had to
rule their slaves and at least attempt to control their neighbor-
hoods without violating sacred principles of republicanism.
Whether in the household, in the field, or on the hustings, masters
seldom wielded unlimited power. To Freehling both slaveholders
and their slaves participated in an elaborate charade in which pa-
ternalistic pretensions clashed with harsh repression and apparent
submissiveness masked daily resistance.

Variations on these theatrics appeared because of important
regional differences within the so-called South. The South was in
fact several Souths, and especially important were the contrasts
between the politics of slavery in the deep South and in the border
states. Throughout the volume the author maintains a useful dis-
tinction between “diffusionists” who would rid their states of slav-
ery through manumission, colonization, sales, and even territorial
expansion and “perpetualists” who tried to fortify their social order
against the smallest threats to slavery.

In detailing the lengthy journey toward secession, Freehling
deals with familiar topics ranging from slavery in Jeffersonian Vir-
ginia to the Kansas-Nebraska Act, but along the way he offers ei-
ther new interpretations or a skillful synthesis of a massive
secondary literature. Thus the Missouri Compromise becomes an-
other example of the persistence of slavery diffusion proposals in
American politics. In dealing with the nullification crisis, Freehl-
ing revises his own earlier work by portraying the nullifiers as
nervous, cautious, and compromising revolutionaries. Giving more
thorough treatment to the ideological and political subtleties of the
gag rule debates than any previous scholar, Freehling neatly han-
dles the interplay of state, national, and party politics.

The Road to Disunion offers many revisions—large and
small—on seemingly exhausted subjects. In a sophisticated analy-
sis of the Texas question Freehling reinterprets the motives of
southern annexationists and finds considerable evidence of British-
abolitionist cooperation to end slavery in Texas. He is especially
good at rediscovering and explaining the actions of often forgotten
figures such as Abel Upshur and Stephen Pearl Andrews.

Unfortunately many readers may not be able to appreciate the
substantial contribution made by this book because of some obvi-
ous and annoying problems. Once Freehling moves past the Texas
question, too many of the chapters seem either sketchy or deriva-
tive, as if he had already written too much and decided to wrap
things up quickly. Freehling’s assessments of the secondary litera-
ture are often generous and perceptive but are sometimes idiosyn-
cratic and occasionally harsh. Nor does he necessarily practice
what he preaches. After deploring the overemphasis on the role of
slavery in southern politics, Freehling spends about two-thirds of
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his overlong book dealing almost exclusively with the politics of
slavery.

There are also some maddening style problems. Freehling
strains for a smoothly flowing narrative, sometimes achieves this
goal, but often ends up with jarring informalities, silly nicknames
(Howell Cobb is referred to as “Fatty Cobb” throughout), odd
phrases, and frequently anachronistic diction. The book is severely
overwritten from beginning to end. Nevertheless, readers should
patiently endure the prose because there is much to learn from
Freehling’s book, and they can only hope that he avoids such ex-
cesses in the concluding volume.

If Freehling essays to analyze the whole sweep of southern sec-
tionalism, Kenneth M. Stampp’s America in 1857 microscopically
examines one year of the sectional conflict. Organized in roughly
chronological fashion, the book is effectively held together by
steady attention to the Kansas question. As the New Year dawned,
many Americans hoped that the newly elected President James
Buchanan would discover the formula for dampening the fires of
the slavery controversy. If Democrats had reason to be optimistic,
Republicans, too, saw a bright future for their young but growing
party. Indeed the third American party system was moving out of
its infancy into a boisterous childhood.

In a book that can best be described as good old-fashioned po-
litical history, Stampp includes descriptions of the national and re-
gional economies along with some social history. Yet his social
history is quaintly anecdotal and oblivious to newer historical top-
ics and methods. Stampp keeps the focus on politics, especially the
intricate political maneuvering in Washington and factionalism in
the states. America in 1857 dwells lovingly on such staples of po-
litical history as the tariff, Cabinet making, and patronage;
Stampp masterfully wends his way through the labyrinth of per-
sonalities and issues with sure-footed confidence.

Naturally much of this material will be familiar to students of
antebellum American history. The discussion of the Dred Scott
case, for instance, while concise and clear, adds little to an already
substantial secondary literature. On the other hand, Stampp pre-
sents the best available narrative analysis of the Lecompton fiasco
and is especially good at describing and assessing decisions made
in both Kansas and Washington. Some political topics such as the
Mormon war and filibustering appear tangential to the main story,
but the author nicely weaves the Panic of 1857 into the flow of
political events.

A deft feel for the interactions of personality and politics pro-
duces fine assessments of Buchanan, John W. Forney, Robert J.
Walker, Stephen A. Douglas, Howell Cobb, and many other fig-
ures. Although Stampp gives somewhat superficial attention to
southern politics, he is superb on the intricacies of party battles in
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New York, Massachusetts, Illinois, and Ohio. Modern scholars
might carp that Stampp’s book is history written in the Allan Nev-
ins and Roy Nichols tradition, but even now there remains both a
need and an audience for magisterial studies of past politics. Such
good history should never go out of style.
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These essays survey various fields of agricultural historiogra-
phy, discuss contested issues, and identify opportunities for further
research. Five of them consider the Northeast and Midwest, an-
other five address southern questions, and two deal with women
and immigrants as “Special Topics” that cut across the book’s re-
gional division. Because the editor and several contributors hold
university appointments in economics, and most of the other con-
tributors are conversant with the methods and theories of social
science, the essays’ language is sometimes technical and occasion-
ally mathematical. Their use of “in-text citation,” a style of docu-
mentation characteristic of the social sciences and still (blessedly)
rare in history, accentuates their special flavor.

Particularly rewarding essays include Jeremy Atack and Fred
Bateman, “Yeoman Farming: Antebellum America’s Other ‘Pe-
culiar Institution’” and Kathleen Neils Conzen, “Immigrants in
Nineteenth-Century Agricultural History.” Both will be especially
helpful to students of the Midwest. Atack and Bateman ask
whether the North’s small, independent farmers were succeeding
in 1860, conclude that they were, and then note that the farmers’
commercial aspirations portended their eventual loss of indepen-
dence. In the course of developing that argument, Atack and Bate-
man lucidly summarize a great deal of information, much of it
drawn from their own research, about land distribution, the costs
of beginning farms in various parts of the North, and the relatively
high degree of economic equality characteristic of northern rural
communities. Conzen’s essay reports that studies of midwestern
Germans and Scandinavians have challenged the once regnant
“Turnerian” belief that ethnicity had little importance for Ameri-
can agricultural developments. She adds, however, that “synthesis
remains a distant goal” (p. 309). Midwestern historians will also



