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LETTERS
ON
NORTH AMERICA
by
MICHEL CHEVALIER

Translated by Steven Rowan
with an introduction by Steven Rowan and Carlos Schwantes
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Carte des Etats-Unis d’Amérique Gravé sur pierre par L. Bouffard [active 1833-1866],
used as a map insert for Michel Chevalier, Lettres sur [’Amérique du Nord (Paris:

Gosselin, 1836) as well as in two printings of “Lettre XXII” in French journals. Courtesy
of the Map Division, Library of Congress, acquisition number rr000040-jp2.
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Translator’s Note

The basis of this completely fresh translation is the third edition of Michel Chevalier,
Lettres sur I’ Amérique du Nord, used in the version published in Brussels in 1838 by
Hauman et Cie., Société belge de librairie, in three volumes, and compared by me with
the 1836 Paris edition. To increase the practical use of the text, the “Notes” originally
placed at the end of each volume have been moved to follow the “Letter” to which they
refer. For the same reason the footnotes of the author have been preserved at the bottom
of the page (and have been made continuous for the whole book). This makes the
author’s whole approach more understandable and opens up many of Chevalier’s
insights. The notes have never been translated before. I do not agree with the brilliant
John William Ward that they are unnecessary for understanding the whole work. ' The
notes clarify Chevalier’s thoughts at the time, both on America and on Europe. It makes
the entire book available in English for the first time. I compared the Belgian edition with
the first Paris edition of 1836 in order to understand changes the text underwent. The
results of that may be seen in the table of contents and at the head of the notes
themselves.

In Chevalier’s extensive discussions of Andrew Jackson’s attacks on the Second
Bank of the United States, I have used an initial capital (Bank) to designate the Bank of
the United States, while a lower-case initial letter is used for other American banks.

The reader should note that Chevalier occasionally uses the word “democracy” as
a direct synonym for the Democratic Party. When that is clear, the word is capitalized.
The party continued to speak of itself as “The Democracy” into the twentieth century.

The basic measures of distance and weight used in the text are metric, with only
occasional references to English or American units. Prices have also been left in francs.
The use of gold as a medium of value permits the conversion of a United States Dollar
into 5.33 French francs, and the league (/iex), an archaic unit of distance, was officially
converted at the time into four kilometers.

This translation is uniform with my own translation of Chevalier’s History and
Description of the Routes of Communication of the United States (1840-1843), which |
have also completed and is to be published by the Saint Louis Mercantile Library at the
University of Missouri-St. Louis.

SR

! Michael Chevalier, Society, Manners, and Politics in the United States: Letters on North America, edited
and with an introduction by John William Ward, translated after the T. G. Bradford edition (New York:
Doubleday, 1961, reprint Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1967). Ward corrected what he saw as errors in the
Bradford translation, but intentionally omitted the notes as irrelevant to understanding what he saw as
Chevalier’s strictly American narrative.



Foreword

Foreword
by Carlos Schwantes and
Steven Rowan

Michel Chevalier was a contemporary of his far-better known countryman, Alexis
de Tocqueville. Both were part of a remarkable trans-Atlantic exchange of technical
information that took place between the mid-1820s and the mid-1840s, and both
produced detailed accounts of the young American republic during its effervescent 1830s.
Many readers will only know this period in terms of Tocqueville’s Democracy in
America, originally published in 1835 and 1840. Chevalier had a view of the United
States profoundly different from Tocqueville, and he asked very different questions
during his visit to America. Where Tocqueville focused on the social, cultural, and
political peculiarities of the new nation, Chevalier’s primary assignment was to transmit
information back to the French government on North American transportation and
banking. He was, in short, to engage in “industrial espionage on a grand scale” as he
prepared his report evaluating canals and railroads.

In his report to the government of France, Chevalier recorded his observations in
great detail.” But along the way he also served as a journalist by sending regular
messages to the French press describing all aspects of American life. Here he pursued a
broad personal agenda observing what could be called the spirit of American politics and
economic enterprise, as well as racial issues extending beyond the question of slavery in
the American South. He was also vitally interested in the role of women in America as
well as in Europe. Chevalier was particularly distressed at the direction of European life
under the pressure of continuous preparation for war, and he saw one reason for the scale
of American economic development to be, in part, the lack of any need to arm for an
oncoming continental war. The time for that had not yet come, but ironically it would
indeed come soon enough in a cataclysmic civil war.

His Letters on North America contain a great deal of simple reportage about life
in the United States, but also much about Europe in general and France in particular.
Some of this was lost on American readers because his extensive notes, some the size of
essays, were not translated into English. Furthermore, while Tocqueville has become an
object almost of worship to those who have him as their primary source for understanding
America in the 1830s, Chevalier has been seen more as a reporter than a prophet. The
separation of the Letters in English-language translations from their extensive notes has
made the intensity of Chevalier’s involvement with contemporary issues in England and
France inaccessible to those who cannot read French. Remedying that long-standing

? See Rowan’s translation of Chevalier’s History and Description of the Routes of Communication of the
United States (1840-1843), which is to be published by the John Barriger III National Railroad Library at
the University of Missouri-St. Louis.



oversight is one primary purpose of Steven Rowan’s fine new translation.’

Chevalier, who has been described as an engineer who became an economist, was
hardly a disinterested observer: by 1835, the year he visited the United States, France
had begun to spin a web of railway lines centering in Paris. One pioneer railway ran a
relatively short distance from Paris to St. Germaine en Laie, a village near the Palace of
Versailles. In all likelihood Chevalier held a financial stake in that or other early
railways and would invest in France’s future rail projects.

In the mid 1830s, France had two national models its railway builders could
choose to emulate: Great Britain and the United States. Great Britain, being a compact,
densely populated, and rich country by American standards, chose to its construct its rail
lines and their support structures as if they were intended to last through all eternity, but
the land-rich and cash-poor United States had little choice but to construct its rail lines in
a manner that might easily be described as “quick and dirty.” Chevalier thought the
American model had clear advantages for France. The idea was to get tracks on the
ground and traffic flowing as quickly as possible so as to make the money needed to
reward investors and then to further extend the line.”

Let me share with you in Chevalier’s own words what he recommended to the
French government in terms of why it should emulate the British or the Americans as
France was poised to create its own web of railways.

It is believed that North America will eventually have railroads for all important links for those
that are served by Royal Roads of the first class in France. This system is obviously being
established as we speak. The line from the Hudson to Lake Erie is one of those where this
tendency is first revealed. The railroad from Albany to Buffalo is already three-quarters
completed. It is worth remarking that this result has been achieved, not by virtue of a general
plan drawn up in advance, but entirely by the effect of isolated enterprises provoked by local
needs of some parts of the line. No one declared there to be a pure necessity to create a railroad
from the Hudson to Lake Erie. The idea of this major link was presented to populations and
speculators only after it had already been half-realized. In this way, the English-speaking peoples
differ a great deal from the French; the Anglo-Saxon race only arrives at the general conception
of an enterprise slowly and by degrees, when practice leads them there, when it is already partly
completed. The French character proceeds in the opposite way. With an ability no other people
can equal, we begin by tracing magnificent plans of the whole, always in keeping with need. But
once the idea is launched, we stop, and often it is only our projects that offer the aura of grandeur
that, in contrast, marks the actual accomplishments of our neighbors across the Channel and their
descendants of North America.’

* * *
Let me now share with you the context vital to a clear understanding of

Chevalier’s visit to North America. During the 1830s and 1840s the familiar sounds that
had long punctuated daily life in the United States noticeably changed. After 1844 the

3 Michael Chevalier, Society, Manners, and Politics in the United States: Letters on North America, edited
and with an introduction by John William Ward, translated after the T. G. Bradford edition (New York:
Doubleday, 1961, reprint Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1967). Ward corrected what he saw as errors in the
Bradford translation, but intentionally omitted the notes as irrelevant to understanding Chevalier’s strictly
American narrative.

* George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (New York: Harper & Row, 1951).

: Chevalier, History and Description of Routes of Communication of the United States, vol. 1 (Paris, 1840),
pp- 274-275



clicking of the telegraph reminded listeners that communication no longer traveled at the
speed of a horse or depended upon the visual cues of a semaphore. Now news traveled at
the speed of lightning, and passing trains reminded listeners of thunder the roar of
thunder. The sounds of new mechanical technologies powered by steam were distinctive:
steam-driven locomotives hissed, sighed, panted, and snorted. No wonder people called
them iron horses.’

Steamboats, the pioneering application of steam power to transportation in the
United States, antedated railroad locomotives by a quarter century. Steam turned the
large paddle wheels that steadily splashed along the rivers and lakes of the United States,
even as the iron wheels of railway cars squealed around tight curves on tracks attempting
to surmount the Appalachian Mountains of Pennsylvania and Virginia.

The modern railroad originated in Great Britain when the Stockton & Darlington
Railway commenced operation in 1825, and inauguration of service on the Liverpool &
Manchester Railway five years further affirmed the attractiveness of the latest means of
transport. Steam power had long been used in Britain to run the pumps needed to keep
coastal mines from flooding, but in the 1820s its application to transportation by rail was
still largely a matter of hit and miss experimentation. To choose which steam locomotive
design might be best suited to its railway, the Liverpool & Manchester staged a public
contest in 1829 among four very different inventions. George Stephenson’s “Rocket”
won the Rainhill Trials, and he and his son Robert emerged as the world’s much-sought-
after “first family” of railway engineering talent.’

Observers from the United States occasionally crossed the Atlantic in the late
1820s to study the unfolding story of the Stephensons’ successful marriage of steam
power and a small mobile platform that ran on rails, just as French and German observers
like Chevalier and Franz von Gerstner traveled to the United States in the 1830s to
observe transport developments there that might have application in their respective
home countries.®

In truth, in every aspect of railroad construction and operation no one knew what
practices and techniques might work best, or what might not work at all. From the
support structure comprising the ties, rails and tracks to the machines represented by
locomotives and cars to the best practices for safe train movement, no one knew what
might prove to be of practical benefit and what might be a dead end. At first many
Americans believed that iron wheels on iron rails lacked the adhesion to climb grades.
Some observers believed that a series of canal locks might be necessary for a railroad to
surmount any sort of grade.’

That canal technology might be adapted to benefit the infant railroads is not
surprising. Canals antedated railroads by several decades, and the successful, completion
of the Erie Canal in 1825 inspired the construction of many additional canals across the

% Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007).

" Christopher McGowan, Rail, Steam, and Speed: The “Rocket” & the Birth of Steam Locomotion
(NewYork: Columbia University Press, 2004).

¥ Franz Anton Ritter von Gerstner, Early American Railroads (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997).
The two-volume book’s original German title was Die innern Communicationen (1842-1843), and it was
translated into English by David J. Diephouse and John C. Decker and edited by Frederick C. Ganst.

® Horatio Allen, The Railroad Era. First Five Years of its Development (New York: Horatio Allen, 1884);
Thomas Earle, Treatise on Rail-Roads and Internal Communications (Philadelphia: J. Grigg [etc.], 1830.



Northeastern and Midwestern portions of the United States. In fact, during the height of
what contemporaries aptly described as "canal enthusiasm" it sometimes appeared that
the main purpose of any railroad was to augment the nation's waterways, both artificial
and natural. The name of America's pioneer railroad, the Baltimore and Ohio, spoke to
the desire of the seaport city to extend it commercial reach to the fertile lands drained by
the Ohio River. The name of a later railroad, the Chesapeake and Ohio, was an
expression of its intent to link Chesapeake Bay with the Ohio River valley. The list of
early railroad names that suggest the carriers' intent to augment existing waterborne
commerce is a lengthy one: Mohawk & Hudson; Delaware & Hudson; Mobile & Ohio."

Completion of the Erie Canal across upstate New York in the mid-1820s to link
the Hudson River at Albany with the Great Lakes at Buffalo greatly reduced the cost of
shipping grain and produce from the fertile Midwest to the Eastern Seaboard. The 500-
mile long "artificial River" so clearly benefited the port of New York that it created a
sense of panic among competing seaports. None of them had the same advantage as the
city and state of New York did in their canal's relatively low level crossing of the
Appalachian Mountain barrier separating Eastern Seaboard ports from the Midwestern
bread basket. The Atlantic ports of Boston, Baltimore, and Charleston all proposed to
utilize the new railroad technology to surmount mountain barriers protect their trade in
the competition with New York."'

In the late 1820s and early 1830s it was widely believed that trade was like water:
it always flowed along the path of least resistance, and in real terms that meant to the port
of New York. In other words, they viewed the national economic pie to be a constant
size, and if one city gained a larger slice it was at the expense of everyone else. This
philosophy was seemingly embraced by the Democratic Party of Andrew Jackson in the
early 1830s, and it helped fuel their distrust of monopolies and growing personal wealth.
Their opponents, the Whigs, viewed the American economic pie as constantly expanding,
and for this reason they believed that one person's financial gain did not necessarily come
at the expense of anyone else. These competing beliefs enlivened politics in various
ways during the 1830s and 1840s when canals, railroads, and other modes of
transportation were not just ways to get from one city to another, but contributors to the
expanding the economic pie.

The city that felt it had most to lose in the commercial competition was
Philadelphia, formerly the nation's foremost city and busiest port. The city leaders faced
an especially formidable set of challenges to their commercial hegemony. To the north
lay New York and its highly successful trans-Appalachian canal, and to the south was
Baltimore with its potentially threatening plans to use a railroad to redirect trade to
Chesapeake Bay. The Baltimore-based railroad, should it find a way to cross the
mountains, could likely extend its tracks to Pittsburgh, at the head of the Ohio River
valley and a Pennsylvania city long considered by Philadelphia merchants to be part of

' Peter L. Bernstein, Wedding of the Waters: The Erie Canal and the Making of a Great Nation (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2005); Gerard Koeppel, Bond of Union: Building the Erie Canal and the American
Empire (Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2009).

""H. Roger Grant, The Louisville, Cincinnati & Charleston Rail Road: Dreams of Linking North and
South (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014); Henry S. Tanner, 4 Description of the Canals and
Railroads of the United States (New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1970 reprint of the 1840 edition).



their exclusive trade network. Besieged from north and south, the Philadelphians
determined to plunge directly west and beat Baltimore to the Pittsburgh gateway to the
Ohio country. That would be no simple feat. To do so Philadelphia had to invest in a
hybrid combination of canals and railroads to surmount the mountains of central
Pennsylvania, which it eventually did."

The state-owned Mainline adapted a technology long in use in Britain by resorting
to incline planes to haul canal boats up and over the backbone of the Appalachian
Mountains to protect Philadelphia's long-distance trade with Pittsburgh. But despite the
complicated feats of civil engineering that severely strained Pennsylvania's budget, the
Philadelphia merchants and manufacturers were not able to surmount the advantages of
their New York City counterparts. When completed, the Pennsylvania Mainline did
effectively shrink the distance and reduce the difficulty of getting people and goods
between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, but it was a big failure financially. Its utility was
soon be greatly diminished by the privately financed Pennsylvania Railroad and its all-
rail route that roughly paralleled the Mainline all the way from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh
and eventually destroyed it."?

This was the frothy mix of new transportation technologies with their often
unpredictable and unintended economic, political, and social consequences that French
observers like Tocqueville and Chevalier, German observers like Gerstner, and lesser-
known observers from other nations came to see. Of these, Chevalier and Gerstner were
the most meticulous in their descriptions of developments taking place in the young
United States.

For one thing, the United States did not — and could not — replicate in detail the
system of canals and railroads evolving in Great Britain, a small nation that in area was
about the size of the American state of Michigan. England, the epicenter for British
railway construction and finance, was smaller than the state of Missouri. Not only did
the United States in 1835 sprawl across a far larger area than the “mother country” of
railways, it also had far less capital to invest in building railways. Hence Chevalier’s
interest in America’s banking and financial structures as well as transportation and
communication.

There being no true civil engineers in the mid 1830s apart from the military,
home-grown American “mechanics” were forced to experiment as they sought to develop
less expensive ways of replicating what the British were doing. Where in England the
railways laid arrow-straight tracks across imposing viaducts of brick and stone and bored
through even the smallest hills to fashion what was appropriately called the “permanent
way,” Americans admitted they were forced by circumstances to fabricate an
“Impermanent way.”

Railroad builders often spanned America’s many valleys by building spindly
wooden trestles instead of investing scarce dollars into the massive structures favored by
the British; their tracks often wound around tight curves as they climbed up and over the
mountains rather than bore straight through them. Even the rails in America were often

' James E. Vance, Jr., The North American Railroad: Its Origin, Evolution, and Geography (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995).

' Albert J. Churella, The Pennsylvania Railroad, Volume I: Building an Empire, 1846-1917 (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).
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cobbled together from wooden stringers topped with a bearing surface of iron instead of
being fashioned entirely from iron as in Britain.

Photographs of North America’s early trestles suggest flimsy structures that could
barely support a train, and, indeed, some could not. The Pacific Railroad of Missouri
building from Saint Louis toward Kansas City decided in 1855 to celebrate its completion
as far as the state capital of Jefferson City by hosting a special train of Saint Louis
luminaries. Alas, the trestle over the Gasconade River gave way under the weight of the
train, and several of the railroad’s guests plunged to their deaths. This sort of disaster
reoccurred with depressing frequency on other railroads during those early years of cost-
cutting and seat-of-the-pants civil engineering.

Early locomotives imported from Britain and engineered to that country’s high
standards often proved too heavy and too rigid for the insubstantial and serpentine rights-
of-way typical of American railroads. Americans soon learned how to build locomotives
more suited to the technological and financial shortcuts that prevailed on the early
railroads of the United States. And Americans also built their early locomotives to burn
the cheapest fuel, namely the wood that was readily available in the forests that lined the
tracks across the eastern United States and which had gotten scarce in Great Britain. It
did not take many years for the appearance of American wood-burning locomotives to
diverge noticeably from British locomotives. The imposing smokestacks of the early
American locomotives functioned as spark arrestors to keep embers of burning wood
from igniting trestles and other wooden structures, or from setting fire to the forests and
fields that lined the tracks."

It was the American tendency to experiment, improvise, and innovate rather than
simply implement what already prevailed in Britain that attracted European observers
eager to see “Yankee Ingenuity” for themselves. Where the British favored imposing
stations that resembled castles and were solidly fashioned from iron, brick, and stone,
Americans usually had to be content with flimsy wooden sheds and smallish depots to
accommodate railroad passengers and freight. Americans correctly surmised that their
"impermanent way" could be rebuilt using more substantial materials as money
permitted. In most cases they were correct: over time many a flimsy wooden trestle was
replaced by more substantial structures of iron and steel, tight curves were eased or
eliminated, and mountains were tunneled through instead of surmounted by tracks forced
to use steep grades or cumbersome switchbacks. The cheap rails fashioned mostly from
wood were eventually replaced by more substantial ones made from iron and then steel.
In the larger cities like New York, Chicago, and Saint Louis the rudimentary early
stations were replaced by imposing marble-accented cathedrals of commerce intended to
project civic pride as well as railroad wealth and prowess. "

Chevalier was present in North America literally at the creation of its earliest
railroads. His European perspective on the canals, railroads, and steamboats of the
United States and Canada gives an especially valuable dimension to his observations in
Letters from North America. Most obviously, he noticed and commented upon many an

"“John H. White, Jr., American Locomotives: An Engineering History, 1830-1880 (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1997 Revised and Expanded Edition).

'3 John H. White, Jr., Wet Britches and Muddy Boots: A History of Travel in Victorian America
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).
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odd detail that North American observers took for granted. His reflections on what he
saw were shaped by his personal experiences in France, and if nothing else it is
interesting for modern readers to note how Chevalier processed what he observed in
North America on the basis of his first-hand knowledge of European history, and of
French history in particular.

Professor Steven Rowan's complete translation of Chevalier's Letters from North
America together with his tracking down the original illustrations makes this formative
period in the history of the Young American Republic and future Canada accessible to
modern readers. It is a story filled with possibilities that seemed promising at the time,
but which for a variety of reasons failed in practice. But that was the nature of the
"boundlessness" that typified North American life and thought in the 1830s and 1840s, a
time before civil engineers were trained professionally by colleges and universities,
before everything from railroad construction techniques to accounting practices was
standardized, and before cold mathematical calculations replaced red-hot personal
enthusiasm, intuition, and risky speculation.

And speaking of speculation, the United States in the mid-1830s abounded in the
financial variety in addition to that of its technological dreamers. The cornerstone of the
American financial edifice was the seemingly solid Second Bank of the United States,
which functioned as the nation’s central bank. When in the mid-1830s the “hard-money”
President Andrew Jackson effectively destroyed the Second Bank of the United States
because he considered that its assets included far too little bullion (or “hard money’’), not
to mention that in Jackson’s eyes it was a corrupt institution that served as a bastion of
privilege. But its private replacement in 1836 could no longer oversee the nation’s
finances. The result was a proliferation of state-chartered “wildcat” banks that in the
aggregate formed a financial counterpart to America’s rickety rail system, as the Panic of
1837 soon demonstrated. Occasionally a “wild cat” bank simply disappeared and was
never heard from again. Any paper money it had issued was worthless. Chevalier found
the saga of American finance worthy of study because of the lessons it might teach the
French as they worked to develop a financial system capable of sustaining rapid
industrial and commercial expansion.16

' David S. Reynolds, Waking Giant: America in the Age of Jackson (New York: HarperCollins, 2008);
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“Michel Chevalier began as a dreamer and ended as a solid man of affairs.”"’

Jules Simon (1814-1896)
“I no longer recall who called Monsieur Michel Chevalier ‘the poet of political
economy!’ He was never so to the detriment of the truth.”
Alfred-Auguste Cuvillier-Fleury [1802-1887]

Michel Chevalier was born in the industrial city of Limoges on 13 January 1806, the
son of a tax official of moderate means. At the age of eighteen he was admitted to the
Ecole polytechnique in Paris, and two years later to the Ecole des mines; he gained
further professional experience as a mining engineer in southern France, Switzerland, and
Germany. He began working in northern France in 1830.

In 1831 he joined the Saint-Simonians and began submitting articles to the
movement's journal L'Organisateur. The Saint-Simonians were a cult-like utopian
socialist movement that saw technical and industrial development as the best means to
social improvement, inspired by the ideas of the Claude Henri, comte de Saint-Simon
(1760-1825). In 1832 Chevalier took over the direction of the Saint-Simonian journal, Le
Globe, temporarily renouncing his professional career.

The result was a flood of articles by Chevalier about future technological
transformation, most significantly his “Mediterranean System” (March 1832) advocating
the construction of strategic canals and railroads to unite the West and the Muslim world
in the Mediterranean basin.'®

The transportation plans supported by Chevalier and the Saint-Simonians included
canals at Suez and Panama to accelerate international movement. Chevalier himself also
began as early as 1833 to promote a railroad tunnel under the English Channel to join
Paris and London. These routes of communication were to be built by an authoritarian
state to promote increased trade and travel. In this period Prosper Enfantin steered the
Saint-Simonians in an increasingly radical direction, adopting a distinctive costume and
promoting a neo-monastic ritualistic life in his large house in the Paris suburb of
Ménilmontant.

Authorities of the July Monarchy of King Louis-Philippe grew increasingly alarmed
with the cult when it began to promote equality of the sexes.'” The leaders of the cult
were arrested for having formed a permanent association of more than twenty persons, in
violation of the Penal Code. Chevalier was sentenced to a year in Sainte-Pélagie political
prison, later reduced by half.

While in prison, Chevalier separated himself from Enfantin and other members of the
cult, who turned their attentions to the court of the Khedive of Egypt, Mohammed Ali, to

17 Jules Simon, Notices et portraits. Caro, Louis Reybaud, Michel Chevalier, Fustel de Coulanges (Paris:
C. Lévy, 1892), specific citation, p. 218.

'8 Most of his pamphlets have the telling general title, Religion Saint-Simonienne ... See Taricone, /]
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19 In general, see Fiorenza Taricone, Il sansimoniano Michel Chevalier: indusrialismo e liberalismo
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lobby for the building of the Suez Canal. After negotiating with the Minister of the
Interior and of Public Works, Adolphe Thiers, Chevalier abandoned the cult, shedding its
costume and cutting his beard, and after his release from prison he was commissioned by
Thiers as well as Baptiste Alexis Victor Legrand, Director of the Corps of Bridges and
Roads, to go to the United States to report in detail on the transportation system there,
stressing canals and railroads.*

Chevalier departed France for England and America at the end of 1833, intending to
survey transportation in both the United States and Latin America. He began sending
articles to the Journal des débats in Paris entitled “Letters on America,” which eventually
became “Letters on North America.” He intended at the time to follow these with a series
of “Letters on Hispanic America.” His first two “letters” were posted from London and
Liverpool, and his first “letter” from the United States, from New York, was dated 1
January 1834. The final “letter,” number 34, also from New York, was dated 22 October
1835. Besides managing to travel extensively throughout the United States, notably both
in the slaveholding South as well as in Canada, he briefly visited Mexico and Cuba
before returning to France via New York. In 1836 Letters on North America was
published to great applause.”’ As Jules Simon declared, “Everything was new to us: it
resembled the land of dreams.”*

Yet it is important to realize that he was far from endorsing everything he
encountered in the United States. He was horrified by the treatment of non-white people
throughout the country, both in the slaveholding South and the “free” North; his
understanding of the economic dynamics of slavery convinced him that it would continue
to threaten national unity.” Like most European visitors at the time, he was also
bewildered by President Jackson’s demolition of the Second Bank of the United States,
an institution that Chevalier obviously admired and whose structure he explicated in
detail in his notes. It appears clear that it inspired Chevalier’s thoughts about central
banking institutions and the management of currency for the rest of his career.**

Chevalier’s other formative experience in America was his exposure to “Jacksonian
Democracy,” which he regarded as a threat to general economic progress. He saw the
American “bourgeoisie” as dominated by a politically militant working class allied with

2% See on Chevalier's Saint-Simonian days, Michael Peter Murphy, "Envisioning Romantic Political
Economy: the Formative Years of Michel Chevalier (1806-1879)," Ph. D. Thesis, University of California
Santa Cruz (June, 2011). Saint-Simonianism was one of the "Utopian Socialist" systems specifically
condemned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in their Communist Manifesto of 1848; Saint-Simon was
condemned by Isaiah Berlin, Freedom and its Betrayal: Six Enemies of Human L