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Abstract 
 

This research explores the economic and political considerations of internal 

improvements in antebellum southwest Virginia. Special emphasis is paid to local petitions 

submitted to the Virginia General Assembly between 1791 and 1829, as well as local newspaper 

editorials printed or reprinted in Lynchburg, Virginia during the same period. Questions of 

intentionality, self-interest, and sectionalism are raised in elucidating what role localities along 

the ‘old frontier’ played in connecting the underdeveloped western region of the state to the 

developed eastern region during the early 19th century. Border towns first settled in the colonial 

backcountry—specifically Lynchburg, Virginia—served as ‘first movers’ in implementing 

internal improvements in the backcountry for the explicit purposes of seizing emerging economic 

opportunity. Source records show that communities such as Lynchburg viewed an inevitable 

national improvement not as a centralized federal mechanism of public works, but rather as a 

decentralized collection of bridges, canals, and roads, forming collectively a national network of 

communication and travel for the benefit of communities. This research shows that a 

developmental model can be applied to help explain, in part, how improvement philosophies 

from the Scottish Enlightenment helped influence and reach the backcountry town of Lynchburg, 

Virginia. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

The process by which wealth is produced and distributed among individuals in a 
civilized community is a very complex affair, especially where division of labor has made 
any considerable progress. It involves the interest of every in- dividual, for no one can 
live to himself in such a community. It is affected by a great variety of circumstances 
which differ much in different countries and in the same country at different stages of its 
development. The special task of the economic historian ought to be to analyze this all-
embracing process as it has existed in each country at different times, and to explain it. 
His subject ought to be the wealth of nations in the literal sense of that phrase. 

 
     G.S. Callender (1915)1 

 
 
 
 

The explosion of national fervor for internal improvements at the turn of the 19th century 

raises numerous political, economic, and cultural considerations for modern historians. While the 

existence of internal improvements long preceded this time, their political and economic 

significance grew rapidly in proportion to calls for their expansion throughout the United States. 

While scholarship has often held a synchronous narrative of national unity during this period, 

numerous political and cultural nuances that consumed the American backcountry are ignored 

and run counter to this widely held narrative. In Stephen Minicucci’s article published in Studies 

in American Political Development entitled “Internal Improvements and the Union, 1790–1860” 

(2004), he claimed that many Americans “shared the belief that increased interregional 

communications would strengthen the fragile union by fostering shared economic interests.”2 

While interregional communication was seen as a boon to economic interests, it does not follow 

 
1 G. S. Callender, “The Position of American Economic History,” The American Historical Review 19, no. 

1 (1913): 88, https://doi.org/10.2307/1834808. 
 
2 Stephen Minicucci, “Internal Improvements and the Union, 1790–1860,” Studies in American Political 

Development, 18, no. 2 (Oct, 2004): 160, DOI: 10.1017/S0898588X04000094. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1834808
https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1017%2FS0898588X04000094
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that it was fueled to strengthen the union, or sought interregional unity beyond shared economic 

interest. Moreover, Minicucci concluded by asserting “the study of internal improvements is a 

study of political failure, which we can define as the prolonged failure of a majority to establish 

its favored policy.”3 While the study of internal improvements may be a study in political failure, 

it does not necessarily follow that majority support for internal improvements presented a unified 

nationalistic theme—let alone majority support for a nationalist political agenda. This 

historiographical section analyses how modern scholarship has viewed the emergence of internal 

improvements in the antebellum Upper South. Special attention is paid in assessing and 

cataloging not only the variety of interpretive approaches, but also the reasoning for such 

interpretations to include scholarly trends and biases. The historical significance of this 

introductory section is to elucidate the convergence of internal improvements, public policy, and 

federalism in antebellum American society prior to presenting the example of Lynchburg, 

Virginia in this research study. The following introductory subsections have dispensed with a 

chronological narrative in favor of a methodology of topical organization, which collectively 

better dispels the misconception that internal improvements were guided from one central 

authority, but rather show that the known benefits of improvements were widely distributed; in 

turn, action to harness their benefits emanated from a variety of locations to include the 

backcountry. 

Philosophy of Public Investment 

One critical means by which to assess the growth of internal improvements is through the 

philosophy of public investment in Virginia and at the national level. Lawrence G. Hines’s “The 

Early 19th Century Internal Improvement Reports and the Philosophy of Public Investment” 

 
3 Minicucci, “Internal Improvements and the Union, 1790–1860,” 160. 
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(1968) assessed “the first public discussions of the question of economic development in the 

United States,” providing readers with a summative philosophy behind pubic investment in the 

early antebellum period. 4 One foundational philosophy identified by Hines, quoting from Albert 

Gallatin’s Report on Roads and Canals to the Senate (1808), undoubtedly guided the financial 

future of internal improvements projects. Gallatin expressed that it was “sufficiently evident that, 

whenever the annual expense of transportation on a certain route, in its natural state, exceeds the 

interest on the capital employed in improving the communication, and the annual expense of 

transportation (exclusively of the tolls), by the improved route, the difference is an annual 

additional income to the nation”—a statement Hines identified as grasping “the modern concept 

of national income.” Despite the potential costs, the tenor of rhetoric signified that the 

“community benefit” overrode what may have been considered “an unsubstantiated assertion of 

project worth.”5 

Consulted federal records from1822 by the House of Representatives’ Committee on 

Roads and Canals indicated a “positive philosophy in support of federal assistance in the 

development of a national system of communication,” particularly in the post-War of 1812 

period. It should be noted that such an outlook relied upon holding to the “labor theory of 

value.”6 As for “how to justify the investment and finance the capital requirement” of such 

taxpayer funded endeavors, Hine’s identified that a perceived future production would bring 

“excitement to enterprise” to the American market and aid the “general diffusion of industry.”7 

 
4 Lawrence G. Hines, “The Early 19th Century Internal Improvement Reports and the Philosophy of Public 

Investment.” Journal of Economic Issues 2, no. 4 (1968): 384, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4223970. 
 
5 Hines, “The Early 19th Century Internal Improvement Reports,” 385. 
 
6 Ibid, 386. 
 
7 Ibid, 387. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4223970
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Controversy arose between economists and politicians, the former of whom raised concern over 

the debt obligation to be incurred. According to an 1822 congressional report, debt would “only 

create an obligation on those who would have the enjoyment of the improvements, to pay the 

debt. There does not seem to be the same obligation on us to pay off such a debt, as in the case of 

most others.”8 

While the development of a “national system of communication” was, indeed, widely 

desired, what was understood by the term national varied by region and political philosophy. 

Much like the disputed nuances of terms during the constitutional debates both in Congress and 

the state ratifying conventions, such words had two possible meanings: first, to those who 

favored a centralized union of indivisible states, the term national signified the further 

solidification of federal unification among the states via internal improvements—a physical 

symbolism of a political reality; second, to those who favored a decentralized union of sovereign 

states, the term national signified simply a description of the growing physical and economic 

interconnectedness that internal improvements poised to bring. It is also true that those who 

aligned philosophically with the latter group outright rejected such language in favor of less 

vague and prone to misinterpreted terms such as federal. Philosophies of public investment 

during the antebellum period, therefore, varied greatly and were dependent upon previously held 

political commitments. A function of many factors including sectionalist interests, ethnic history, 

and religious commitments, analyses of the state and local levels help best to shed light on the 

accumulative grand narrative of public investment philosophy. 

Federal vs State Authority 

 
8 Ibid, 391. 
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The philosophical differences that pitted political opponents in fervent rhetorical battles 

on the House and Senate floors were often not over what policy was to be implemented, but 

rather in whom the power to enact said legislation was vested—the federal Congress or the state 

legislatures. While many such examples may be cited, internal improvements quickly became 

one of the most contentious points of federal verse state authority debates of the antebellum. 

Pamela L. Baker’s “The Washington National Road Bill and the Struggle to Adopt a Federal 

System of Internal Improvement” (2002) analyzed the congressional debate behind one of the 

largest federal improvement projects of the period, the proposed 1830 Washington National 

Road—an undertaking that “dominated the congressional agenda” for nearly a month.9 

Central to her research was a methodological focus on political culture, the vying over 

federal authority, and the role of “the emerging sectional crisis” upon federal legislation, the 

history of which “provides a more complete picture of the struggle to achieve a federal system of 

internal improvements” in antebellum America.10 Although Congress “had funded lighthouses, 

beacons, harbors, and buoys along the coasts of the seaboard states to facilitate foreign trade,” as 

well as the Cumberland Road Act (supported by the Jeffersonians), Baker noted how a transition 

occurred in the aftermath of the War of 1812 that called for strengthened federal support for 

 
9 Pamela L. Baker, “The Washington National Road Bill and the Struggle to Adopt a Federal System of 

Internal Improvement.” Journal of the Early Republic 22, no. 3 (2002): 437, https://doi.org/10.2307/3124811. 
 
10 Baker, “The Washington National Road Bill,” 438. Baker also noted that: “Over time the shifting 

sectional coalitions began to coalesce into one group that favored an expanded role for the central government in 
promoting economic development and another that rejected it as an instrument of change. The debate over the 
Washington National Road bill in 1830 marks a turning point in this struggle. It illuminates the hardening of 
sectional tensions between northern and western states, which were eager for the central government to assume a 
leading role in internal development, and their southern counterparts, which opposed any measure that violated 
states' rights.” Ibid, 439-440. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3124811
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internal improvements—a subject that raised questions over the constitutional reach of Congress 

into the states.11 

She identified three key strategies pursued to enact a federal improvement system: first, 

the congressional appropriation of cash, stock, and land; second, the earmarking of surplus funds 

to individual states; and third, a strategy that “called for the most ambitious extension of federal 

power, [which] required that the central government oversee both funding and construction of 

major road and canal projects.” A fourth option later developed, encouraged by President 

Monroe with the belief that although “Congress did not have the authority to construct roads and 

canals…it could finance transportation projects that served ‘national purposes.’”12 Moreover, he 

“indicated that Congress could authorize the Army Corps of Engineers to conduct needed 

surveys of important projects at government expense,”13 which would in effect be “a kind of 

backdoor approach to adopting a federal system.” Outspoken southern statesmen including 

Virginia’s John Randolph raised concerns over the rapidly expanding federal power and the 

inevitable “sectional jealousies” and “discord among the states” that resulted from unequally 

distributed funds.14 Baker concluded that a final concern emerged from the Panic of 1819, which 

“had particularly devastating consequences in the southern states and caused many people to 

question postwar economic nationalism.” Across both the northern and southern states, “federal 

policies increasingly were viewed in sectional terms.”15 It was “the hardening of sectional 

 
11 Ibid, 440-442. 
 
12 Ibid, 442. 
 
13 Ibid, 443. 
 
14 Ibid, 446. 
 
15 Ibid, 447. 
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tensions,” identified by Baker in voting patterns, “and the formation of the modem party system 

[that] were increasingly shaped by ideological differences over the proper role of the central 

government within the states.”16 This theme of originating power underlaid the entirety of the 

internal improvement debate. 

Because of regional differences, the implementation of internal improvements must be 

studied at the state level in order to elucidate its place and function within the competing and 

parallel societies that were the state and local governments. Dolores N. Savage’s “The Relation 

of the Federal and State Governments to the Problem of Internal Improvements, 1810 to 1840” 

(1935) compiled a primer of antebellum internal improvement projects between 1810 and 1841. 

Her work assessed the economic and political considerations to include the political status of 

internal improvements beginning in 1810, questions of constitutionality, the response of key 

antebellum presidential administrations, and the relationship between the federal and state 

governments. Within her analysis of the relations of the state of internal improvements between 

1825-1840 in Virginia, Savage identified the appropriation of federal funds as a key issue of 

debate. While Virginians conceded that the Constitution provided Congress the authority “to set 

up…internal improvements within the territories of the several States,” the compact remained “to 

each state among its domestic powers, exercisable within itself and by its domestic authorities 

alone. For Congress to assume that it was justified in appropriating public funds for state 

improvements was leading in the direction of a centralized government. They further stated that 

they were aware that the calamity of a possible separation “would be great but not so great as 

submission to a government of unlimited powers.”17 Even James Madison, who supported the 

 
16 Ibid, 463. 
 
17 Dolores N. Savage, “The Relation of the Federal and State Governments to the Problem of Internal 

Improvements, 1810 to 1840,” Loyola University Chicago (1935): 17, https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/357. 

https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/357
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improvements, “was of the opinion that an amendment was necessary” to provide federal entities 

with such authority.  For this reason, Madison did not sign the Bonus Bill of 1817.18 Such 

sentiments were contained within President Monroe’s first annual message, which called for all 

federally appropriated funds for improvement purposes to be dispersed to the states in 

“proportion to the number of Representatives from each state, with its own consent….”19 

Federal Authority and Spending 

The federal response to improvements different greatly from most states, particularly in 

the south. William H. Bergmann’s The American National State and the Early West (2012) 

sought to correct the underdeveloped narrative of the role federal entities played in developing 

the West—particularly the trans-Appalachian West via “bureaucratic institutions.”20 “National 

public works projects endorsed by Congress and presidential administrations,” he stated, 

“radiated communication and commercial networks across the states.”21 But these institutions 

along the border regions did not exist as powerful federal institutions. Bergmann equated these 

entities as possessing “the appearance of power, even if practical authority was minimal.”22 

Despite what has been described at times as a “facade of strength,” it was “local commerce and 

local institutions” that “emerged and crystalized alongside federal institutions” in order to tame 

the wilderness and drive settlement.23 While federal entities including the military and post 

 
18 Savage, “The Relation of the Federal and State Governments,” 18. 
 
19 Ibid, 30. 
 
20 William H. Bergmann, The American National State and the Early West (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 9. 
 
21 Bergmann, The American National State, 4. 
 
22 Ibid, 95. 
 
23 Ibid, 4-114. 
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office became “a means to counteract centrifugal forces associated with expansionism,” they also 

facilitated communities founded upon the principles of communal self-reliance, a social dynamic 

unparalleled throughout the East since it's settlement period centuries prior.24 Theodore Sky’s 

The National Road and the Difficult Path to Sustainable National Investment (2011) examined 

the political considerations and debates behind the Cumberland Road, also referred to as the 

National Road. Issues of “constitutional, fiscal, sectional, and economic” concerns raised pivotal 

questions about the authority of the federal government.25 Moreover, Sky traced “the laws and 

presidential actions that affected the fate of the road [and] established precedents for major court 

decisions in the twentieth century that influenced the direction of the United States.”26 

Tolls, for example, played a key component of state verses federal authority along the 

road, which was authorized in 1806 with construction beginning the following decade. The Gates 

Bill passed by Congress in 1822 provided for “federally administered tollgates and toll collection 

that would furnish a source of local, user-provided funds for the road rather than federal funds, 

thus avoiding the constitutional issue.” Both the Monroe and Quincy Adams administrations 

vetoed the bill, and in 1835, Congress decidedly transferred control over toll collection along the 

road to the various states.27 Precedence did, however, extend to the federal government by other 

means. Sky deduced that “Monroe’s conclusions in effect substantially broadened the scope of 

what Congress could consider as objects of federal financial assistance and thus freed up federal 

 
24 Ibid, 252. 
 
25 Sky, Theodore. The National Road and the Difficult Path to Sustainable National Investment (Delaware: 

University of Delaware Press, 2011), 7. 
 
26 Sky, The National Road, 7. 
 
27 Ibid, 177. 
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revenues for these purposes, at least as a constitutional matter.”28 The mere consideration of 

granting such powers opened the floodgate in the following decades and century to a host of 

federal assistance programs beyond that which the previous generation considered constitutional. 

If anything were to have held back the waters of improvement, it was the funding needed 

to enact such sweeping national changes. Fortunately for the pro-improvement delegates in 

Congress, the ‘power of the purse’ was a mighty weapon to be wielded with enough political 

support. Lawrence Malone’s Opening the West: Federal Internal Improvements Before 1860 

(1991) examined the financial spending patterns present within the internal improvement boom 

of the antebellum. His financial methodological approach sought to assess how “federal 

expenditures substituted for private and state investment and accelerated settlement and growth 

in some Western states” as well as the role improvement projects in “both leading and 

determining the direction of settlement and growth” of emerging western border region states.29 

Moreover, his work assessed previous twentieth century economic histories of antebellum 

improvements including scholar Carter Goodrich. One of Malone’s most salient points drew 

upon his observation that the “counties, not states, were the initial administrative focal points of 

the construction of early internal improvements in the New West.” He discovered how county 

courts kept tight supervision over construction projects by a variety of means, including 

assessing “settlers a specified number of days to work on territorial roads in lieu of cash tax 

payments….” Other localized building techniques included “the mobilization of the local militia 

for work on internal improvements.”30 Although such examples elucidate small contributions to 

 
28 Ibid, 178. 
 
29 Laurence Joseph Malone, “Opening the West: Federal Internal Improvements before 1860” (PhD 

Dissertation, New School for Social Research, 1991), 7, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
 
30 Malone, "Opening the West,” 166. 
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overall growth along the western borderlands, they serve to show the means by which 

communities viewed the use of federal resources and the role of the federal government in 

directing improvement growth. In sum, federal and state resources were tools to realize the 

desires of local counties and communities. 

Governmental Support & National Unity 

Carter Goodrich’s “The Revulsion Against Internal Improvements” (1950) further 

examined the significant change in nineteenth century internal improvement policy. While 

commonplace throughout the American antebellum were “extensive programs for the promotion 

of economic development by the construction or support of works of internal improvement” 

directed by states and localities, nationwide policies transitioned away from “direct 

participation” in such public works through 1877.31 The transition, however, moved not toward 

increased government involvement, but rather demonstrated a shift to “individuals and 

corporations.”32 Copious evidentiary reasoning exists within state constitutions, represented by 

“negative clauses,” established toward the late antebellum period through the War Between the 

State, beginning in 1842.33 Goodrich explained how “state after state adopted self-denying 

ordinances, binding their governments to refrain from the construction of public works, from 

making grants or loans of money and credit to improvement companies, or from investing in 

their stock.”34 While southern states such as Virginia continued expanding their own “extensive 

program[s] of state works” through the 1850s, to include increasing expenditure that 

 
31 Carter Goodrich, “The Revulsion Against Internal Improvements,” The Journal of Economic History 10, 

no. 2 (1950): 145-146, www.jstor.org/stable/2113517. 
 
32 Goodrich, “The Revulsion Against Internal Improvements,” 145. 
 
33 Ibid, 147. 
 
34 Ibid, 146. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2113517
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accompanied “investments in the stock of mixed enterprises,” the War and its economic 

destruction quickly ended such endeavors.35 Predicted profits fell precipitously and “investments 

by the various governmental agencies far exceeded financial returns on them.” In one of his most 

salient points, Goodrich noted that the “hope and intention of most of the early advocates of 

internal improvement was that the vast program should go forward almost completely without 

resort to increase in taxes. They found it necessary to combat the notion that "internal 

improvement [was] but another name for eternal taxation.”36 Moreover, programs reliant upon 

borrowed funds that “tended to fluctuate with the state of the money market” proved too 

burdensome in the wake of growing defaults, which caused “many of the constitutional 

restrictions and prohibition.”37 

One example of faltering belief in government control was shown within publications of 

the American Railroad Journal, which wrote in 1839 that “We have no confidence…in any 

system of internal improvements under the control of the government.”38 In the following 

decade, the Journal declared that “‘all the canals and railways of this country would have 

been…better executed by private enterprise”; that “all such matters should be left” to private 

enterprise, “which alone possesses the means, skill and integrity indispensable to success”; and, 

finally, that “all we require in this country, to secure the construction of all really useful works is 

 
35 Ibid, 149; According to Goodrich: ““there was every indication" toward the end of the fifties "that the 

majority of the Southern railroads would be financially successful and return the various public investments with- 
out loss." But the cases in which gains were actually realized were greatly outnumbered by those in which the 
government agencies received little or no direct return for large expenditures. Ibid, 152-153. 

 
36 Ibid, 153. 
 
37 Ibid, 154; In the aftermath of economic hardships of the 1830’s, increasing laissez faire rhetoric was 
introduced into discussion of the government’s role within internal improvements. Ibid, 161. 
 
38 Ibid, 162. 
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to be ‘let alone.’”39 Goodrich concluded to explain why a “nation and the century in which the 

primacy of the laissez-faire philosophy was most nearly unchallenged, was government action so 

long continued in the important economic field of internal improvements.” Reasoning for 

support included prospective returns for subscribers, “state or local pride, or to the patriotic 

national purpose of binding the nation together.”40 Even more common were arguments based on 

“indirect economic benefits” to include tolls, increased public land price, and tax bases.41 

Ultimately, geographical differences saw varied access to capital, which helps to explain why 

certain regions came to embrace access to state and federal funding as mechanisms of expanding 

economic growth and communication. 

Goodrich’s referenced ‘binding together’ was strongly desired by the nationalists. John 

Lauritz Larson’s “‘Bind the Republic Together”: The National Union and the Struggle for a 

System of Internal Improvements” (1987) analyzed the 1817 ‘Bonus Bill’—championed by 

Senator John C. Calhoun—that would have established national funding for internal 

improvements. Specifically, he sought to understand why the federal government “never seized 

the initiative to direct and build an integrated network of roads and canals.”42 While “true but 

incomplete” explanations, including both strict constructionism and laissez faire sentiments, tell 

part of the story, Larson identified that the “real barrier to a national system of internal 

improvements sprang, first, from that system's power to guide development from the center and, 

 
39 Ibid, 163. 
 
40 Ibid, 165. 
 
41 Ibid, 166. 
 
42 John Lauritz Larson, “‘Bind the Republic Together’: The National Union and the Struggle for a System 

of Internal Improvements,” The Journal of American History 74, no. 2 (1987): 363, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1900027. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1900027
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second, from Americans' lingering fear of just such consolidated power.”43 One core concept 

pressed by Larson was the transition in Jeffersonian thought (or perceived transition) that took 

place after the Revolution of 1800. While prior to the victory, during Federalist control, 

Jeffersonians opposed relinquishing federal power “to elevate union from a metaphor to a reality 

more convincingly” with “good communications.”44 After the victory, however, Jeffersonians 

sought to use federal support for improvements as a mechanism of implementing “a planned 

system of improvements embodying states-manlike regulation of development.”45 

The vision for improvements began long before American statehood such as the Potomac 

Company noted by Larson. The politics surrounding the Potomac Company characterized two 

themes key themes that remained pervasive throughout the antebellum improvement discussion: 

one, “competitive localism and a tendency to see particular advantages as universal blessings”; 

and two, “the close intermingling of private and public interests.” These themes manifested in real 

ways and serves to show a variance in political interest and philosophies of government, such as 

the role of “monied interests” in American politics.46 According to Larson, concerning the 

Potomac Company, “Washington doubted that the taxpayers would ever support expensive works 

at fixed locations; therefore he wanted government only to suppress competition and to endorse 

his objective, so that "monied gentry" from outside the neighborhood could be induced to invest 

for profits.”47 Such political considerations were largely rejected after the Revolution of 1800, 

 
43 Larson, “Bind the Republic Together,” 263. 
 
44 Ibid, 365. 
 
45 Ibid, 366. 
 
46 Ibid, 367. 
 
47 Ibid, 368. 
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providing reason for the failure of Albert Gallatin’s Report on Roads and Canals to receive 

sufficient support, which was viewed as “as a design for a system, but as an invitation to the public 

trough.” For such reasons, localities “began petitioning Congress for aid to projects that served 

primarily local competitive advantages” that would use the federal mechanism for their own 

economic purposes.48 Unlike other national mechanisms of change that won support in the 1790s 

such as government “funding, banking, and national defense,” the issue of national improvements 

proved a failure “in the political sensitivities of the constitutional period.”49 The early antebellum 

proved the rejection of a federal (national) system of improvements advocated by some, “the object 

of which was to secure the Union or perfect the national republic.” Instead, concluded Larson, 

“they built a multitude of public works serving local and private profit-seeking interests.”50 

Virginia State Debt 

While the antebellum saw great profits and economic growth from the booming tobacco 

trade as well as new industries, the state’s debt also increased in proportion to its spending. 

Richard L. Morton’s “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements, 1820-38” (1917) 

analyzed the emergence of Virginia’s state debt as a consequence of funding internal 

improvements. While the state had minimal debts prior to the War of 1812, which also 

comprised a small sum, Virginia set out on a path toward expanding internal communication. 

Morton explained how the accumulation of Virginia’s debt—a trend common among “older 

states” that accumulated debt for improvements while “newer states” were “financing banking 

enterprises”—began the buildup to “win the trade of the West for the cities along the Atlantic 

 
48 Ibid, 374. 
 
49 Ibid, 368. 
 
50 Ibid, 385. 
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seaboard.”51 One outcome during the administration of President Andrew Jackson was “the 

removal of the public deposits from that institution [the Bank of the United States] to the state 

banks, which, in anticipation of its early destruction, were chartered in great number by the 

states.”52 Morton showed the vast enlargement of credit to suit the “period of promise, hope, and 

expansion” as increasing from $110,000,000 in 1830 to $225,000,000 only seven years later in 

1837.53 Citing a legal account given by a Judge Curtis of Boston in 1844, Morton noted how at 

“the beginning of the year I830, the States of this Union were in debt only about $I3,000,000. 

During the next seven years, State governments laid the foundations for the residue by 

authorizing loans, and commencing public works upon which the money was to be expended.”54 

The judge continued with what is an indictment of the expansion of credit that occurred during 

the early antebellum: 

Men acted as if a short and secure road to wealth had been discovered on which all might 
travel, and he who went the fastest would be the first to reach the desired end. The result 
was such a morbid tendency to excess in all financial affairs as had never before been 
witnessed….All uses of capital seemed to be followed by certain and large returns, and 
men were there- fore eager to borrow. All pursuits appeared to be safe and prosperous, 
and therefore those who had money were desirous to lend it. So much success was felt 
that to obtain money nothing more was necessary than to show the lender that it was to be 
employed in some magnificent scheme, which stood well with the large expectations of 
the time, and was in season with the glorious summer of men's hopes.55 
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Capital was particularly scarce in the South and western border regions, which was 

accessible “only by those institutions connected in some way with the state.”56 According to 

Morton, “It was for internal improvements that Virginia's public debt was incurred. She was one 

of the pioneer states in constructing internal improvements with state aid.” As he noted, such a 

system was advocated by both Thomas Jefferson and Albert Gallatin, the latter of whose report 

outlined a complete system of roads and canals, and which recommended that the federal 

government construct them directly or subsidize corporations for that purpose.” It is for such 

reasons that companies during the antebellum period were “liberally subsidized by the states.”57 

State debt was a political decision, as well. In, 1834, Virginia Governor Littleton Waller 

Tazewell called for no further withdrawals from the internal improvement fund of the Virginia 

Board of Public Works “until the improvements already invested in had been finished and had 

proven themselves productive.” Although Virginia taxation was not particularly high, it was 

understood that “any effort to increase the taxes might mean defeat to the party in power. The 

money for public works had therefore to be borrowed.”58 As a result, Virginia’s state debt 

dramatically expanded. Between 1833 and 1837, the debt expanded from $1,000,000 to more 

than $3,500,000.59 By 1839, the debt reached $5,692,789 and by 1861 stood at $33,080,509.60 

Morton’s analysis provides readers with needed contextual understanding to comprehend the size 
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and scale of spending towards improvements, and the cost that was burdened to realize the hope 

of economic prosperity. 

The Kanawha Canal 

While Virginia invested in many projects across the antebellum period, the centerpiece of 

its improvements proved a failure, yet serves as a case study in investment strategy and 

reasoning. John Majewski’s “The Political Impact of Great Commercial Cities: State Investment 

in antebellum Pennsylvania and Virginia” (1997) analyzed “the impact of such economic factors 

as urbanization on public policy” within both antebellum Virginia and Pennsylvania.61 His most 

interesting assessments noted how infrastructural investments in the state of Virginia vowed to 

produce “the site of a grand metropolis” to exceed that of New York or Philadelphia. The city’s 

inner infrastructure “would link it to the Ohio Valley” and solve the “central problem thwarting 

antebellum Virginia's drive for commercial independence and economic diversification.”62 

While “competing localities consistently diluted state funding,” disputes among small 

Virginia cities hopeful for economic advancement “delayed legislative funding for key routes, 

led to wasteful duplication of effort, and promoted the use of inefficient technologies.” In 

assessing the failure of Virginia’s James River and Kanawha Canal project, Majewski provided 

extensive financial support for why the once “centerpiece of Virginia's early internal 

improvement efforts” failed to take hold.63 After the James River and Kanawha Company was 

chartered in 1835, its consumption over the following quarter-decade “counted for most of the 
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$13.5 million that the state spent to improve its canals and rivers during the antebellum 

period.”64 Compared to similar waterway projects in Pennsylvania, Virginia spent nearly double 

the cost per person on the James River and Kanawha project, “more than $9 for every resident,”  

and a total capitalization of $5,000,000.65 Other consideration of failure and increased cost 

included the rough geographical terrain of the western region, which included the Appalachian 

Mountains. Unfortunately for the state coffers, advocates for the improvements often cited the 

Erie Canal as a hopeful comparison that would connect Virginians to advanced economic status 

via the “western trade.”66 Moreover, while the possible advantages were to be of great benefit to 

the western border region and eastern merchants, it failed to entice the support of “planters and 

farmers in eastern Virginia [who] had no incentive to fund an intersectional line.” Finally, 

Majewski attributed what was a deep internal division among Virginians in the failure to 

complete the James River and Kanawha project, and on its shore, to build the metropolis 

dreamed of in earlier years. Many Virginians believed that “Intrastate adversaries were 

potentially more dangerous than rivals beyond state borders,” causing a lack of political will to 

forge a grand economic design until interregional political conflicts were settled.67 

Economic Development and Slavery 

The presence of slavery in the American south must be briefly addressed within any 

economic treatment of the antebellum period. Some scholars have made connection between the 

presence of slavery and expansion of internal improvements in the south. In his book A House 
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Dividing: Economic Development in Pennsylvania and Virginia Before the Civil War, John 

Majewski compared the antebellum economic development between Pennsylvania and Virginia. 

By providing readers with a glimpse into a private and public “comparative perspective,” the 

work “seeks to understand the roots of regional divergence” that produced within Virginia a 

“failure to develop a large commercial city.” 68 Majewski concluded that despite economic 

modernization efforts including “canals, railroads, and banks,” the “highly localized” 

transportation systems that failed to provide sufficient economic connections of “Virginia's cities 

to midwestern markets” was a direct result of the institution of slavery within the state.69 It 

would be wrong, however, to conclude that slavery proved an economic blunder to Virginia or 

the southern states. While the greatest hinderance to development of Virginia was its diverse 

geography, slavery also played a role in its hindrance, but for unsuspecting reasons. For example, 

Majewski stated that Virginia’s economic history reads as “the cumulative nature of urban 

development.”70 The presence of and dependence on slavery stifled early improvement 

developments in some regions, unlike its northern neighbors such as Pennsylvania, that were 

vital to harnessing later manufacturing wealth such as “the concentration of industry with its 

attendant advantages.”71 

The groundbreaking work Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery 

(1974) by Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman overturned the narrative that southern slavery was 

on the whole an unprofitable, moribund venture that created widespread stagnation of the 
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southern economy—a practice continued only for its repressive racial function and political 

benefit, despite its inevitable collapse. On the contrary, their data-driven research showed that 

during the antebellum period, the slave system produced profitable returns on par with 

manufacturing investments in the north; plantations outpaced northern agriculture production as 

did the comparative productivity rates (both in rural and urban areas) between slave labor and 

free labor—a trend that only rose in the decades leading up to the War Between the States.72 In 

sum, while internal improvements may have seen a slower adoption in the south, it was because 

slavery, like internal improvements in the north, was its own economic engine of productivity 

that drove production and industry, doing so to the benefit of self-directed, local interests. 

Local and Voluntary Associations 

Social ties and institutions were vital in both developing and transplanting distinct 

cultures into the backcountry. These local and voluntary associations, possessing both political 

and economic interests, proved critical in establishing internal improvements. Carter Goodrich’s 

“American Development Policy: The Case of Internal Improvements” (1956) assessed the 

emergence of internal improvements in the American antebellum through three “deficiencies.”73 

The first of these shortcomings was a “failure to develop a workable economic criterion for the 

selection of projects for government support.” The second deficiency was a failure “to develop 

and apply criteria for the assignment of projects to the different levels of government authority—
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federal, state, and local.”74 The third deficiency was a propensity for corruption and ineptitude to 

adequately plan and operate programs, which in turn subverted the public interest in those 

regions that received public support.”75 Despite these shortcomings, governmental assistance was 

not always perceived as a folly or machination. Goodrich noted how early federal land grants to 

railroads saw support “precisely on the ground that it gave needed assistance without imposing 

the penalty of interference with management.” The state subscription system implemented in 

Virginia, for example, was a “mixed enterprise” system that held “the Commonwealth's control 

over the enterprises should extend no further than the correction of obvious abuses.”76 Despite 

the public financial support, government involvement was viewed as acceptable as long as “the 

method employed came close to being public enterprise under private management.”77 The 

building of internal transportation was, according to Goodrich, the product of “local patriotism 

and the booster spirit of the city, town, and small community,” achieved through “spontaneous 

forms” that comprised communal decision making and ultimately economic determination.78 

Goodrich’s most interesting work comes in his concluding analysis of Virginia’s 

improvement system. He posited that because such improvements had been “carried on by 

voluntary and unofficial organizations,” historians have failed to properly document these 

developments within period accounts. Despite such challenges, understanding these locally 

guided improvements remain “essential for the understanding of a unique characteristic of 
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American life.” While the record tells a story of “government partnership or subsidy” rather than 

a truly organic economic initiative, nonetheless, “a large amount of this government action was 

taken by local governments, often of small communities.” Goodrich closes by summarizing: 

“governmental effort has been accompanied and abetted by the voluntary activity of a host of 

unofficial civic organizations, for which I am sure no parallel can be found in the history of other 

developing countries. Our policy with respect to internal improvements has thus been profoundly 

affected-for better or worse- by the traditional American characteristics of individualism, of 

localism, and of the habit of voluntary association.”79 

Development & Influences 

American historian Jack P. Green’s Pursuit of Happiness: The Social Development of 

Early Modern British Colonies and the Formation of American Culture (1988) was a 

revolutionary work, which challenged the commonly held notion that British colonial America 

fit into a declension model. This model posited a slow, cultural decline from strong communal 

bonds—such as those found within the New England Puritans—into a de-stratified society based 

upon individualism. While Green agreed that such a model applied to New England, he argued 

that a “developmental model” better described the rest of colonial British America. Within his 

assessment of the development of the Chesapeake between 1660 and 1760, Green described the 

pattern and economic lure to extend westward to the Allegheny Mountains by the early 1770s. 

“People from eastern Virginia moved up the James, Rappahannock, and Potomac river valleys 

into the Piedmont after 1713 and into the southside,” he wrote, “the region south and west of the 

James River, in the late 1720s. By the close of the 1730s, they were pushing across the Blue 
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Ridge Mountains into the Shenandoah Valley, where they mixed with a flood of immigrants 

pouring south from the Middle Colonies.”80 He described that: 

By bringing vast areas not particularly well suited for traditional tobacco culture under 
occupation and drawing thousands of new people from different ethnic and religious 
groups into the Chesapeake, this enormous expansion further contributed to the economic 
and cultural diversification of Chesapeake society. At the same time, it provided 
opportunities not only for newcomers but for the surplus population of the older counties, 
including a growing class of geographically mobile landless people, to pursue the 
traditional goals of Chesapeake residents: the acquisition of land and independence and 
the establishment of families.81 
 

As traffic along the James River intensified, so did the tobacco trade and “regional 

specialization” of industry from the Piedmont to the Blue Ridge. The influx of emigrants and 

immigrants in Virginia contributed to the vast boom in population. Between 1700 and 1775, 

while “the vast majority of people continued to live on dispersed farms and plantations, 

settlements gradually became far less scattered and the size of households considerably larger. 

Although the landless continued to be highly mobile, the landowning population after 1720 

became far more rooted, kinship networks much deeper and more extensive, and feelings of 

community and identification with neighborhood and locality presumably much more 

pronounced.”82 Consider Green’s observations on the impact of the changing landscape on 

commercial exchange. While his comments apply mostly to the Chesapeake, the same 

phenomena were also witnessed in the growing settlements further west, particularly along the 

James River and its tributaries, with its transportation lifeline connecting them east to Richmond. 

No longer confined to areas adjacent to navigable streams, settlements and localities were 
knit together by an ever more intricate overland transportation network of roads, bridges, 

 
80 Jack P. Greene, Pursuits of Happiness: The Social Development of Early Modern British Colonies and 

the Formation of American Culture (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 80. 
 
81 Greene, Pursuits of Happiness, 80. 
 
82 Ibid, 89. 
 



 25 

and ferries over which a growing number of horses, apparently always the predominant 
form of transportation in the Chesapeake, pulled an increasing number of carts, wagons, 
and other vehicles engaged in what by the 1750s was becoming a~ active interregional 
commercial exchange. At the same time, the proportion of the population engaged in the 
service sector of the economy expanded substantially, perhaps reaching as high as 15 
percent in many older settled areas by the middle of the eighteenth century. Of particular 
significance were three separate groups: artisans, including carpenters, builders, coopers, 
tailors, blacksmiths, and leather workers, who provided vital economic services to the 
production of tobacco, grain, and other foodstuffs; merchants and innkeepers, whose 
stores and ordinaries served as links in an increasingly complex internal economic system 
and, along with courthouses and churches, as focal points for social exchange; and 
lawyers, whose technical expertise was necessary for the successful operation of a legal 
system that had become more and more sophisticated as it tried to cope with a rising 
volume of litigation over land, debts, and many other commercial transactions. Although 
people involved in these service occupations mostly combined them with agricultural 
pursuits and continued to live in the countryside or in small hamlets, more and more of 
them could be found in urban settlements following the acceleration of the pace of urban 
development after 1720. Except for the political capitals of Annapolis and Williamsburg, 
both established around the turn of the century, most of the new towns initially were 
small communities along the coast and in the Piedmont whose primary function was to 
serve as nodes for the collection of tobacco by the new factors of Scottish and English 
outport mercantile houses who successfully inserted themselves into the tobacco trade 
during the half century beginning around 1725.83 
 

During this period the Virginia economy expanded rapidly, both in imports and exports. From 

1730 and 1775 in the Chesapeake alone, imported finished goods from Britain rose an 

annualized 35 percent from “slightly under £2oo,ooo per annum during the 1720s to nearly 

£885,ooo during the early 1770s.”84 While the Chesapeake was one of the first regions to benefit 

from an elevated standard of living, there was a “general diffusion of wealth” that emanated 

outward, to include westward up the James River.85 Green observed that within the Chesapeake, 

the increased wealth resulted in numerous societal changes such as “significant capital 
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improvements in cleared lands, fencing, orchards, livestock, farm buildings, and family housing 

and in a wider and more valuable range of material possessions at all levels of free society,” 

which one could argue energized a spirit of improvement within the region that also likely 

traveled westward.86 

Green makes a compelling argument against the traditionally accepted declension model. 

He posited that while the landed families of the Chesapeake “gradually learned to sublimate the 

drive toward personal aggrandizement and the impulse toward anarchic individualism that had 

been so powerfully evident among their seventeenth-century ancestors…they also consciously 

cultivated countervailing traditional British upper-class political and social values.” Over time, 

assuming “an almost total hegemony over civil and religious institutions at both the local and 

provincial levels,” the gentry class developed a unique society of social authority and obligation 

while maintaining their British rights of liberty.87 In so doing, social and political order in a 

collective sense may be viewed within a declension model, but only so far as the social and 

political order was transferred to the local and provincial levels. By the time of the American 

Revolution, this transformation in Virginia had taken full effect. But by the mid 18th century, 

according to Green, 

With no serious vertical or horizontal social fissures within the free white population, the 
lower and middling ranks became ever more depoliticized and deferential toward this 
relatively cohesive, responsive, even paternal elite, and an astonishing degree of public 
harmony prevailed, especially in Virginia, where leaders took great pride in their 
society's political tranquility, in the liberality and community-mindedness-the patriotism-
of its wealthiest and most prominent inhabitants, and in the almost total absence of 
factionalism and party strife.88 
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By the mid 18th century, the eastern portion of Virginia to include the Chesapeake and its 

surrounding regions settled into the established social and political mores. But as wealth 

increased, the “members of the rising Chesapeake elite did not abandon their plantations to 

become leisured rentiers. Rather, they continued, in the tradition of their ancestors and like most 

of the smaller landholders surrounding them, to devote themselves to the active and energetic 

pursuit of profit through the production of tobacco for an international commercial market.” 

Consequently: 

As their growing interest in western lands as a source of income, the rapidity with which 
they sought to take advantage of new economic opportunities in grain and iron 
production beginning in the 1720s and 1730s, and their avid pursuit of internal public 
improvements in water transportation in the 1760s and 1770s so powerfully attest, 
however, they were by no means insensitive to the shifting potentialities of the market. 
Rather, like so many of their counterparts in contemporary Britain, they were constantly 
on the lookout for and eager to take advantage of new market possibilities to add to their 
wealth and to support their increasingly polite and expensive lifestyles.89 
 

Coincidently, the same developmental trajectory that gave rise to backcountry towns such as 

Lynchburg took place in Europe among the same generations that came to settle parts of the 

American Upper South across the late 17th and early 18th centuries.90 Green described this 

development in England and Ireland between 1660 and 1760. The landlords of Ireland, for 

example, are documented to have been the “chief agents of modernization” and the main drivers 

of improvement efforts during the period. According to Green, they financed development across 

the countryside to include “the promotion of canal and road building” to foster greater economic 

and social interconnectivity and outlets for prosperity, particularly in the rural countryside 
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dominated by agriculture—a scene not dissimilar from the Virginian backcountry. While in 

Ireland these improvements were “devices to foster the production of textiles,” in Virginia 

improvements were “devices” to advance and foster the booming tobacco economy.91 New 

England was likewise influenced by similar efforts in Britain, which by the early 1700’s 

“produced a lively commercial exchange between town and country, which were more and more 

linked together by a proliferating network of roads, bridges, and ferries.”92 The same 

transformation was taking place in Virginia. Ireland, like the Virginia backcountry in the fertile 

tobacco-planting regions, was “export-oriented.”93 According to Green, the economy’s 

sustaining driver was cereals, which saw a sustained expansion from an export value of 400,000 

units in 1665 to 3,000,000 units in 1770. 

Early profits from exports were often reinvested into “agricultural improvements and 

stimulated the development of a significant domestic textile industry.” As in America, economic 

success created a demand for new finished goods from Britain. Ireland’s imports expanded in 

proportion to its exporting success. Imports of 800,000 in value in 1700 rose to 2,300,000 units 

in 1766. Moreover, the increased wealth “also fostered the development of banking institutions 

in Dublin and Cork and a sophisticated internal marketing and communications system 

throughout the country, including better roads and, beginning around midcentury, canals, and 

they helped pay for expanded port facilities in Dublin and Cork, where overseas trade 

increasingly tended to concentrate.”94 Green observed the correlation between the New World 
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and the old. With respect to the “profound sociocultural transformation under the direction of its 

new English and Scottish settler population” in Ireland between 1660 to 1760, he observed that 

“as its impressive infrastructure of villages, towns, roads, and canals gradually took shape, it 

moved swiftly through the same general developmental process that characterized both the 

Chesapeake and old England during the same years, and this economically vital, dynamic, and 

ostensibly stable society seems, in fact, to have been becoming considerably more like provincial 

England.95 Moreover, Green himself saw that the “Irish counterparts of the great tobacco 

magnates in the Chesapeake were the landlords.”96 

Conclusion 

Modern scholarship has cataloged many of the political and cultural nuances that 

comprised the southern antebellum backcountry. One significant lens through which to view 

these regions of society is through their integration of internal improvements—a central point of 

convergence between culture, public policy, economics, and federalism. Concepts worthy of 

assessment include state verses federal authority, spending patterns, state debt, the role of local 

and voluntary associations, and economic incentives, each of which elucidate a philosophy of 

public investment that speaks to the societal framework of the antebellum backcountry. From the 

scholarship presented, one may conclude that the main driver of increased internal improvement 

and communication was not, in fact, fueled by national fervor, but rather a desire for self-

improvement and economic determinism as the states advanced into the nineteenth century. 

This research work begins with a broad assessment of the political, economic, and social 

developments, which over time impacted the political economy of Virginia and later the town of 
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Lynchburg. In Chapter 1, a historical background is provided for both the state of Virginia and 

the emergent town of Lynchburg. Early frontier settlement, patterns of immigration and 

emigration into colonial Virginia, and the region that came to be the town of Lynchburg, 

Virginia are all explored. Next, I assess Virginia’s pre-19th century internal improvement 

development as well as the states mixed enterprise system as a foundation for understanding the 

future role and context of Lynchburg as a hub for tobacco collection and export. 

In Chapter 2, entitled “Philosophical Thought & Approaches to Political Economy,” I 

assess how the writings of prominent Scottish philosophers including Adam Ferguson, John 

Miller, David Hume, and others, helped prime Scotland for a robust political economy during the 

18th and 19th centuries. Internal improvements in Scotland, to this end, flourished—the influence 

of which was carried across the Atlantic with Scots Irish immigrants to the United States, 

ultimately reaching and influencing even the Virginia backcountry such as Lynchburg, Virginia. 

Next, political economy in America is analyzed in both philosophy and practice; key influencers 

noted include John Taylor of Caroline, John Randolph of Roanoke, Philip Pendleton Barbour, 

and St. George Tucker. Jack P. Green’s developmental model is used to show how the flow of 

information and knowledge was disseminated from the Scottish Enlightenment through the 

Virginia elite, and into the backcountry. Finally, federal political economy and philosophy is 

assessed through several key turning points including the Gallatin Report (1808), the Bonus Bill 

(1817), the Report of the Secretary of War (1819), Henry Clay’s American System, House 

Committee on Roads and Canals, and the General Survey Act of 1824, all of which guided the 

course of internal improvements throughout the antebellum period. 

In Chapter 3, entitled “Lynchburg Internal Improvements (1791-1816),” I assess the 

fledgling town of Lynchburg, Virginia during its foundational years. Key figures of prominence 
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including John Lynch and William Cabell had tremendous influence in the town’s founding and 

early growth. Early petitions to the Virginia General Assembly from the “inhabitants of the town 

of Lynchburg” showed an immense desire for economic and infrastructural improvements to 

include local markets, flour, grain, and tobacco inspections, tobacco warehouses, bridges, and 

more. 

In Chapter 4, entitled “Lynchburg Internal Improvements (1817-1829),” the previous 

theme is continued as I assess Lynchburg’s growth and development with continued 

improvements. By this period, the James River’s burgeoning improvements were making 

tobacco trading locations such as Lynchburg more prosperous with each harvest. With greater 

traffic flow and citizens, the Lynchburg petitions to the assembly carried on with requests for 

more roads, bridges, turnpikes, and more convenient courts of law to adjudicate growing contract 

and criminal disputes. The narrative arch that links each chapter—locally driven, economic self-

determinism—is a testament to the many individuals, families, and religious and social 

institutions that comprised the American founding, settlement, and development; the town of 

Lynchburg, Virginia is one of many examples of this narrative arch.



Chapter 1: Historical Background 
 
 
 

We never had an interior trade of any importance. Our exterior commerce has 
suffered very much from the beginning of the present contest. During this time we have 
manufactured within our families the most necessary articles … Our interest will be to 
throw open the doors of commerce, and to knock off all its shackles, giving perfect 
freedom to all persons for the vent of whatever they may choose to bring into our ports, 
and asking the same in their’s. 

 
Thomas Jefferson, Notes of the State of Virginia (1784)1 

 
 
 
Early Frontier Settlement 

Economic development in antebellum America was prompted by a number of political 

and economic improvements. A reduction in foreign conflict, a reduction in federal internal 

taxes, and the nearly doubling of the U.S. territory each contributed to a decades-long period of 

economic opportunity and prosperity for citizens. The key, however, to exploiting the nation’s 

benevolent progress was the receding boundary of the American frontier and opening of the 

American West. While those traveling West sought a myriad of adventures and opportunities—

from gold and land speculation to the establishment of banks and cities—they brought with them 

a demand for goods and services from the East.  

A network of internal improvements including bridges, canals, and roads to connect the 

undeveloped West to the developed East emerged to facilitate growing demand. Caught between 

these two representations of America was a third image; a frontier of times gone by, that existed 

as a third economic classification: underdeveloped. The ‘old frontier’ or colonial backcountry 
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was home to the original frontiersman of the American colonies. Settled by primarily poor 

religious dissenters along rivers and across the fields and foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, 

these peoples developed distinct sectional cultures indicative of their European ancestry. Among 

a variety of social and political idiosyncrasies existed a proclivity toward self-determination, 

particularly among English Quakers and Highland Scots—not dissimilar from those who 

ventured past the Mississippi to settle the West in the decades thereafter. 

Conventional historical narratives often recount the emergence of internal improvements 

as having emanated from federal action, as strict construction devolved during congressional 

deliberations within the first two decades of the antebellum period. Readers may, therefore, 

erroneously attribute internal improvements as a result of solely federal foresight. The study of 

developing towns along the ‘old frontier’ at the turn of the nineteenth century indicates a pattern 

in the reverse. The emergence of national improvements in the antebellum Upper South may be 

best characterized as a federal reaction to local foresight. This is not to posit a conditional 

relationship of necessity and sufficiency between the West and internal improvements, but rather 

a recognition of the correlative relationship between frontier first-movers and a lagging federal 

mechanism of public works into the West. Such an acknowledgement raises critical questions of 

intentionality and expectation: for whom, and to what ends, were internal improvements 

directed; what role did both public and private local improvements play in building a collective 

infrastructure; how did localities and states view federal aid; and most critically, how did 

underdeveloped, old frontier localities—such as Lynchburg, Virginia—perceive the 

federalization of internal improvements? To be clear, local records indicate a hopeful 

anticipation of ‘national’ improvement.’ However, did such rhetoric denote a truly national 

(federal) system of improvements, or rather a nationally connected (state and local) system of 
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interconnected improvements, the sum total of which collectively formed a nationwide network? 

Such an examination serves to elucidate the realms into which sectional ideology permeated 

within the economic and political philosophy of the old frontier. 

Settlement & Expansion 

Colonists were quick to embrace the hard-fought liberties once suppressed by the British 

Crown. While many New Englanders were content to witness the expulsion of a British presence 

from public life, to include a brief reduction in taxes, thousands along the borderlands began to 

engage in a kind of self-expulsion themselves. Colonists began to cross the Appalachian 

Mountains, or rather continued to do so without the fear of political retribution and pushed the 

American frontier further west. Some sought adventure such as Scottish-born fur trapper James 

Aird, Pennsylvania-born frontiersman Daniel Boone, and even foreigners including Frenchman 

Pierre Francois-Xavier De Charlevoix.2 Others, however, sought economic opportunity and 

viewed westward expansion as a means to achieve economic stability unavailable to non-gentry 

in the egalitarian east. This was particularly true in Virginia, where the medieval system of 

primogeniture preserved the ownership of vast swaths of land within members of the First 

Families of Virginia. The prospect of economic opportunity in the west enticed colonists of all 

social strata, from poor farmers and newly-freed indentured servants, to spurned sons of the 

Virginia elite whose surnames counted among the founding settlers at Jamestown. While 

aspirations for a new future varied among western travelers, a common theme of motivation was 

undoubtably present. According to Virginia historian Philip Lightfoot Scruggs, “all were driven 

by the desire for land, by the depletion of the soil in the Virginia coastal plain and by the urge for 

 
2  For insight into Boone’s adventures, see: Stephen Aron, How the West Was Lost: The Transformation of 

Kentucky from Daniel Boone to Henry Clay (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996). 
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freedom, an urge born of the restiveness under the more firmly governed territory near the 

coast.”3 

It remains difficult to raise such a westward expansion without evoking the frontier thesis 

first promoted by twentieth-century historian Frederick Jackson Turner, which argued that the 

receding frontier line served itself as a mechanism of political development.4 But while reflecting 

upon such a proposition, one could quiet pointedly ask of Turner’s frontier thesis not merely 

where, but when? For Virginians, the frontier ended east of the Blue Ridge Mountains through 

the first half of the eighteenth century. Among those to benefit from westward expansion were 

the peoples who occupied the old frontier from which the new frontier moved west. The future 

town of Lynchburg, for example, was first settled in the early eighteenth century and in time 

witnessed firsthand the western migration as itself emerged into a locality of prominence. True to 

its allure of virgin soil, “the growing of tobacco, the buying and selling and processing, was the 

principle industry of industry and occupation, following its long reign in Tidewater.” So 

profitable did Lynchburg become that in the years preceding the Civil War that the city was “one 

of the two richest per capita in the United States.”5 Thomas Jefferson, who maintained a 

profitable plantation and summer home Poplar Forest  in nearby Forest, Virginia, described the 

regions promise as “the most interesting spot in the State, and most entitled to general patronage 

for it’s industry, enterprize and correct course.”6 

 
3 Philip Lightfoot Scruggs, The History of Lynchburg Virginia, 1786-1946 (Lynchburg: J.P. Bell Co., Inc., 

1970), 8. 
 
4 Donald K. Pickens, “The Turner Thesis and Republicanism: A Historiographical Commentary,” Pacific 

Historical Review 61, no. 3 (1992): 319-40, https://doi.org/10.2307/3640590. 
 
5 Scruggs, History of Lynchburg, 54. 
 
6 Thomas Jefferson, The Works of Thomas Jefferson, Federal Edition. New York and London, G.P. 

Putnam’s Sons, 1904-5). Vol. 12 [Online], accessed February 26, 2020, https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/jefferson-
the-works-vol-12-correspondence-and-papers-1816-1826. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3640590
https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/jefferson-the-works-vol-12-correspondence-and-papers-1816-1826
https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/jefferson-the-works-vol-12-correspondence-and-papers-1816-1826
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Frontier settlements of the mid-to-late eighteenth century, like Lynchburg, served as 

intermediaries to travelers moving west, who brought with them new economic opportunities for 

the growing towns and cities receding on their eastward horizon. Westward movement travelled 

“along the streams, the rivers and the creeks, guided often by the reports of explorers, hunters 

and trappers, and bands of militiamen,” expanding these natural resources as thoroughfares of 

economic opportunity.7 In so doing, “migration brought improvement to the roads, developed 

new roads,” and spurred a network of connectivity unlikely to form against an impassable 

backcountry, making young backcountry towns such as Lynchburg “aware of its possibilities and 

so more venturesome to act upon them. Lynchburg was quickly losing frontier status, becoming 

farther and farther behind the real frontier.”8  

To be sure, natural resources had long been harnessed as vehicles of transportation for 

peoples and goods throughout American settlements, including the and backcountry. The James 

River carried English settlers at Jamestown deeper into Indian territory as it did westbound 

American travelers at the turn of the nineteenth century. Indian trails and game paths etched into 

the landscape over millennia became adorned with wheel tracks from wagon trains bound for 

new opportunity in lands west. The Lewis and Clark Expedition from 1804-1806 exemplified the 

power of forged trails to entice continued movement and subsequent improvement. Emerging 

economic progress “upon which the people of Lynchburg and the surrounding country depended 

for future development and prosperity” rested upon the burgeoning internal improvements that 

over the next century came to connect both coasts in the culmination of Manifest Destiny. 

Internal improvements to include roads, bridges, and canals may, therefore, serve to demarcate 

 
7 Scruggs, History of Lynchburg, 1-2. 
 
8 Ibid, 8. 
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the colonial and antebellum frontier from civilization, beyond which not merely lacked structural 

improvement, but the intentionality of directed progress that such schemes symbolically 

represented. Residents of Lynchburg saw their region as “a vast inland, productive area” 

advantageously situated to profit from emerging markets in the west and growing connectivity to 

the east. The receding frontier boundary was poised to usher in untold growth and “facilitating 

commercial contacts with it was of the most utmost importance.”9  

The Emergence of Lynchburg, Virginia 

While proximity to the frontier was necessary for prosperity, so too was Lynchburg’s 

location along the James River. Southern historian George Rogers Taylor described in his 

seminal work The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (1951) that although backcountry roads 

could be used for transport within limited proximity, “the village could not be far away, for the 

prices paid for the bulky produce of the farms—the corn, wheat, ashes of the North and the 

cotton, rice, or tobacco of the South—could not absorb the cost of extended transportation by 

land routes.”10 Roads at the turn of the century were still progressing in the southern states, 

particularly in backcountry Virginia, but a tradition of communal responsibility among regional 

settlers ensured their inevitable construction, and Lynchburg was no exception.11 Persecuted 

Scottish Quakers made up the bulk of early settlers to the region, bringing with them 

perspectives and experiences (some not so unique, to include persecution at the hand of a strong 

central authority) that shaped political, economic, and cultural development. As the British army 

persecuted religious and political decenters in the aftermath of uprisings in the 1715 Lord Mar’s 

 
9 Ibid, 53. 
 
10 George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (New York: Rinehart & Company, 

Inc., 1951), 15-16. 
 
11 Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 16. 
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Revolt and again in the 1745 Forty-Five Rebellion, Scottish asylum seekers poured into the 

American backcountry.12 James MacGregor was among the thousands of Scots to arrive prior to 

the War for Independence, eventually settling in the future town of Lynchburg, and whose 

progeny proudly represented the community over the following century in the War for 

Independence, War of 1812, and the War Between the States.13 

But such communal-centric traditions, hardened by historic persecution and attained 

independence, did not always prove a boon to future success. The town’s Quaker origins may 

also explain, in part, a reason for the belabored advancement of not only the regional economy, 

but also throughout early southern frontier settled by emigrated Scots. Quakers abhorred slavery 

and sought strict religious adherence in response to the Virginia slave culture. Traditional slave 

roles of the planation were undertaken by Quaker families as neighboring teams of slaves 

worked efficiently for their masters; the former was an uphill battle that would not be won. 

Moreover, potentially lucrative professions in dressmaking, cabinetmaking, tailoring, jeweling, 

and gold or silver-smithing were forbidden and made punishable by disownment by “the 

Meeting,” or local church. Other grounds for disownment included “following vain fashion,” 

“worshipping with Baptists,” “horseracing,” and “dancing and attending places of diversion.”14 

These restrictions severely limited the Quakers ability to prosper against their more industrious 

 
12 Clifton W. Potter, Jr. and Dorothy T. Potter, Lynchburg “The Most Interesting Spot” (Lynchburg: 

Progress Publishing Corporation, 1976), 32.; According to historian Thomas P. Abernethy, “while Englishmen 
predominated in settling the coastal regions of the South, the typical American frontiersman was likely to be of Scot-
Irish extraction. These men were not impoverished drifters; they were fighting for empire and they knew it. Of 
Celtic blood, they were a sturdy breed: they blazed trails, fought Indians, established governments, founded 
churches and schools, speculated lands, and dabbled in politics. They were bold, aggressive, and imaginative, 
possessing every quality for planting civilization in the wilderness.” See Thomas P. Abernethy, The South in the 
New Nation, 1789-1819, in A History of the South, Volume IV, edited by Wendell Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton 
Coulter (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1961), 19. 

 
13 Potter, Lynchburg, 32. 
 
14 Ibid, 28. 
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and enslaved neighbors, and by 1830 almost all Quakers had emigrated north into the newly 

admitted states of Ohio (1803) and Indiana (1816). 

But because communal events revolved around agricultural cultivation, upon which 

livelihoods depended, public projects were undertaken during inclement seasonal weather that 

did not favor quality workmanship.15 Townspeople approached such road projects by clearing 

forest and rock using “hoes, rakes, and shovels, and with plows pulled by oxen or mules” under 

the guidance of an untrained elected official.16 This picture stands in stark contrast to early 

improvement projects in the Middle Atlantic and New England, where states began “linking 

together chief commercial centers by means of turnpikes” even prior to the War of 1812. Prior to 

federally subsidized improvements, roads, bridges, canals, and other like investments were 

funded by “private stock companies, which were chartered by the state governments, and were 

erected over the most important routes to travel.”17 These projects often proved to be of higher 

quality because local economic growth remained an implicit incentive. Even the Tidewater 

regions of the South, including Virginia, were quicker to adapt than their inland counterparts as 

cash crops including tobacco, rice, indigo, and cotton traveled to market to meet foreign demand. 

For this reason, even the state legislature in Richmond often ignored its western constituents in 

favor of coastal interests that would help advance sectional competition between the evermore 

 
15 Of these conditions, Potter noted: “Roads were bad, and traveling very slow. When a wedding or a 

funeral took place, or a missionary came to the community, everyone stopped work and went to church with baskets 
of food, prepared to stay all day.” Ibid, 26-27. 

 
16 Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 16. 
 
17 Ibid, 17. 
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diverging Northern and Southern state interests. As summed up by one historian, “this 

indifference to upland Virginia was to be productive of tragic loss.”18 

The fervor for internal improvements would intensify, and an almost “unanimous 

enthusiasm for improved routes followed the War of 1812.”19 The war exposed weaknesses in 

the federal government’s ability to move troops and supplies outside of the developed New 

England region, where a higher concentration of British control prior to independence had built 

up a semblance of infrastructure. Moreover, the blockades along coast pushed otherwise 

longstanding shipping routes inland onto roads unintended for such heavy traffic. Poorly 

maintained roads greatly impeded the timely necessity of reaching cities along key battle routes. 

One historian stressed the extreme time delays produced for the transport of both military and 

civilization commodities and information by recounting a wagon-drawn shipment of cotton cards 

“sent from Worcester, Massachusetts, to Charleston, South Carolina. This trip took seventy-five 

days!”20 In addition to such domestic concerns, a widespread fervor for rapid development arose 

to capture market opportunities in the economic boom that followed the war.  

The Treaty of Ghent signed on December 18, 1814, ended the war and reopened Atlantic 

trade without fear of British impressment of American merchants and sailors at sea.21 British 

cotton consumption skyrocketed in the years following the war, which increased the need for and 

use of public and private roads, canals, bridges, and seaports on the eastern coast.  In so telling, 

 
18 Scruggs, History of Lynchburg, 53. 
 
19 Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 18. 
 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 For a brief history of impressment, see: Denver Brunsman, “Subjects vs. Citizens: Impressment and 

Identity in the Anglo-American Atlantic,” Journal of the Early Republic, 30, no. 4 (Winter 2010): 557-586, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40926065. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40926065
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one must not forget the great stores of resources or “war-accumulated surpluses” in barn and 

barrel that desperately awaited sale across agricultural communities.22 Concurrently, the opening 

West provided a rapidly growing market for merchants and farmers alike. The safe and timely 

transportation of goods, however, although free of wartime constraint, remained a tentative 

question across a great landscape of rural lands. In the words of historian George Rogers Taylor, 

“The stage seemed to be set for the financing by the national government of a comprehensive 

scheme of internal improvements including both roads and canals.”23 

Sectionalism 

The nation was, indeed, primed for developing its infrastructural promise. But it would be 

incorrect to merely attribute such fervor as the consequence of a top-down, federal imposition 

upon an unwilling, collective, national conscience. The call for internal improvements rather 

began within localities across the various states as need-based advancements. In time, state 

legislators were petitioned, thereafter reaching the ears of Congress as the national government 

sought internal economic stability and external economic recognition.24 Sectionalism was not 

 
22 Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 18.; Similar problems plagued farmers throughout the colonial 

period. During the revolution, according to Gregory A, impediments imposed on American markets prevented not 
only the British troops’ ability to receive supplies, but also the ability for colonial farmers to find market for their 
goods. As a consequence, farmers often resorted to producing “small surpluses beyond what they needed for the 
support of their families, but for lack of a means to transport and distribute the commodities” the army starved while 
the farmers' surpluses rotted.” See: Gregory A. Stiverson, “Early American Farming: A Comment,” Agricultural 
History, 50, no. 1, Bicentennial Symposium: Two Centuries of American Agriculture (Jan., 1976): 43, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3741905. 

 
23 Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 18. 
 
24 While the majority of improvements took place by states and localities, federal public works were indeed 

well underway at the turn of the century, despite ongoing debates in Congress over the constitutionality of such 
federal action. Albert Gallatin’s 1808 Report on Roads, Canals, Harbors and Rivers captured the federal design for 
a truly national system of improvements. For more, see: Albert Gallatin, Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on 
the Subject of Public Roads and Canals (Washington: R.C. Weightman, 1808) Moreover, according to Taylor, the 
federal government had already sponsored the construction of numerous federal roads “through the lower South in 
order to connect Georgia and Tennessee with Natchez.” He continued, stating that “Although little more than broad 
paths through the forest, these roads did permit land communication through this as yet largely unsettled part of the 
country. But the chief federal road-building project was, of course, the Cumberland Roads from Cumberland, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3741905
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simply a design of the backcountry, the old frontier, or the South. Sectionalism was a 

spontaneous phenomenon that arose to protect regional interests for a variety of reasons. 

Northern interests greatly lamented the impact this was to not only have on federal revenue, but 

also the produced changes in the political balance of power. In 1802, Congress abolished the 

Federalist-backed excise tax that sought to find a federal income stream from a variety of 

popular consumer goods.25 Federalists bemoaned, according to Abernathy, “that the repeal of the 

internal taxes, while leaving the import duties in operation, resulted in the protection of local 

manufactures and thus injured the shipping interests of the Northern states.”26 Likewise, in 

response to the 1803 treaty with France for the purchase of the Louisiana Territory, Eastern 

Federalists declared that the admittance of this new swath of territory would “destroy the single 

operation the hole weight and importance of the eastern states in the scale of politics.”27 For such 

reasons the talk of secession from the Union first arose the following year by Northern 

 
Maryland, to Wheeling, Virginia, on the Ohio. This well-constructed highway to the West, later known as the 
National Rods, was well under way in 1815.” See George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 
(New York: Rinehart & Company, Inc., 1951), 18-19.; For more on Gallatin’s 1808 plan, see: Gayle Martinelli, 
“Albert Gallatin and Canals,” National Park Service, https://www.nps.gov/articles/albert-gallatin-and-canals.htm. 

 
25 Thomas P. Abernethy, The South in the New Nation, 1789-1819, in A History of the South, Volume IV, 

edited by Wendell Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1961), 303. According to Abernethy, the levied goods of the excise taxes included “distilleries and domestic distilled 
spirits, also on refined sugar, license to retailers, sales at auction, carriages for the conveyance of persons, stamped 
vallum, parchments, and paper.” Ibid, 303. 

 
26 Abernethy, The South in the New Nation, 303.; Curious were the voting patterns of Southern 

Congressmen. According to Abernathy, “The Southern vote on the repeal of the Hamilton excise taxes is significant, 
for only the Congressman from Charleston district in South Carolina, the Wilmington district in North Carolina, the 
three districts which flanked the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay in Virginia voted with the Federalists to retain 
them, while all the members from Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Maryland voted for repeal.” Ibid.; In other 
words, the only votes to retain the excise taxes among southern statesmen came from those in decidedly Federalist 
strongholds—coastal counties which has strong incentives, to include federal financing for trade and defense 
improvements, to vote against the repeal. One could observe from this voting a pattern that sectionalism retained 
within its lure not merely a desire for, or emergence form, cultural homogeneity, but economic self-interest for the 
locality. 

 
27 Ibid, 251-252. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/albert-gallatin-and-canals.htm
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interests—a political act to protect sectional interests, that would undoubtedly return in 

subsequent decades by their southern counterparts.28 

Internal improvements were one cause that produced a sectionalist fervor throughout the 

nation. Early on, petitions for improvements flooded the House of Burgesses, requesting funds 

for warehouse, river, and road projects—almost all of which served economic interests.29 As 

recorded in the Journals of the House of Burgesses of Virginia, 1766-69, the improvements 

would “be productive of great advantages, not only to those who are settled upon the adjacent 

lands, but to the whole country.” Moreover, the political divide between east and west in 

Virginia stretched well before the American Revolution. The 1769 non-importation agreement 

fell along sectional lines, whereby the majority of opposition came from the Tidewater region.30 

Likewise, the Continental Associations of 1770 and 1774, which proposed to boycott 

British goods in response to the Intolerable Acts, also fell along sectional lines in Virginia.31 

 
28 Scholar Thomas J. DiLorenzo described the origins of political secession as beginning not in the South 

on the eve of the War Between the States, but rather in the North during the early antebellum period. In a chapter of 
Secession, State and Liberty (1998) entitled “Yankee Confederates: New England Secession Movements Prior to the 
War Between the States,” DiLorenzo wrote: “From 1800 to 1815, there were three serious attempts at secession 
orchestrated by New England Federalists, who believed that the policies of the Jefferson and Madison 
administrations, especially the 1803 Louisiana Purchase, the national embargo of 1807, and the War of 1812, were 
so disproportionately harmful to New England that they justified secession.” Thomas J. DiLorenzo, “Yankee 
Confederates: New England Secession Movements Prior to the War Between the States,” in David Gordon, 
ed., Secession, State and Liberty (Transaction Publishers, 1998), 135. 

 
29 Charles H. Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia from 1776-1861 (Morgantown: Wester Virginia University 

Press, 2008), 22. Defensive interests were also among the petitioned improvements. According to Charles H. 
Ambler “a petition from Frederick County suggested that the improved navigation of the Potomac from the head of 
tidewater  citizens of Frederick and Hampshire complained that they were unable “to supply the King’s troops of the 
western department  with provisions because of the extreme badness of the roads from this government to Fort Pitt,” 
and requested that Braddock’s road be made a public highway.” Such improvements would also, of course, 
inevitably carry consumer goods and information and benefit regional commerce. Ibid. 

 
30 Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia, 22. 
 
31 “1774 Articles of Association,” National Archives Foundation, 

https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/1774-articles-association/.; Of the origins of sectionalism in 
Virginia, historian Hugh Blair Grigsby stated, “No error is more common than to refer the origin of party division in 
the Commonwealth to the present convention [1788]. Long before the time parties had been founded, not only on 
state topics but on those connected with the federal government. From the passage of the Stamp Act to the time 

https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/1774-articles-association/
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Regional economic differences did, in fact, direct political action to serve local interest. At the 

turn of the century John Dawson and T.M. Randolph, Virginia Congressmen representing 

western districts, broke away from their fellow state officials by voting in favor of the 1806 

Cumberland Road Act. The predecessor to the “National Road” built decades thereafter, the road 

was a nationalist project championed by the eastern interests, but also favored regional interests 

of the northern Piedmont and Blueridge. The support of Dawson and Randolph served to secure 

future economic opportunities for their constituents, recognizing the improvement as “the 

beginning of larger undertakings eventually to connect the east and the west.”32 

Religious & Ethnic Influence in Lynchburg, Virginia 

Religious sentiment in what became Lynchburg originated from the documented South 

River Monthly Meeting formed by Quakers, or ‘Friends,’ in 1754 along the James River. While 

Quakers maintained a dominant presence in the late 18th century, so too, did the Presbyterian 

settlement founded at nearby Hat Creek in 1742. Describing the dichotomy of cultures between 

the “fighting Presbyterians and the peace-loving Quakers,” it is fair to conclude that Protestant 

solidarity did not unite the two religious groups.33 Divisions over religious tradition and 

theological presuppositions kept the groups separated, and even hostile, yet united they were in 

their goals of settlement. While it was religious freedom that brought swaths of Protestants as 

 
when eleven years later an independent state government was formed there has been a palpable line drawn through 
the parties of the country.” Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia, 23. 

 
32 Ibid, 85.; Because of such perceived breaks from a strict adherence to repel national ideology, to include 

the “semi-nationalistic policy pursued by Jefferson as president,” Virginia political parties split into the Tertium 
Quids and a “rejuvenated Federalist party.” These parties broke along views of constructions, the former 
championed by “the eccentric character and the uncompromising attitude of John Randolph.” Ibid, 86. 

 
33 Summers Brown Douglas, Lynchburg Pioneer Quakers and Their Meeting House (Lynchburg, VA: J. P. 

Bell Co., 1936), 23.; Brown wrote of the Shakespearian relationship between the opposing groups in the early 19th 
century. By 1813, “Quaker Micajah Johson was “disowned” for marrying Presbyterian Margaret Carson, daughter of 
Rev. soldier and Presbyterian William Carson.” Douglas, Lynchburg Pioneer Quakers and Their Meeting House, 47. 

 



 45 

immigrants to North America, it was also economic freedom that brought these same groups as 

emigrants to Virginia.34 Consider local Virginia historian Summers Brown Douglass’s analyses 

on the subject: 

Beginning in 1725 and continuing to the opening of the Revolution, swarms of Quaker 
settlers poured into this State. This migration did not reach large proportions until the 
50’s and 60’s, but it had tremendous influence on the development of society. New life 
was injected. New Meetings were begun and the older ones took a new momentum. Most 
of these new settlers came from Pennsylvania but some were from Maryland and New 
Jersey. These newcomers had but one motive in migrating to the South and that was to 
improve their economic status. Many were of English extraction, but were also a 
sprinkling of Pennsylvanian-German and Welsh. Many moved into North and South 
Carolina and Georgia, but large numbers, tired of seeking Utopia or convinced that they 
found it, dropped out of the line of march and settled in Campbell and Bedford counties. 
This Quaker migration came at the same time and covered the same ground as the great 
migration of the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians.35 (emphasis added) 

 
The Quaker presence in this region of Virginia did not last long into the nineteenth century. 

According to Douglas, between 1801 and 1840, a mass exodus of the Quakers occurred whereby 

“86 families and 43 individuals left for the Northwest Territory.” While the “disciples of Fox and 

Penn” left for new opportunities in the West, Scots-Irish continued to expand their settlement 

and influence throughout the region.36 It would be the ideology of this latter group that came to 

most dramatically shape Southwest Virginia. 

The cause of the great Scottish migration into Ulster in the seventeenth century was in 

part economic. Men who worked the fields on generational farms, lost their land by the 

thousands. A new form of land tenure, the fue, reduced the laboring class farmer “at a great blow 

to his pride, a mere laborer or subtenant. Many of the dispossessed found their way to the towns, 

 
34 Additional info of immigration/emigration patterns: Jill Martin and Marion Monk, editors, “Quaker 

Migration,” Woodward Genealogy, https://freepages.rootsweb.com/~mygermanfamilies/family/QuakerMigr.html. 
 
35 Douglas, Lynchburg Pioneer Quakers and Their Meeting House, 24.  
 
36 Ibid, 106. 

https://freepages.rootsweb.com/%7Emygermanfamilies/family/QuakerMigr.html
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to increase there the already grim number of beggars.”37 Depleted of land, social status, and 

opportunity to exercise their reformed work ethic, the Scottish immigration to Ulster was 

immanent. Historian James G. Leyburn summarized this migration best: 

“Any Scot who had the inclination might now take the short journey across to 
Ulster and there, on easy terms, acquire a holding of land reputed to be far more fertile 
and productive than any he was likely to know in his own country. More than this, he 
would be encouraged in his enterprise: the native Irish were to be driven back into the 
hills or expelled altogether, and there would be the protection of the English army, with a 
promise of peace and law. All this was a powerful attraction to men who wanted to better 
their lot.”38 

 

The Scotts-Irish poured into the backcountries of Pennsylvania, Virginia, and the Carolinas and 

according to a 1790 census—within seventy years of the migration—comprised 19.6% of 

Pennsylvania, 16.4% of Virginia, 20.5% of North Carolina, and 25% of South Carolina.39 One of 

the first documented settlers to travel south into Virginia was Ulster immigrant John Lewis, who 

settled in present day Staunton roughly fifty-five miles from the future town of Lynchburg. 

Lewis was indicative of the rough Scott stereotype whose presence in the backcountry would 

create a buffer between Indians in the West and gentry settlers in the East; Lewis reportedly 

“killed his brutal and merciless landlord, and so had fled as a refugee to Pennsylvania in 1731.”40 

Many factors allowed for settlement further south and west along through the Shenandoah 

Valley, but it was opportunity that motivated thousands to journey onward.41 While the valley’s 

 
37 James G. Leyburn, The Scotch-Irish: A Social History (University of North Carolina Press, 1962), 100. 
 
38 Leyburn, The Scotch-Irish: A Social History, 101. 
 
39 Ibid, 186. 
 
40 Ibid, 204. 
 
41 The work of Governor Alexander Spotswood (1710-1723) and his predecessor Governor William Gooch 

(1727-1749) aided settlement in numerous ways to include through land grant policy as well as Indian policy along 
the western Virginia frontier. For more, see: Flippin, Percy Scott. “William Gooch: Successful Royal Governor of 
Virginia.” The William and Mary Quarterly 6, no. 1 (1926): 2–38. https://doi.org/10.2307/1920988.; Crawford, B. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1920988
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natural geography funneled settlers further inland, “the most enticing in the early days of 

migration was the combination of a liberal, fair government in a land that seemed miraculously 

productive.”42 

The James River at Buchanan was reached in the 1740s. While most Scotts-Irish 

proceeded to Roanoke and then turned south into North Carolina, groups of travelers broke off 

and spread due south to settle in the James River region.43 The Germans who also settled the 

region were not dissimilar from those who journeyed from Ulster. According to historian Albert 

Bernhardt Faust, the “principal cause of the great German immigration in the eighteenth century 

were found to have been religious persecutions, the tyranny of autocrats, destructive wars, failure 

of crops and famine, [and] economic bankruptcy.”44 While profit-seeking merchants and 

transportation companies embellished the fortune to be found in America, such as “wearing 

pocket watches with heavy gold chains as a sample of the gold to be found lying in the streets of 

the new country,” economic opportunity was poised to be found.45 Moreover, while many 

redemptioners fell victim to schemes and abuse by colonial masters they, nonetheless, 

persevered. For example, according to Faust: 

 
Scott. “A Frontier of Fear: Terrorism and Social Tension along Virginia’s Western Waters, 1742-1775.” West 
Virginia History 2, no. 2 (2008): 1–29. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43264804. 

 
42 Leyburn, The Scotch-Irish: A Social History, 187.; In quoting Francis Parkman, Leyburn described the 

role Indians played in eradicating many timid and ill-prepared settlers from the backcountry of Pennsylvania: "The 
country was filled with the wildest dismay. The people of Virginia betook themselves to their forts for refuge. But 
those of Pennsylvania, ill supplied with such asylums, fled by thousands, and crowded in upon the older settlements. 
The ranging parties who visited the scene of devastation beheld, among the ruined farms and plantations, sights of 
unspeakable horror, and discovered, in the depths of the forests, the halfconsumed bodies of men and women, still 
bound fast to trees, where they had perished in the fiery torture.” Ibid, 230. 

 
43 Ibid, 209. 
 
44 Albert Bernhardt Faust, The German Element in the United States with Special Reference to its Political, 

Moral, Social, and Educational Influence (United States: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1909), 60. 
 
45 Faust, The German Element, 61-62. 
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Stories are found in German-American literature, of redemptioners, who concealed 
within a bundle of old rags their precious coins, for which, as soon as their period of 
service had closed, they bought land near the possessions of their masters, and during the 
course of years, advanced in means through their industry and thrift, became ultimately 
the owners of the estates of their former masters.46 

 
Although the waves of German migration to America during the seventeenth and turn of the 

eighteenth centuries came primarily seeking religious freedom, the wave that came to settle the 

backcountry along the Scotts-Irish sought largely economic opportunity in the face of the 

destruction of the Thirty Years War back home. According to Faust: “The southern slope of the 

Valley of Virginia, below the line of Lexington, which was at first but sparsely settled by 

Germans, began to be invaded after the Revolution by the steady flowing stream of Germans 

from Pennsylvania and Maryland. Representatives of all denominations, German Lutherans, and 

Reformed Mennonites, Dunkers, etc., forced their way up the Valley and down the other side, 

supplying with an agricultural population the counties of Augusta, Rockbridge, Botetourt, 

Roanoke, Craig, Montgomery, Pulaski, and Wythe.”47 Moreover, Faust noted: “Scattered 

German settlers appeared in a great many towns of Virginia at or near their period of 

foundation….It is claimed that the first owner of the land upon which Lynchburg (Campbell 

County) was built was a German Quaker, who sold it to John Lynch, an Irish-man, after whom 

the city received its name.”48 

While state policy welcomed newcomers to the backcountry, it would be wrong to 

conclude that the gentry along the Virginia and Carolina coasts viewed these peoples as anything 

more than “ruffians.” Landed elites and planters whose taxes improved the low country, 

 
46 Ibid, 72. 
 
47 Ibid, 197. 
 
48 Ibid, 202. 
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tidewater, and piedmont regions of these states frequently decried their money being spent to 

provide the necessities of civilization in the backcountry including governmental infrastructure 

and salaries to pay officials.49 The exception to this rule, however, came when doing so served 

the gentry’s economic interests.50 

The ethnic and religious demographic of Lynchburg was comprised of several groups and 

helps illuminate the founding generation of the area. In 1857, aging resident of the town 

Margaret Anthony Cabell penned a history of the town comprised of “cherished memories of the 

past…to interest and amuse a young household….” The work that robust work contains over 350 

pages of the founding families and settlers, highlighting their religious commitments, and 

occupations. The introduction remarks encapsulated the purpose of the work as follows: “…and 

now, like old Mortality, we would, with the few survivors mentioned, wander awhile amidst the 

grave yards of Memory, drawing aside the long grass, obscuring these records, and brightening 

those hidden inscriptions of the heart, over which the mouldering hand of Time has partially 

spread the moss of forgetfulness.”51 

Charles Lynch, the patriarch of the Lynch family in Virginia left northern Ireland in the 

early 18th century, settling south of the future town of Lynchburg at Chesnut Hill, belonged to 

 
49 Instead of tax dollars from the wealthy planters aiding the development of the western parts of the state, 

those country farms were often overtaxed and their interests underrepresented. The Regulator movement in North 
Carolina during the 1770’s represented such sentiments. This, and such points of tension between the wealthy and 
laboring classes, fueled sectionalism between the east and west in these states, to include Virginia. But it must be 
noted that the social status of immigrants was not identical in the neighboring states. Although the Regulation 
movement continued the instability of Scotts-Irish settlements in the Carolinas, the story in Virginia was much 
different. According to Leyburn: “In 1765, for example, communities in Pennsylvania and Virginia had become 
stable, orderly, accustomed to social and economic amenities; here class distinctions were visible.” Leyburn, The 
Scotch-Irish: A Social History, 267. 

 
50 Ibid, 221. 
 
51 Louise A. Blunt, Margaret Anthony Cabell, and William Frederic Holcombe, Sketches and Recollections 

of Lynchburg (United States: C.H. Wynne, 1858), v. 
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the Society of Friends.52 He quickly became involved in local affairs and “represented the 

counties of Campbell and Bedford in the House of Burgesses, which then sat at Williamsburg.”53 

The town’s founding and growth was realized by John Lynchburg, the eldest son of Charles and 

member of the Society of Friends. His obituary, printed in a November 1821 edition of The 

Press, lauded John Lynch’s role in establishing the town read: 

He witnessed the rise and progress of the town of Lynchburg, from laying the first 
corner- stone-in fact, from the period when the site was a howling wilderness-to its 
present size and grandeur ; and such was the veneration which the inhabitants of the town 
entertained for him, that he might be regarded as standing amongst them very much in the 
light of one of the patriarchs of old. Few measures of a general nature were set on foot 
without consulting him, and he was always found a zealous promoter of whatever tended 
to advance the general good.54 

 
Prominent Quaker families in the area also included the Davises, the Johnson’s, the Powell’s, the 

Cadwallader’s, and the Douglass’s, but slowly faded from the Lynchburg landscape by the mid-

antebellum.55 William Davies, Henry Davis, Sally Davis, and Christopher Anthony were all 

natives of Bedford County, moving east towards the James River in the years after the 

revolution.56 His wife, Anna Woolston Anthony, was the daughter of Philadelphia born Quakers 

who moved south to Richmond, and then west up the James River at the turn of the century.57 

Charles Irvine emigrated from Ireland sometime during the early days of the town and married 

 
52 Blunt, Sketches and Recollections of Lynchburg, 11-12. 
 
53 Ibid, 12. 
 
54 Ibid, 14. 
 
55 Ibid, 26. 
 
56 Ibid, 29-38. 
 
57 Ibid, 48-50. 
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the daughter of an Amherst attorney.58 The Harrison family in Lynchburg began with patriarch 

Samuel Harrison—descendant of the prominent Virginia family—who moved east from Bedford 

County. Although “reared in theu sages of the Society of Friends,” the Harrison’s held religious 

connections to both the Episcopal Church and the Methodist Church.59 George Tucker, Esq. 

immigrated from Bermuda to Lynchburg to Virginia in his youth, and moved to Lynchburg in 

1817 for several years.60 

The Methodist Church was established in Lynchburg in 1804 under the care of Reverend 

John Early, which “continued in a high state of prosperity, enjoying the pastoral care of able 

ministers, and numbering many active, influential members.”61 Early was joined in Lynchburg in 

1821 by Reverend George W. Charlton, and later Reverend William A. Smith as well as 

Reverend William Martin.  The 1820’s also saw visitations from female Methodist preachers 

including Miss Miller and Miss Hilton.62 Local Methodist church member Mr. Turman—

affectionately referred to as Uncle Thurman—was a staple of the community and “possessed 

nearly, or quite as much influence in his church as a minister of the gospel.” His son, John 

Thurman, established the first Sunday school in the state. In 1817, he served as “the principal 

 
58 Ibid, 84-85. 
 
59 Ibid, 94-96. 
 
60 Ibid, 106. 
 
61 Ibid, 121. 
 
62 Ibid, 126-128.; Mr. Thurman was said to have been associated with both General George Washington 

and General La Fayette. According to Blunt, “When very young, he had held, during the Revolutionary war, an 
employment in the army, and to him were accorded the honor and privilege of residing for a length of time with 
Washington and La Fayette, in that small stone building in the city of Richmond, now so reverenced on account of 
its distinguished inmates at that time. When General La Fayette visited Richmond in 1825, Uncle Thurmon made 
him a visit at that place, habited in the same clothes which he had worn whilst living in the stone-house with him 
self and General Washington. The interview was extremely interesting and affecting, La Fayette receiving him with 
open arms, whilst down the manly cheeks of the brave, gallant Frenchman flowed tears of emotion.” Ibid, 131. 
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agent in the formation of this Sabbath school, which was held in the old Methodist Church, and 

from which have emanated all the other Sunday schools in the State, and the immense benefits 

resulting from the first one will be felt through time and eternity. Several members of Congress 

owed their first education to the Sabbath school, established first in Lynchburg.”63 Owen Owens 

and his wife Jane Owens moved from Augusta County to Lynchburg during after the turn of the 

century and were said to have “became the most prominent of its inhabitants, giving to the newly 

formed town influences which have greatly tended to advance its prosperity and refinement.”64 

Ms. Maria Victor was a local teacher, holding class in her home. She is recorded as having been 

“a worthy communicant of the Presbyterian Church, her scholars were principally the children of 

members who worshiped with that denomination.”65 The Langhorne family moved from 

Cumberland County to Lynchburg in 1828, buying former tavern for their home, which also 

served as a seminary, for which the denomination is unknown.66 

An Episcopal Church was established in Lynchburg in 1819 and tended to by Reverend 

Nicholas Cobbs. Prior to its building, attendants met infrequently in an old Methodist church to 

hear the traveling Bishop Ravenscroft preach.67 Thomas Easton Randolph of prominent English 

descent, whose familial ties comprised some of the most wealthy and prominent of Virginian 

families, moved to Lynchburg in 1827.68 William Cabell immigrated from Britain onto the 

 
63 Ibid, 131-132. 
 
64 Ibid, 145-146. 
 
65 Ibid, 153. 
 
66 Ibid, 164. 
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shores of the James River in 1720, “and, having taken up lands on both sides of James River in 

the pre sent counties of Amherst, Nelson and Buckingham, he laid in that region the foundation 

of his fortune.”69 One of his four sons, Joseph Cabell, served as a member of the House of 

Burgesses. Judge Edmund Winston moved to Lynchburg prior to the turn of the century from 

Hanover County, who took in French refugees during the French Revolution at his Chesnut Hill 

home.70 His kin were well connected to the first Presbyterian Church of Lynchburg.71 The 

Norvell family came to Lynchburg from Amherst County via Captain William Norvell, who 

served as President of the Bank of Virginia.72 Other prominent inhabitants in the town of 

Lynchburg included Major William Warwick and family, Robert Morris, Thomas Wiatt, 

Chiswell Dabney of Amherst,  Captain Thomas A. Holcombe of Prince Edward County and 

presbyterian church attendant, William Royal and family, a presbyterian church attendant, the 

Barnes family from New York and the Murrel family from New Jersey, as well as Sampson 

Diuguid of Appomattox. A division occurred in 1826 and the Reformed Methodist Church of 

Lynchburg was formed.73 The family of Davidson Bradfute from Bedford County, who 

intermarried with the Byrd’s of Virginia and of Scottish descent, moved east into Lynchburg.74 

The Towles family “were originally from Wales, settling first in the Northern Neck of Virginia, 

where some of their descendants continue to reside.” Colonel Oliver Towles, who first practiced 

 
69 Ibid, 206. 
 
70 Ibid, 223. 
 
71 Ibid, 227. 
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73 Ibid, 281. 
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law I Orange County, was connected to the local presbyterian church.75 A Baptist church was 

finally formed in the mid-to-late 1820’s first overseen by Reverend John Lee.76 

Further demographic information can be gleaned from the legislative petitions to the 

General Assembly submitted by the inhabitants of Lynchburg. The surnames found on signed 

petitions across the 1790s, 1800’s, 1810’s, and 1820’s from the town reveal predominantly 

Scottish, Irish, and English ethnic origin. A representation of the founding families via surname 

is best exemplified by the November 11, 1791, petition entitled “Merchants of Lynchburg” 

requesting for an act establishing an inspection of hemp and flour in the town. The 224 

signatures are the most legible across the decades of petition records and include but are not 

limited to the following names: John Lynch, Francis Campbell, Jackville King, James 

Poindexter, William Norvell, William Mickle, William Scott, Dudley Burke, Thomas 

Humphreys, William Carson, Joshua Early, Murrell Cunningham (See Appendix, Figure 1).77 

For reference, a population estimate of the town was provided in a July 28, 1814, newspaper 

edition of The Press, suggesting a total of 2,500 inhabitants comprised of 250  families of 10 

with one-third being black (their free or slave status was not identified).78 As the decades 

progressed, new surnames appeared on town petitions in addition to the founding families. The 

towns growth and economic success pulled in new members from the surrounding country 

region—predominantly the English, Scottish, Irish, and German that dominated the surrounding 
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77 “Merchants & Inhabitants: Petition,” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, 

Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 3. Library of Virginia. 
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counties—and in particular, those moving westward from Richmond up the James River. As a 

hub for the tobacco market, Lynchburg’s rapid expansion of traffic produced new settlers that 

took advantage of the new economic and social opportunities available to the town. 

Pre-19th Century Improvements in Virginia 

Virginia’s long improvement history includes it being the first colony to have such laws 

on record. In 1632, the first law concerning the maintenance of roads displayed the close 

relationship between church and state relations and the duty of local parishes to maintain 

community transportation pathways.79 Additional laws for “bridges and ferries” appeared in acts 

of the Assembly in 1641 and 1647, funded from county levies. The “first road financed by a 

public levy of the colonial government” came in 1691 and served to “connect the chain of 

frontier forts located along the fall line of the rivers and allow communication between them.” 

From the turn of the 18th century up until the revolution, amendments to inland navigation and 

improvement laws appointed surveyors for “making, clearing, and repairing the highways…for 

the more convenient travelling and carriage by land of tobaccos, merchandise, or other things 

within its domain,” also providing means of transportation “to and from the city of 

Williamsburg, the courthouse of every county, the parish churches…public mills, and 

ferries…and from one county to another.”80 One can see the growing importance of 

improvements for not only communication, but also their use as vehicles of commerce—to 

transport raw materials such as tobacco to eastern ports, and to send finished (often imported 

from Europe) goods into the west beyond the Blue Ridge mountains and receding frontier. 

 
79 Nathaniel Mason Pawlett, “A Brief History of the Roads of Virginia, 1607-1840,” United 

States, Virginia Highway & Transportation Research Council, 1977), 3. 
 
80 Pawlett, “A Brief History of the Roads of Virginia,” 5. 
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One of the earliest advocates of prominence for internal improvements in Virginia was 

native son George Washington as early as 1753, when he suggested advanced “communication 

between the east and the west by means of canals” during his arduous expedition into the Ohio 

River Valley.81 Decades later the leading figure of the new republic journeyed back into the 

trans-Allegheny region at the request of Virginia Governor Thomas Jefferson to ascertain the 

feasibility of connecting the Potomac River with the Ohio River by canal. Washington’s letter to 

Governor Benjamin Harrison of Virginia on October 10, 1787, described the “invaluable” system 

of communication to unite the states eastern interests with its western lands by way of either the 

Potomac River or the James River: 

I shall take the liberty now, my dear Sir, to suggest a matter, which would (if I am not too 
short-sighted a politician) mark your administration as an important era in the annals of 
this country, if it should be recommended by you and adopted by the Assembly. It has 
long been my decided opinion, that the shortest, easiest, and least expensive 
communication with the invaluable and extensive country back of us would be by one or 
both of the rivers of this State, which have their sources in the Appalachian Mountains.82 

 
On December 18, 1784, the “Bill Providing Funds for a James River Canal” was passed by the 

House of Representatives to provide funding for improvement of the James River. The bill stated 

that “the opening and extending the navigation of James River will greatly enhance the value of 

lands lying on & near the same, as well as facilitate the communication with the Western 

Country, and enlarge the commerce of the State….” According to Washington, he believed that 

not only would such an improvement create economic development for the benefit of Virginians, 

but also that a binding by the strong bonds of interest would ensue. Washington wrote to 

Lafayette on February 15, 1785 concerning funding of the James River canal project that “the 

 
81 Richard L. Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements, 1820-38,” Journal of Political 

Economy 25, no. 4 (1917): 352, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1819082. 
 
82 Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements,” 352. 
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exertions which you found, and left me engag’d in, to impress my Countrymen with the 

advantages of extending the inland navigation of our rivers, and opening free and easy 

communications with the Western Territory (thereby binding them to us by interest, the only 

knot which will hold) has not been employ’d in vain.”83 

Above matters of communication, improvements were a means to better secure trade into 

the western territories. Threats to American supply lines also increased the need for new 

highways of transport. Spain’s decision to revoke free navigation of the Mississippi River in the 

summer of 1784—a right enjoyed by Americans outright since the Paris Peace Treaty one year 

prior—caused great indignation among the states.84 After negotiations with Don Diego de 

Gardoqui in the spring of 1785, the Secretary for Foreign Affairs John Jay proposed ceding 

control of the Mississippi to Spain for a period of several decades. According to the editors of 

The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Constitution, “Southern delegates in 

Congress, especially those from Virginia, were angered by Jay’s request. After a bitter three-

week debate, Congress on 29 August voted seven to five to repeal Jay’s instructions respecting 

the Mississippi. The vote was strictly sectional—the seven Northern States (Delaware was 

 
83 “Bill Providing Funds for a James River Canal, [18 December] 1784,” The Papers of James Madison, 

vol. 8, 10 March 1784 – 28 March 1786, ed. Robert A. Rutland and William M. E. Rachal (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1973),191–194. 

 
84 The Paris Peace Treaty of September 30, 1783, unequivocally addressed the western boundaries of the 

United States and navigation access of the Mississippi River. According to article three of the treaty, the western 
boundary of the United States was to be made “…thence by a line to be drawn along the middle of the said river 
Mississippi until it shall intersect the northernmost part of the thirty-first degree of north latitude, South, by a line to 
be drawn due east from the determination of the line last mentioned in the latitude of thirty-one degrees of the 
equator, to the middle of the river Apalachicola or Catahouche….” Furthermore, article eight addressed navigator 
access to the river: “The navigation of the river Mississippi, from its source to the ocean, shall forever remain free 
and open to the subjects of Great Britain and the citizens of the United States.” For more on the Paris Peace Treaty, 
see: “The Paris Peace Treaty of September 30, 1783,” The Avalon Project, Lillian Goldman Law Library, 
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/paris.asp. 
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absent) voted for repeal; the five Southern States against it.”85 So much did this move enrage 

western and southern interests that it threatened the very formation of the American republic. 

Threats from discontented parties came from all sections of the hopeful Union including talks of 

a northern confederacy, westerners giving allegiance to Great Britain, and a rejection of the 

federal governing mechanism by the South. Virginia was the most outspoken of the southern 

states. James Madison predicted that if the unfavorable actions of Congress went unreversed: 

…the hopes of carrying this State into a proper federal System will be demolished. Many 
of our most federal leading men are extremely soured with what has already passed. Mr. 
[Patrick] Henry, who has been hitherto the Champion of the federal cause, has become a 
cold advocate, and in the event of an actual sacrifice of the Misspi. by Congress, will 
unquestionably go over to the opposite side.86 

 
The deliberations among states concerning the Mississippi issue provides one of the best early 

examples of contentious sectional interest between the states and gives credence to concerns over 

ceding authority to a central federal authority.87 Moreover, this was the first large-scale move by 

Congress to thwart the economic interests of Virginia in favor of northern economic interests. 

 
85 The editors further noted the impact of this crucial majority vote of the future of Congressional 

procedure: “The Mississippi question had a profound impact on the Southern delegates to the Constitutional 
Convention. They realized that, in order to defeat any treaty ceding the navigation of the Mississippi, it was 
imperative that all treaties be ratified by a two-thirds vote of the Senate. According to North Carolina Convention 
delegate Hugh Williamson, the two-thirds vote was included in the Constitution “for the express purpose of 
preventing a majority of the Senate or of the States … from giving up the Mississippi.” John P. Kaminski et al., eds., 
The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Constitution, Vol. XIII (Madison, Wisconsin: Wisconsin 
Historical Society Press, 1981), 149–52. https://csac.history.wisc.edu/wp-
content/uploads/sites/281/2018/03/Navigation-of-Mississippi.pdf. 

 
86 John P. Kaminski et al., eds., The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Constitution, Vol. XIII 

(Madison, Wisconsin: Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 1981), 149–52. https://csac.history.wisc.edu/wp-
content/uploads/sites/281/2018/03/Navigation-of-Mississippi.pdf. 

 
87 Not all Virginians were of the same mind concerning central authority. Upon contemplating the threats 

to the western border region from Britain and Spain seeking to possibly divide settler loyalties, Washington viewed 
improvements connecting the east and west as an antidote to thwart such acts of disunification. In addition to their 
practical functions, such programs were “to apply the cement of interest to bind all parts of the Union together by 
indissoluble bonds, especially that part of it, which lies immediately west of us, with the middle states.” Lawrence 
Jeffrey Perez, “‘Bonds of Friendship and Mutual Interest’: Virginia's Waterways Improvement Companies, 1784—
1828” (PhD Dissertation, William & Mary, 2000): 60, Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects. 
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Even prior to the ratification of the federal Constitution, it was clear that Virginia must resolve to 

determine its own future economic prosperity and stability. 

In addition to Virginia’s economic interests being threatened by policy, it was also 

challenged by state competition for navigation to western lands. While the Appalachian 

Mountains defined the official western boundary of the British colonies up until the American 

Revolution, settlers routinely pushed further inland in search of new territory to settle. This 

practice grew rapidly after the revolution and in the decades leading up to the turn of the century, 

whereby the new border of American lands stretched west to the Mississippi River. Although 

territories to gain statehood including Kentucky (1792) and Tennessee (1796) offered an 

abundance of natural resources, the most critical borderland prior to the turn of the century (and 

its statehood) was the Ohio Territory. Bordering the western boundaries of Virginia and 

Pennsylvania, the Ohio Territory presented opportune means of transportation for both the North 

and Upper South, and in particular Virginia. The Ohio River that cut the border of Virginia’s 

most western boundaries, and also cut through western Pennsylvania, provided needed access to 

the Mississippi. More important, however, was the Ohio Territory’s bordering the southernmost 

Great Lake, which provided an opportunity for contiguous water transportation from Lake Erie 

into Lake Ontario, up the St. Lawrence River, and into the Atlantic Ocean. 

Virginia’s Mixed Enterprise System 

In an effort to begin competing with states such as New York, Maryland, and 

Pennsylvania in the construction of improvements to access trade to the western lands, the 

Virginia General  Assembly incorporated numerous improvement companies within one decade: 

the Potomac Company (1785), the James River Company (1785), the Appomattox Company 

(1787), the Dismal Swamp Company (1787), the Rappahannock Company (1793), and further 
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passing legislation in 1793 for “clearing Roanoke River.”88 The incorporation of these joint stock 

companies was the first of their kind in the state’s history. Within a post-revolution atmosphere 

that often rejected British mercantilism, the General Assembly’s public-private partnership 

ironically embraced a softer form of the practice. This latter form, however, need be carefully 

identified and differentiated from the former. Among reasons for separating from the British 

Crown included numerous economic ailments placed upon the colonies. Unjust taxation, port 

blockades, and other impediments to trade served to fuel the economic interest of not the 

colonies, but rather Britain. This long-established system of commerce directed colonial actions 

through non-consumption and non-importation laws, which guaranteed Britain protection against 

foreign competition. Mercantilism across Europe during the 17th and 18th centuries often utilized 

state-owned corporations to operate and conduct business on behalf of the regime such as the 

British East India Company (EIC), which served to monopolize trade throughout the eastern 

hemisphere including the waters of Southeast Asia and China. Despite its success dominating 

international trade during the second half of the 18th century, the EIC primarily served the 

expansion of the British Empire. If state-backed corporations were seen as centralizing forces 

prone to corruption and self-interest prior to the revolution, why then did Virginia—a stronghold 

of anti-federalism—accept publicly funded joint stock companies operating within Virginia? 

Virginians accepted the public-private partnerships because of their unique incentive structure, 

limited scope of power, and economic upside to the state. 

First, the companies each issued subscriptions in exchange for stock, a percentage of 

which was acquired by the state. After meeting improvement benchmarks set by the state, tolls 

were allowed to be collected to compensate investors. This system sought to repay both private 
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and public interests in the projects at a steady but cautious rate, thereby rewarding investors 

while avoiding the interest of speculators and stockjobbers. Next, the companies were restrained 

in their government-supported capacity to improve river navigation conditions. Unlike such 

entities under the British Crown that were used as economic mechanisms of political control, the 

improvement companies had a narrowly defined mission. Moreover, these localized projects 

were operating in a state with a long tradition of decentralized policy. Developed over the course 

of one century under the policy of salutary neglect, Virginia’s political apparatuses evolved to 

maintain republican virtue. Local matters were delt with at the level of the county court while 

larger, trans-regional issues fell upon the state government; because river improvements aimed to 

impact all regions of the state, the political status-quo remained the same.89 Lastly, internal 

improvements were seen to be boon to the entire state and mutually beneficial to all economic 

strata. Wealthy tidewater elite on the east coast comprised of landed gentry, merchants, and the 

politically connected desired a more stable flow of cash crops such as tobacco from the west to 

ship to Europe, as well as a growing market to sell finished products obtained from Europe. 

Poorer farmers in the western region needed more reliable and cheaper transportation of crops to 

the eastern market, and desired finished goods from the eastern region. 

It is a curious circumstance that this economic policy of improvements—referred to as a 

“mixed enterprise” system—was supported by both Federalists and Anti-Federalists alike. 

Although standing in opposition to the role and scope of the general government in the new 

republic, to include federally funded improvements, fellow Virginians George Washington and 

Patrick Henry both advocated for internal improvements within their state. In a 1786 letter to 

Washington, Henry commented on an internal improvement project to build a “Canal from 
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Eliza.[beth] River to Albemarle Sound” in southeast Virginia. He wrote that of “More than one 

hundred Laws have been enacted at this Session, few of which can lay Claim to the public 

Regard so properly, as an Act on the Subject I allude to.” Here, Henry describes his support for 

the Elizabeth River improvement in providing for the “public regard.”90 According to the 1785 

commissioners report, written at the request of the Virginia House, the building of a canal was 

recommended from “the Head of either Deep Creek or new mill Creek, Branches of the Southern 

Branch of Elizabeth River to the head of Pasquotank River in the State of North Carolina” as the 

“most convenient course” for commercial benefit.91 Moreover, the commissioners had “reason to 

believe that Carolina will readily concur in it provided its Trade through the Canal be secured 

from Imposts for the Benefit of the State of Virginia,” a sentiment shared by Henry who 

described in another letter to Washington that “the Benefits resulting shall be reciprocal to both 

States.”92 

 
90 “To George Washington from Patrick Henry, 18 January 1786,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/04-03-02-0436. [Original source: The Papers of George 
Washington, Confederation Series, vol. 3, 19 May 1785 – 31 March 1786, ed. W. W. Abbot, (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1994), 510. 

 
91 “To George Washington from Patrick Henry, 11 November 1785,” 353–355. 
 
92 “To George Washington from Patrick Henry, 11 November 1785.” The source project “Founders 

Online” produced by the National Archives remains a valuable resource for not only its vast collection of letters and 
documents, but also its editorial notes. The 1784 session that first proposed the Elizabeth River improvement gives 
some valuable insight into how improvements were viewed within the General Assembly. According to the editorial 
note from the “General Assembly Session of October 1784”: Other concerns at the October 1784 session centered 
on internal improvements and taxes. Most public men favored canals and market roads or turnpikes as a means of 
maintaining life lines to the west. JM was anxious to sponsor legislation authorizing canal companies for the 
Potomac, James, and Elizabeth rivers for he was convinced that privately financed schemes of this sort would be 
self-supporting while fostering the markets farmers needed for their products. Washington’s enthusiasm for the 
Potomac canal was a confirmation of JM’s approach, and when his friend came forward with a model bill from 
Annapolis JM withdrew his own work to promote the general good expeditiously. His enthusiasm for the Dismal 
Swamp canal proved premature but was in the same intellectual channel as the plan he would support a generation 
later when the Erie waterway was proposed.” “The General Assembly Session of October 1784 (Editorial 
Note),” Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-08-02-0065. 
[Original source: The Papers of James Madison, vol. 8, 10 March 1784 – 28 March 1786, ed. Robert A. Rutland and 
William M. E. Rachal (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1973), 122–123. 
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Washington’s enthusiasm for improvements were well known even outside of Virginia. 

In a letter from James Warren dated September 02, 1785, Washington observed that: 

…the prevailing Disposition for Improvements, will make Us a Great and probably 
happy People. Your great Plan for opening a Large and Extensive Internal Navigation in 
Virginia will be to future Generations a standing Monument of the Spirit and Enterprize 
of the present Age. And while they enjoy the Blessings and Advantages derived from it, 
they must recollect with Gratitude those who contrived and executed it. After all 
Agriculture is the great Basis upon which the whole Fabrick of Greatness, and Happiness, 
however constructed and put together, must stand. and it affords no small Pleasure to see 
such a Spirit of Enquiry on that Subject prevailing.93 

 
Both Washington and Henry envisioned a future of improvement for Virginia, but one that 

embraced commercial enterprise alongside their divergent visions of American republicanism. 

While 20th century scholars have often painted the embracement of internal improvements by 

Anti-Federalists, Democrats, and Jeffersonians during the late colonial and early antebellum 

periods, evidence shows that they are mistaken. Henry, like many of his philosophical 

counterparts, held more nuanced position; he recognized that local and state improvement 

different vastly from federal projects in both constitutional and practical terms, the latter point 

serving to aid the flourishing of local interests and necessarily those of the nation. 

Although small improvements funded by a variety of public and private means were 

made in Virginia during the first decade of the 19th century, it was not until the War of 1812 that 

a push for a state improvement program began in Virginia. The Fund for Internal Improvement 

was created by an act of the Virginia legislature on February 5, 1816, for “the purpose of 

rendering navigable, and uniting by canals, the principal rivers, and of more intimately 

 
93 “To George Washington from James Warren, 2 September 1785,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/04-03-02-0205. [Original source: The Papers of George 
Washington, Confederation Series, vol. 3, 19 May 1785 – 31 March 1786, ed. W. W. Abbot (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1994), 222–224. 
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connecting, by public highways, the different parts of the Commonwealth.”94 It resolved to 

create a public-private partnership by issuing “shares held by the Commonwealth, in the stock of 

the Little River Turnpike Company, of the Dismal Swamp, Appomattox, Potomac, and James 

River Canal companies, of the Bank of Virginia and Planter's Bank of Virginia.”95 Created 

simultaneously was the Board of Public Works, which comprised of key state officials including 

the governor, treasurer, and attorney general, along with ten citizens “of whom three shall reside 

westward of the Alleghany mountain; two between the Alleghany and the Blue Ridge; three 

between the Blue Ridge and the great post road [along the fall line]…and the residue, between 

that roads and the seas coast.”96 Holding a position of prominence was the principle Engineer 

chosen by the board members.  

One of the most erudite descriptions of the implemented subscription system was written 

by historian Robert Fleming Hunter, who in summarizing the complex wording that appears in 

the 1819 Revised Code of the Laws of Virginia wrote that “the state put up two-fifths of the 

money if private subscribers would put up three-fifths. The state would begin paying on its 

subscription in proportion as private stockholders had paid in, so soon as private stockholders 

had actually paid in twenty per cent of their three-fifths share.”97 This method of public-private 

cooperation sought to extract the benefit of the “sagacity” of industry along with the “moderate 

 
94 “Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia” (Richmond: Thomas Richie, 1816), 

35. 
95 Richard L. Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements,” 356. 
 
96 Robert Fleming Hunter, “The Turnpike Movement in Virginia, 1816-1860,” (PhD, Columbia University, 

1957), 21, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
 
97 Hunter, Turnpike Movement in Virginia, 22. 
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insurance against loss to private adventurers” infused by public financing.98 Lynchburg, in its 

later years, benefitted from such a system and was harnessed to ultimately advance the local 

interests of the region. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
98 Joseph Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American Civilization, 1606-1865 (New York: Augustus M. 

Kelley, 1966), 376. 
 



Chapter 2: Philosophical Thought & Approaches to 
Political Economy 
 
 
 

…that question is, not whether these things are useful—for that nobody denies—
but it is how, and by whom, these improvements shall be made?...I say, they should be 
made by the States… 

 
Philip Pendleton Barbour (1830)1 

 
 
 
Part I: Scottish Political Economy, Improvements, & Influence 

The perception of backcountry settlement often stands in contrast to its historical reality. 

Too often, settlers are envisioned as lone adventurers such as Daniel Boone or Davey Crocket 

who led a nomadic lifestyle, cut their way through virgin forest, and fought in epic conflicts 

against Indian attacks. These figures, however, were of a different sort. Early backcountry 

frontiersman and pioneers were often fur trappers who worked on company or government 

contracts, such as 17th century Frenchmen René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, and Jacques 

Marquette, who ventured into the Mississippi River Valley region. The journeys of Meriwether 

Lewis and William Clarke at the turn of the 19th century into the Louisiana Territory traveled at 

the behest of President Thomas Jefferson.  Even later American trappers such as James 

Beckwourth and Jim Bridger, who helped explore the American West, worked for private 

companies and the U.S Army as scouts. Although the adventures led by such men were critical in 

helping to explore and map American territory, they led lives in stark contrast to familial settlers 

 
1 Barbour Philip Pendleton, Speech of Mr. Philip P. Barbour of Virginia on the National Road Bill; 

Delivered in the House of Representatives (Washington: March, 1830), 10, 
https://printedephemera.lib.wvu.edu/pdf/P12943.pdf. 

 

https://printedephemera.lib.wvu.edu/pdf/P12943.pdf
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in the American east. While life in the American backcountry was often difficult, monotonous, 

and even dangerous, those who traveled deeper into the West and South across the several 

migration waves throughout the late 18th and early 19th centuries founded permanent 

communities and developed a high degree of inter-reliance. The modern conception of 

individualism often read back into the historical record paints an incomplete portrait of the 

nuanced relationship between families, politics, and society. Understanding the thinkers of the 

Scottish Enlightenment helps bring forth the presuppositional foundations upon which the 

worldview of many backcountry Virginians rested. 

The relationship between internal improvements and enlightenment philosophy preceded 

19th century America. The history of internal improvements in Scotland during the 18th century 

helps understand the predecessor of this relational integration in backcountry Virginia, as well as 

other regions of Scottish settlement in America. The wave of enlightenment that overtook 

Europe from the end of the 17th century through the early 19th century brought with it new modes 

of understanding the world and challenging societal norms of epistemology. In Great Britain 

philosophical empiricism, self-improvement, and religious toleration were made manifest among 

many by the works of John Locke, Jeremy Bentham, Edward Gibbon, Joseph Addison, and other 

intellectuals. In France, the salons served to catalyze the ideas of Denis Diderot, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, Baron de Montesquieu, and Francois-Marie Arouet (Voltaire). The rise and 

accessibility of salons helped close the gulf between insulated intellectuals and the common man 

by creating a “public sphere” of intellectual discourse, which eventually culminated in the 

French Revolution.2 In Scotland, the numerous universities helped produced an abundance of 

 
2 For more on the historical significance of solons and their transformation power over the public sphere, 

see: Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois 
Society (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1991) 
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thinkers from a relatively small island population. Forced overseas to Oxford and Cambridge 

during the Middle Ages by a lack of institutions of higher learning in Scotland, the ‘ancient 

universities’ of St. Andrews, Glasgow, Edinburgh, King's College, and Marischal College 

emerged across the 15th and 16th centuries to fill the void. Combined with a healthy system of 

libraries and learning societies, in addition to a robust Protestant (Presbyterian) work ethic, the 

focus on reason and virtue echoed across the low-lands and high-lands via the works of Adam 

Ferguson, David Hume, Francis Hutcheson, Thomas Reid, Adam Smith, and others. Central to 

this philosophical reorganization was the societal dichotomy between the individual and the 

collective benefit. 

Scottish Enlightenment works are rife with critiques of individualism. According to 

Christopher J. Berry, “the central problem of post-Reformation Europe was legitimacy. What 

gave that individual, or group, the right or authority to command others? This is only a ‘problem’ 

once it is denied that rulers possess some natural, or super-natural (divine), entitlement to govern 

the ruled….Once the principle of natural rulership is abandoned then, politically, individuals are 

on a par. Equality is the natural condition. This same conclusion can be expressed by saying 

humans are equal in the State of Nature.”3 But since the state of nature allowed for the natural 

“inconveniences which disorder men's properties” to arise as described by John Locke, 

…men unite into societies that they may have the united strength of the whole society to 
secure and defend their properties, and may have standing rules to bound it by which 
everyone may know what is his. To this end it is that men give up all their natural power 
to the society they enter into, and the community put the legislative power into such 
hands as they think fit, with this trust, that they shall be governed by declared laws, or 
else their peace, quiet, and property will still be at the same uncertainty as it was in the 
state of Nature.4 

 
3 Christopher J. Berry, The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 30. 
 
4 John Locke, The Two Treatises of Civil Government (Hollis ed.) (London: A. Miller et al., 1689) 
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This is in accordance with Scottish philosopher Adam Ferguson’s assessment, who believed that 

mankind is “to be taken in groups, as they have always subsisted. The history of the individual is 

but a detail of the sentiments and thoughts he has entertained in the view of his species; and 

every experiment relative to this subject should be made with entire societies, not with single 

men.”5 Many Scottish thinkers such as Adam Ferguson and John Miller rejected the 

individualism found among many enlightenment thinkers, like Rousseau. This criticism often 

manifested in the ire of the “Legislator, or Law-giver.”6 

The Legislators identified by both Millar and Ferguson being, “Brama, Solon, Alfred and 

Lycurgus, and “Romulus and Lycurgus,” respectfully, crafted legal structures based not upon the 

individual, but upon practiced tradition and custom. Prior to authoritative decrees, societal 

boundaries were logically derived from what Millar described as the “natural manners and 

customs which for ages perhaps have prevailed among his countrymen.” Likewise, Ferguson 

reasoned that if present man remained unwontedly shackled to custom, it was unlikely to believe 

that men lacking less knowledge and possessing less of an intellectual ability to reflect upon his 

condition and past. Legislators, therefore, established law based upon held societal norms in 

order to “accommodate [the] regulations to the spirit of the people;” legitimacy was created not 

 
5 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 5th ed. (London: T. Cadell, 1782) 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428. 
 
6 Berry, The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment, 37.; Historian Colin Kidd shed 

important light into the evolution of political structures among the Scotts. He wrote: “In strict designation theory it 
was acknowledged that the people must originally have chosen their rulers, with a distinction made between this 
popular title and the nature of authority, which was derived directly from God. In Scott's historical version of the 
theory, divinity was excluded. He argued that, having considered the alternatives of monarchy, aristocracy and 
democracy, the Scottish people had settled for absolute hereditary monarchy on the grounds of its utility, appointing 
Fergus to the throne and solemnly vowing to uphold him and his direct line. Abercromby entertained no ambiguities 
about the status of the people prior to the establishment of the monarchy.” Colin Kidd, Subverting Scotland's Past: 
Scottish Whig Historians and the Creation of an Anglo-British Identity 1689–1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), 80-81. 

 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428
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by “violent reformation” from an executive, but rather through “moderate improvements” of the 

status quo.7 In sum, as identified by Berry, “Individualistic explanations are thus simplistic and 

because of that are misleading. They remove individuals from their social context, and since 

humans are naturally social then this removal is a distortion. From the perspective of the history 

of social theory this is an important conclusion: social institutions - like pre-eminently but not 

solely the mode of government - are to be explained by social causes.”8 

Much like the sentiments expressed by John Adams that the Constitution was “made only 

for a moral and religious people,” the Scotts stipulated that commerce necessitated virtue, which 

can only be acted out within a social context, and the absence of which would spiral into a state 

of despotism. The work of Scottish philosophers such as Adam Ferguson offer compelling 

insights into the relationship between public life and virtue. Rationally, a separation will persist 

between the public and private, yet the latter will always sabotage the former. As Ferguson 

described in his An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 

When we suppose government to have bestowed a degree of tranquillity which we 
sometimes hope to reap from it, as the best of its fruits, and public affairs to proceed, in 
the several departments of legislation and execution, with the least possible interruption 
to commerce and lucrative arts; such a state, like that of China, by throwing affairs into 
separate offices, where conduct consists in detail, and in the observance of forms, by 
superseding all the exertions of a great or a liberal mind, is more akin to despotism than 
we are apt to imagine.9 

 
Likewise, fostering vices detrimental to the public good is a natural and inevitable result of 

disengaging virtue from public life. He continued that “there is no mistake more likely to foster 

 
7 Berry, The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment, 38. 
 
8 Ibid, 39. 
 
9 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 5th ed. (London: T. Cadell, 1782) 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428. 
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the vices, or to flatter the weakness, of feabile and interested man” than the rejection of wisdom 

found through the “fruits of experience.” Because the “habits of a vigorous mind are formed in 

contending with difficulties,” the absence of such positive conflict results in an inability to foster 

“the gifts of reflection or knowledge,” the consequence of which are the inferior “lessons of 

retirement and leisure.”10 In sum, the institutions of men, 

…if not calculated for the preservation of virtue, are, indeed, likely to have an end as well 
as a beginning: But so long as they are effectual to this purpose, they have at all times an 
equal principle of life, which nothing but an external force can suppress; no nation ever 
suffered internal decay but from the vice of its members.11 

 
The Scott’s viewed the grand trajectory of governments, and of institutions, as the result of 

human action. According to Ferguson, the rise of great nations’ were not the product of 

enlightenment, but rather the result of “successive improvements that were made, without any 

sense of their general effect; and they bring human affairs into a state of complication, which the 

greatest reach of capacity with which human nature was ever adorned, could not have 

projected….”12 While men may sign documents, it is the slow progress of society and collective 

men that create the patterns of thought and acceptance that allows for not only compliance, but 

 
10 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 5th ed. (London: T. Cadell, 1782) 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428.; Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments also displayed the positive role of 
conflict: “In peaceable and quiet times, those two principles generally coincide and lead to the same conduct. The 
support of the established government seems evidently the best expedient for maintaining the safe, respectable, and 
happy situation of our fellow-citizens; when we see that this government actually maintains them in that situation. 
But in times of public discontent, faction, and disorder, those two different principles may draw different ways, and 
even a wise man may be disposed to think some alteration necessary in that constitution or form of government, 
which, in its actual condition, appears plainly unable to maintain the public tranquillity. In such cases, however, it 
often requires, perhaps, the highest effort of political wisdom to determine when a real patriot ought to support and 
endeavour to re-establish the authority of the old system, and when he ought to give way to the more daring, but 
often dangerous spirit of innovation.” Smith, Adam. The Theory of Moral Sentiments and on the Origins of 
Language (Stewart ed.) (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1759) 

 
11 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society. 
 
12 Berry, The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment, 41. 
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also acceptance of legislative decrees (barring authoritarian rule).13 Central to this societal 

formation and the maintenance of liberty is the presence of conflict, which Ferguson identified as 

being the catalyst for wisdom through compromise.14 He identified the ever-present source of 

conflict as emanating from the natural tendency of man to divide into tribes and communities. 

Despite any practical conflict which may arise (such as over material gain), man—as a product 

of sin—is bound to “perpetual hostilities;” unshakably, man is “fond of distinctions, [and] we 

place ourselves in opposition and quarrel under the denomination off action and party without 

any material subject of controversy.”15 And since the “principles of union go beyond the 

individual then this same conclusion has to be drawn at the societal level.”16 Because of the 

nature of the unfolding of these events resulting ultimately in the formation of society—that they 

arise from man’s natural tendency toward competing and parallel societies—what is produced 

may categorically be placed within the framework of divine providence. One example that 

exemplified a bridging between public life, virtue, and government was the improvement 

movement that took place within Scotland during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 

Improvements in Scotland related to the Enlightenment were first conducted in the 

Scottish Highlands. Alexander Dow and Sheila Dow’s work identified that David Hume’s 

Political Discourses were “written while he was in Edinburgh at the time of the Annexing Act of 

 
13 It must be stated that the Scots did not follow a philosophy of fatalism or reductionism. As noted by 

Berry, “To reduce the course of history and the subject-matter of history to the purposively rational actions of 
individuals is a misleading reductionism. This is not the same as saying that individuals are merely carried along by 
the flow of history. It is one of the hallmarks of the Scottish Enlightenment that (to use later terminology) it 
recognizes both structure and agency.” Ibid, 42. 

 
14 Ibid, 42. 
 
15 Ibid, 43. 
 
16 Ibid, 44. 
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1752, whereby thirteen estates were annexed to the Crown, and the rents and profits from 

Highland estates were to be used for ‘civilizing’ the inhabitants.” 17 In comparison to the fertile 

pastures of the Lowlands that accumulated wealth through agriculture, the Highlands were 

comprised of rocky, isolated communities—a sociological and economic contrast that resembled 

the backcountry settlers of Virginia in comparison to their tidewater counterparts. The 

Highlanders were often deemed a primitive and untamed people, lacking virtue and civility. But 

as described by scholar Andrew Mackillop, the political culture of the Scottish Highlands 

between Culloden and Waterloo thrusted the region into a “focus on commercial and social 

change” that laid the groundwork for political and economic advancement through 

improvements.18 

Prominent Scottish writers including Adam Anderson, Adam Smith, and David Hume 

were directly involved in the Highland improvement efforts and provide critical insights into the 

evolving epistemological framework of the synergy between political economy and society. 

Anderson’s Origins of Commerce played a critical role in informing readers of the usefulness as 

well as dangers of public finance. Scottish political economy emerged within a period of 

empiricism that deeply valued lessons of the past, and Anderson looked to Britain and France for 

 
17 Alexander Dow and Sheila Dow, “Economic Development in the Scottish Enlightenment: Ideas as Cause 

and Effect” (2013): 21, https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/42543343.pdf. 
 
18 Mackillop further stated that “state intervention formed an explicit aspiration of Highland political 

culture, as did the belief that private capital alone could not surmount the region's economic underdevelopment. The 
state was viewed as the ideal partner to join with landlords in alleviating the chronic problems that hindered the 
area’s modernization. Commentators attacked the idea that improving the region should be ‘laid upon the shoulders 
of individuals, who, anxious for the public welfare, do it voluntarily out of their own estates, rather than fruitlessly 
apply for the aid of the state. A Frenchman or a Swiss would hardly give credit to this.’ Beyond promoting specific 
legislation, the improvement of the Highlands required ‘the liberality of the government of Great Britain to that part 
of the Kingdom called Scotland’ and that ‘aid from government should not be despaired of, the influence of the 
Highland Society is great’. Andrew Mackillop, “The Political Culture of the Scottish Highlands from Culloden to 
Waterloo,” The Historical Journal 46, no. 3 (2003): 524-525, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3133560. 

 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/42543343.pdf
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those lessons. For example, the South Sea Bubble and the French Mississippi Scheme of the 

early 18th century both created economic ruin upon their demise. The former event began in 1711 

when a joint-stock company, the British South Sea Company, contracted with Britain to reduce 

its national debt. Burdened by debts from both the War of Spanish Succession and the Great 

Northern War, Parliament granted a trading monopoly to the South Sea Company for the purpose 

of capturing and selling slaves from the ‘South Seas,’ or South America. In exchange for 

exclusive trading rights, the company’s profits were slowly paid off the assumed debt through 

what was hoped to be an ever-increasing stock price. While the company’s stock rose 

dramatically by 1720 in what has been documented as one of the first economic manias in the 

West, the slave trade never materialized. After political conditions shifted and restricted trade in 

South America, the bubble burst sending devastating shock waves throughout Europe. In 

response, the Bubble Act of 1720 was created after the fallout and prohibited the creation of 

joint-stock companies without a royal charter. The latter event began in 1716 when Scottish 

writer John Law established a bank in France, which issued paper money based upon held gold 

reserves. With the hopes that increased public access to capital would revitalize their depressed 

economy through the sale of precious metals and beaver pelts, France gave Law’s newly 

established company control of the trade between France and its territories in North America. 

While company stock was a short-term boon, which rose from roughly 500 livres to 10,000 

livres in 1719, the stock quickly became diluted as Law issued additional bank notes to fund the 

purchase of more stock. Overleveraged with increasing demands for the exchange of notes for 

gold, the stock price collapsed back to its initial price by the following year. Describing these 

horrific financial events, Anderson wrote to his readers that they: 

Ought to be had in perpetual remembrance, not only as being what never had its parallel, 
nor, it is to be hoped, ever will hereafter; but, likewise, as it may serve for a perpetual 
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memento to the legislators and ministers of our own nation, never to leave it in the power 
of any, hereafter, to hoodwink mankind into so shameful and baneful an imposition on 
the credulity of the people.19 

 
Despite what may seem to be a complete condemnation of public credit or public-private 

partnerships, Anderson’s empiricist mindset instead put forth a more nuanced assessment. In 

response to calls against public credit, quoting historian Paul Tonks, the failed schemes only 

“proved that currency must be dependable.”20 Anderson continued that, “Both with regard to the 

transactions in England and in France, that alone is sufficient to evince, that the national paper 

credit in every country, that is, its public assignable debts or funds, as well as that of every bank 

and banker, in order to its permanent duration and support, must ever bear, at least, a due 

proportion to the real intrinsic ability or wealth of such nation, bank, or banker.”21 In sum, 

“National, or public paper credit, therefore,” according to Anderson, “is not the cause, but purely 

the effect of national ability or wealth.” Such a system, of course, required virtue—an 

aforementioned key tenant of enlightenment philosophy—which according to Anderson was 

possible “in such only where the liberties of the whole people are inviolably established.”22 

Moreover, of notable interest are Anderson’s writings on economic development in the 

American colony of Georgia, which he described in contrast to other colonies being “professedly 

planted for the immediate benefit of the undertakers,” as “solely for a national and charitable 

purpose, without any other benefit to the undertakers than what results from the pleasure of 

 
19 Paul Tonks, “British Union and Empire in the Origin of Commerce: Adam Anderson as Eighteenth‐

Century Historian and Scottish Political Economist." History (London) 105, no. 364 (2020): 65, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1111/1468-229X.12927. 

 
20 Tonks, “British Union and Empire in the Origin of Commerce,” 65. 
 
21 Ibid, 66. 
 
22 Ibid, 67. 
 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1111/1468-229X.12927
https://doi-org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1111/1468-229X.12927
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doing good.”23 The development of Georgia was made possible by financial investors, who 

through the purchasing of subscriptions of stock funded the development of agricultural 

production. Hindering the progress of the endeavor, however, Anderson identified James 

Oglethorpe’s adoption of the agrarian ideology of James Harrington.24 A purist philosophy that 

sought to create an “equal commonwealth” through enacting law “establishing and preserving 

the balance of dominion by such a distribution that no one man or number of men within the 

compass of the few or aristocracy can come to overpower the whole people by their possessions 

in lands.”25 Lastly, a key theme within Anderson’s Origins of Commerce is a strong desire for 

union between England, Scotland, and Ireland as he recognized that “Scotland’s progress in the 

eighteenth century depended upon successful British union, politically and socio-

economically.”26 Combined with his expressed sentiments on the principles of economic 

 
23 Ibid, 68. 
 
24 According to historian Thomas D. Wilson, “Harrington applied Machiavelli’s theories (in turn derived 

from classical sources) to Britain in his principal work, The Commonwealth of Oceana (1656), in which he 
envisioned an agrarian utopia. Harrington’s philosophy was widely read within the country party, as noted earlier, 
and its prescription for land ownership appears to have influenced the Oglethorpe Plan. Oglethorpe and his circle of 
confidants developed an integrated, multilayered plan to ensure perpetuation of equality and opportunity beyond the 
founding of the colony. The plan expanded upon Harrington by elevating the land-working class to a land-owning 
class of small farmers.…Oglethorpe also avoided citing James Harrington, again to distance himself from any 
suggestion of radicalism. The controversial theory that distribution of power should be proportional to the 
distribution of land found in Oceana may have inspired the system of agrarian equality, but limitations enacted by 
the Trustees were justified as a pragmatic means of protecting the colony’s small farmers and as a mechanism for 
populating the colony at a density ideal for defensive purposes.” Thomas D. Wilson, “The Plan for a Model 
Colony.” In The Oglethorpe Plan: Enlightenment Design in Savannah and Beyond, 37–62. (University of Virginia 
Press, 2012), 47-57. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14jxwnw.6. 

 
25 James Harrington, Commonwealth of Oceana, chapter 15, The Founders Constitution (Chicago, Illinois: 

University of Chicago Press) https://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch15s2.html. 
 
26 Tonks, “British Union and Empire in the Origin of Commerce,” 76. 
 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14jxwnw.6
https://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch15s2.html
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development and the significant relationship between commerce and society, it may be stated 

that Anderson’s writings presented a positive framework for systems of political economy.27 

The Scott’s effort to merge society and rationality created a common theme among 

scholars to reimagine how societies formed. They identified that society formed not as a product 

of human planning and central authority, but rather of free actors and institutions acting in 

accordance with their interests.28 Society, therefore, organized spontaneously into a complex 

web of competing interests. The principles of spontaneous order stood in stark contrast to 

prevailing sentiments of the 17th through 19th centuries yet achieved a profound effect upon an 

Anglo-American world by the turn of the 19th century.29 The dominant system of mercantilism in 

the 18th century was slowly challenged by the works of Scottish thinkers Adam Ferguson, David 

Hume, and Adam Smith.30 In his An Essay on the History of Civil Society, Ferguson contended 

that: 

 
27 Of Anderson’s brilliant economic analysis, Paul Tonks stated that his “intellectual method and key 

insights drew heavily from historical records, especially from official data. He sought to comprehend societal 
development in terms of economic growth and its impact, and to relate these to government structures and public 
policy. He was explicit about his methodology and purpose. Anderson viewed his book as ‘not only an historical and 
chronological, but, likewise, a systematical and political Survey of Commerce’. His preoccupations thus contributed 
to shaping the sophisticated insights of Scottish political economy. Here we can usefully see his contributions as 
sitting in a wider framework, as the effects of commerce in shaping both sociability and international relations were 
a key theme of eighteenth-century European enlightenment, and especially Scottish enlightenment, thought.” Ibid, 
72. 

 
28 Ferguson described this process in his Essay of Civil Society, as “following the present sense of their 

minds, in striving to remove inconveniences, or to gain apparent and contiguous advantages, arrives at ends which 
even their imagination could not anticipate, and pass on, like animals, in the track of their nature, without perceiving 
its end.” Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 5th ed. (London: T. Cadell, 1782) 
http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428.; For more on Spontaneous order in the Scottish Enlightenment, see: Ronald 
Hamoway, The Scottish Enlightenment and the Theory of Spontaneous Order (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1987) 

 
29 For an extensive view of the evolution of economic thought in Europe, to include mercantilism, see: 

Murray N. Rothbard, An Austrian Perspective on the History of Economic Thought, vol. 1, Economic Thought 
Before Adam Smith (Auburn, AL: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2006) 

 
30 It should be noted that the theory of spontaneous order is not applicable exclusively to society or social 

structures. Craig Smith rightly pointed out that “The notion of spontaneous order has appeared at various times 
down the centuries and has been applied in a variety of academic disciplines: spontaneous order-inspired arguments 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1428


 78 

Like the winds, that come we know not whence, and blow whithersoever they list, the 
forms of society are derived from an obscure and distant origin; they arise long before the 
date of philosophy, from the instincts, not from the speculations of man. The crowd of 
mankind, are directed in their establishments and measures, by the circumstances in 
which they are placed; and seldom are turned from their way, to follow the plan of any 
single projector.31 

 
Ferguson’s analysis of societal construction rung true throughout history—that the great victories 

and triumphs often come not from precise planning, but through the amalgamized arrangements 

of individuals and groups acting out of perceived self-interest and sacrifice. David Hume offered 

similar insights into these phenomena. His A Treatise of Human Nature argued the philosophy of 

association such that “No action can be requir’d of us as our duty, unless there be implanted in 

human nature some actuating passion or motive, capable of producing the action. This motive 

cannot be the sense of duty. A sense of duty supposes an antecedent obligation: And where an 

action is not requir’d by any natural passion, it cannot be requir’d by any natural obligation.”32 

For Hume, the ordering of not simply society, but rather the local associations that composed 

society, was based upon passions or motives. Because man holds natural obligation that cannot 

be supplanted by unnatural impositions, man will act in accordance to his local interests and 

associations, which subsequently comprise the foundation of virtue. 

Adam Smith extended this line of argumentation with his theory of the invisible hand. 

While Ferguson and Hume proposed the mechanism of spontaneous order, or the “unintended 

consequences of the actions of subsistence and order-seeking individuals,” Adam Smith’s work 

 
can be found in the fields of biology, science, epistemology, language, economics, history, law, theology, sociology, 
anthropology and even recently in management studies and computing.” Craig Smith, Adam Smith’s Political 
Philosophy the Invisible Hand and Spontaneous Order (London: Routledge, 2006), 1. 

 
31 Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society (London: T. Cadell, 1767) 
 
32  Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1793) 
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provided “an explanation…required to account for the benign, or successfully functioning, 

nature of particular spontaneous institutional orders.”33 Moreover, it is probable to suppose that 

sections of Smiths’ Wealth of Nations such as “How the Commerce of the Towns Contributed 

to the Improvement of the Country” had a significant effect on the psyche of not only his own 

nation, but throughout the western world. In this section, he layed out rational reasons for how 

the “increase and riches of commercial and manufacturing towns contributed 

to the improvement and cultivation of the countries to which they belonged….” Smith described 

various justifications for his argument, the first being that “by affording 

a great and ready market for the rude produce of the country, they gave encouragement to 

its cultivation and further improvement.”34 This first point was well-known, and commonly held 

to include those in the American backcountry. Second, Smith believed merchants to be 

“generally the best of all improvers as it was the merchant who was “accustomed to employ 

his money chiefly in profitable projects, whereas a mere country gentleman is accustomed to 

employ it chiefly in expence.” Third, Smith wrote that “commerce and manufactures gradually 

introduced order and good government, and with them, the liberty and security of individuals, 

among the inhabitants of the country, who had before lived almost in a continual state of 

war with their neighbours and of servile dependency upon their superiors.”35 This last benefit, 

Smith wrote, was only previously among the Scottish philosophers discussed by David Hume. 

These collective sentiments also reflect what Smith, along with Adam Ferguson and John Miller, 

 
33 Smith, Adam Smith’s Political Philosophy the Invisible Hand and Spontaneous Order, 166. 
 
34 Adam Smith,  An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (United States: Oliver D. 

Cooke, 1804), 317. 
 
35 Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 318. 
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regarded as an offshoot of the melding of spontaneous ordering and commerce brought about by 

improvements, that being the emergence of a heightened division of labor. Smith described this 

natural economic evolution as “the greatest improvement in the productive powers of labor, and 

the greater part of skill, dexterity, and judgment with which it is anywhere directed or applied.”36 

He continued: 

This great increase of the quantity of work, which, in consequence of the division of 
labour, the same number of people are capable of performing, is owing to three different 
circumstances; first, to the increase of dexterity in every particular workman; secondly, to 
the saving of time which is commonly lost in passing from one species of work to 
another; and lastly, to the invention of a great number of machines which facilitate and 
abridge labour, and enable one man to do the work of many.37 

 
The increase of specialized labor was by no means theoretical or exclusive to the Scottish 

Highlands. The American backcountry, for example, experienced a similar commercial trajectory 

whereby the division of labor helped point out the more acute needs of growing towns. Smith 

made mention that specialization meant that no longer would merchants, for example, need to 

take on the role of production or transportation, but rather many men and functions would be 

“employed in order to bring together the different” parts of a good, “which often come from the 

remotest corners of the world!”38 The division of labor and increase in the bounty produced was 

to seek new markets for both selling and acquiring goods and raw materials. It may be stated, 

therefore, that the increase in labor division in both Scotland and in the United States helped to 

spur transportation improvements. 

 
36 Ibid, 12. 
 
37 Adam Smith,  An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (United States: Oliver D. 

Cooke, 1804), 15. 
 
38 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Cannan ed.), vol. 1 

(London: Methuen, 1776) 
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According to Nigel Leask, travel writer Thomas Pennant’s A Tour in Scotland, 

1769 provides notable insights into internal improvements established in Scotland during the 

period. Although a product of the Commissioners for the Annexed Jacobite Estates, they were 

described by Fredrik Albritton Jonsson as “the most ambitious experiment in government-

managed agriculture undertaken anywhere in Britain during the eighteenth century.”39 Leask 

described: 

Although critical of the ‘utopian project’ of establishing colonies for military veterans, he 
praised the Commissioners for ‘introducing and establishing the linen and the woollen 
manufactures, and for promoting fisheries in the Highlands; for making highways, and 
erecting bridges within the annexed estates, and countries adjacent’. Their support of 
‘every undertaking of public utility’ conformed to the spirit of the Parliamentary Act of 
1752 (25th of George II) which aimed to ‘civilize...the inhabitants of the annexed 
estates... [and] promot[e] among them the protestant religion, good government, industry, 
manufactures, and the principles of loyalty to the present royal line.’40 

 
While the improvements proved a boon to economic development, the system of raising capital 

was less than ideal. The projects relied upon “capital raised from the forfeited estates” and 

holdings of the Jacobines, which although useful was unsustainable, particularly for those 

looking to the Highlands for lessons on improvement.41 But while the mechanism of funding 

may not have been transferable, the benefits of improvement were.42 As described by Pennant, 

the improvements themselves were successful and regarding future endeavors, “the onus of 

 
39 Benchimol, A., McKeever, G.L. (Eds.) Cultures of Improvement in Scottish Romanticism, 1707–1840 

(New York: Routledge, 2018), 97. 
 
40 Benchimol, Cultures of Improvement, 98. 
 
41 Ibid. 
 
42 For a primary source collection of forfeited estate papers, see: Millar, LL.D, A. H., and F.S.A. Scot. A 

Selection of Scottish forfeited estate papers, 1715; 1745, Edited from the Original Documents, with Introduction and 
Appendices (Edinburgh: University Press by T. and A. Constable for the Scottish History Society, 1909) 
https://www.tradeshouselibrary.org/uploads/4/7/7/2/47723681/a_selection_of_scottish_forfeited_estates_papers_17
15~1745_~_edited_from_the_original_documents_with_introduction_and_appendices_~_1909.pdf. 
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https://www.tradeshouselibrary.org/uploads/4/7/7/2/47723681/a_selection_of_scottish_forfeited_estates_papers_1715%7E1745_%7E_edited_from_the_original_documents_with_introduction_and_appendices_%7E_1909.pdf
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improvement should fall largely on patriotic private enterprise and enlightened landownership, 

rather than the public purse, or rather (in this case), the rents from already indebted annexed 

estates.”43 

Critical to understanding the Scottish view of economic progress was the prism described 

by the “Stadialists of eighteenth-century Scotland, namely Lord Kames, Adam Ferguson, and 

John Millar,” which “offered a theory of economic development based on four stages, 

hunting and gathering, shepherding, cultivation, and commerce and trade that was partly 

adopted by Hume and Smith.”44 While improvements in Virginia during the antebellum period 

moved from the third stage and into the fourth state, the improvements during early-to-mid 18th 

century Scotland took place largely within the third stage with a less-developed fourth stage that 

emerged. 45The inefficient infield and outfield tenant farming methods gave way to the run-rig 

system as well as “the common method of fallowing for three or four years in succession, 

whereby the land was free to produce successive crops of weeds, contributed to the sparse 

 
43 Benchimol, Cultures of Improvement, 98. 
 
44 Margaret Schabas, “Economics in Early Modern Philosophy,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (Summer 2022 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/economics-early-modern.; Scottish historian and philosopher 
Lord Kames (1696-1782) helped popularize this theory throughout Scotland. For more, see: Ronald L. Meek, Social 
Science and the Ignoble Savage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976); and, Gladys Bryson, Man and 
Society: The Scottish Inquiry of the Eighteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945). 

 
45 Scholar Nathaniel Wolloch described stadial theory in the following way: “Conjectural history was most 

exhaustively discussed by Scottish Enlightenment philosophers, its most significant form being stadial theory. The 
idea that different societies or nations achieved varying levels, or stages, of economic and cultural progress was not 
new. Early precedents for such observations already had been made in antiquity: for example, in the works of 
Thucydides, and particularly in those of Ammianus Marcellinus. But the elaboration of this type of historical 
analysis in a truly systematic fashion occurred only in the second half of the eighteenth century. Enlightenment 
stadialism claimed that human societies universally developed according to a generally fixed stadial pattern….” 
Nathaniel Wolloch, “The Civilizing Process, Nature, and Stadial Theory,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 44, no. 2 
(2011): 252–253. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41057331. 
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yields,” and worked to dramatically improve farming conditions and outputs.46 Modern farming 

implements such as the swing plough, the fanner, and the threshing mill also helped spur 

production.47 Pryor described how from “the standpoint of agricultural improvement, the 

relatively small number of landowners who would be most interested in new changes would 

dictate reform for the majority of people,” since only landowners had a right to vote. As a result, 

most of “the alterations in traditional agricultural practice and landholding that arrived in the 

Highlands were already well established in the Lowlands. While the reaction to them was more 

united in the South of Scotland, new methods were highly unpopular in the North.”48 Among 

those improvements introduced from the Lowlands to the Highlands was a precise system of 

conducting land surveys, which unfortunately for the Highlanders, were used “as a means of 

controlling the Highlands.” “Surveying, road building and the construction of camps and forts,” 

according to Pryor, “were used by the Hanoverians to subdue and control the Highlanders. Their 

purpose was to provide detailed information as part of the program of road building and fort 

construction that had been initiated in 1710, but the surveying would be expanded after 1746.”49 

 
46 Beth Pryor, “Scottish Emigration to British North America 1770-1783: The First Phase of Scottish 

Highland Diaspora,” 17, 
https://digitalcommons.buffalostate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1044&context=history_theses. 

 
47 Pryor, “Scottish Emigration to British North America 1770-1783,” 19.; Scotland had deep connections to 

Virginia tobacco during the 18th century. According to T.M. Divine, “In the South the importation of tobacco from 
Virginia, Maryland and North Carolina was the most important factor in the dramatic rise in colonial trades. Scottish 
imports of tobacco exceeded those of both London and the English outports combined. In comparison to Britain as a 
whole, the achievement of the Scottish traders was quite remarkable. However, the success of the “tobacco lords” in 
the South did little for the economic development of the North. Economic development was occurring all throughout 
Great Britain during this era; however, the impact of the changes in the Highlands are distinguished more for the 
concentration of time in which they took place, than the radicalness of the improvements. T. M. Devine, “The 
Colonial Trades and Industrial Investment in Scotland, c. 1700-1815,” The Economic History Review 29, no. 1 
(1976): 1–13. https://doi.org/10.2307/2594504. 

 
48 Pryor, “Scottish Emigration to British North America 1770-1783,” 20. 
 
49 Ibid, 20-21. 
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Despite how these improvements were achieved, or rather their future use against Highlander 

autonomy, they undoubtedly helped spur economic growth. Pryor described the period as 

“marked by an increased variety of industries, an extension in trade and the construction of 

public works.” For example, the linen industry grew from £103,312 produced between 1727 and 

1728 to £632,389 produced between 1770 and 1771.50 

According to scholar Jenny Wormald, “Although the traditional system of Scottish 

agriculture did not disappear overnight, the spirit of improvement rapidly gained ground.” 

Furthermore: 

The deepening of the Clyde at Glasgow, the construction of the Tay Bridge at Perth, and 
the North and the South bridges in Edinburgh are all proofs of the enterprise of the 
eighteenth century. In addition to 124 improved waterways and bridges, General George 
Wade built a major Highland road in the 1720s. Originally built to facilitate the 
movement of troops across the Highlands to quell any Jacobite unrest, this road (the old 
A9) would eventually provide the first route by which wheeled vehicles could travel from 
central Perth to the Highland town of Inverness. After Culloden, changes in the Highland 
economic structure greatly impacted the social structure. The agricultural changes in 
surveying, improved leases and eliminated run-rig, the industrial increases in linen, kelp 
and iron manufacturing, the improvements in animal husbandry and the expansion of 
Highland public works all played a large role in the improvement of the Highland 
economy. These changes in the economy effected the social structure which was so 
closely tied to the land and industry.51 

 
P. Hume Brown documented in his monumental History of Scotland that  “after the rebellion of 

1745…great changes took place in the Highlands, whose inhabitants began gradually to adopt 

the Lowland ways of living.”52 First, “the want of roads” was the greatest need for the 

Highlands. Furthermore: 

We have seen how General Wade had constructed his great military roads, but these were 
not sufficient to open up all the Highland country. In the beginning of the nineteenth 

 
50 Ibid, 26-27. 
 
51 Jenny Wormald, Scotland, A History (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2005), 163. 
 
52 Peter Hume Brown, A Short History of Scotland (United Kingdom: Oliver and Boyd, 1924), 562. 
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century, therefore, the Government commissioned a famous engineer, Thomas Telford, to 
superintend the making of roads all through the Highlands. The work went on for about 
twenty years, and in that time 920 miles of good roads were made, and 1200 bridges were 
built of stone or iron. In the year 1803, also, was begun the Caledonian Canal, which 
extends from the Moray Firth to the head of Loch Linnhe.53 
 

In addition, social awareness seen in social gatherings such as The Honorable the Society of 

Improvers (1723–45), an agricultural improvement society in Edinburgh, helped spur a “spirit of 

improvement” through the land.54 

One may rightly question the connection between backcountry Virginia settlers and 

Scottish Enlightenment thought. Did these communities, such as those in the growing town of 

Lynchburg, read the writings of Smith, Hume, and other prominent philosophers? Was there a 

conscious infusion of their philosophies into the town’s development? While a definitive 

connection may not be known, the philosophy of the Scottish writers including Ferguson and 

Millar helps to provide sufficient reasoning to think that this was by no means a necessary 

requirement. Recall the empiricist lens through which the Scottish Enlightenment viewed 

society; to suppose the writings of Ferguson, for example, were from him alone is reductionistic. 

Because the ideas of individuals are found not from within themselves, but rather are the product 

of trial and error and ultimately selected by society within the long span of tradition and culture, 

the same pools of ideas which helped Scottish thinkers form their writings were the same pools 

that shaped the pre-immigration generations of Scottish settlers that eventually settled across the 

American backcountry to include Virginia. Scottish thinkers did not propose any new ideas, but 

 
53 Brown, A Short History of Scotland, 563. 
 
54 Wormald, Scotland, A History, 163. 
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rather connected and organized the concepts that already existed within Scottish society into a 

palatable work of writing. 

One of the curious disadvantages of the commercialization of the Lowlands was what 

Dow described as “the breakdown of clan-based mechanisms for social control in the Highlands, 

[and] the breakdown of traditional society in towns.” As a result, in comparison to the Lowlands, 

“traditional Scottish culture had been preserved longer in the Highlands.”55 While this may have 

been a negative component of societal progression within Scotland, a different society existed in 

Virginia. The underdeveloped backcountry was desperate for more accessible means of 

connecting to other regions of the state. Small, relatively isolated communities of emigrants 

created localized societies but were largely disunified from the surrounding region. These 

communities simply lacked the regional bonds relative to one another that existed in Scotland, 

and therefore were not subject to the same negative repercussions that commercialization 

brought to other, more long-established cities and regions. In sum, while commercialization may 

be categorized as a declension model with regard to cultural bonds, the same advancements in 

the Virginia backcountry helped forge a unification of society. 

Among the many connections that existed between the Highlands and Virginia was the 

mode of funding improvements. The Scottish Highland internal improvements of the mid-18th 

century were a positive step forward and improved the lives of community members, which 

according to widely read travel writers such as Thomas Pennant were to have proved successful 

if replicated elsewhere.56 

 
55 Dow, Alexander and Sheila Dow, “Economic Development in the Scottish Enlightenment: Ideas as 

Cause and Effect” (PhD Diss., University of Sterling, 2013), 24. 
 
56 For more on Thomas Pennant’s travel and writings in the Highlands in relation to improvements, see: 

Nigel Leask, “Thomas Pennant’s Highlands: Enlightenment Travel, Improvement, and National 
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As the lessons of investment recalled by philosopher Adam Anderson taught, 

improvements showed promise but only if their mechanisms were stable. Taking his observation 

of the South Sea Bubble and the French Mississippi Scheme in comparison to his successful 

subscription-based model enacted in Georgia, it was a logical conclusion for future communities 

to accept the use of private money via subscriptions to build internal improvements to their 

benefit. Moreover, the inseparable virtue Anderson emphasized was needed for such endeavors 

was proven to be exemplified and “of central importance” to the Scottish writers, serving what 

they constituted to be a “healthy society.”57 The fusing of public virtue and spontaneous order 

may be best seen in the rise of improvements for the local benefit. The embodiment of the 

Scottish philosophies of directing personal and communal virtue and the natural progress of 

commercialization was made manifest via Smith’s invisible hand. 

 

Part II: Economic Philosophy in America 

Agrarianism vs Commercialism 

Public discourse concerning the commercial revolution in America was discussed within 

the paradigm of “rational improvement” vs luxury—a public debate that brought with it moral 

implications weighty enough to shift the foundations of society upon which the new republic 

 
Description,” Stepping Westward Writing the Highland Tour c. 1720-1830 (Oxford, England: Oxford University 
Press, 2020) 

 
57 Gary L. McDowell, “Commerce, Virtue, and Politics: Adam Ferguson’s Constitutionalism,” The Review 

of Politics 45, no. 4 (1983): 536, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1407163.; Moreover, as Francis Hutchinson stated in 
his Passions and Affections: “Virtue consists in Benevolence, or Desire of the public Good: The Happiness of others 
is very uncertain, so that our public Desires may often be disappointed; and every Disappointment is uneasy, in 
proportion to the Degree of Desire. And therefore, however the Admiration and fixed Pursuit of Virtue may always 
secure one stable and constant Pleasure of Self-Approbation, yet this Enjoyment presupposes a Desire of public 
Good, subject to frequent Disappointment, which will be attended with Uneasiness proportioned to the Degree of 
public Desire, or the Virtue upon which we reflect.” Francis Hutchinson, “An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of 
the Passions and Affections,” ed. Aaron Garrett (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2002) 
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relied.58 According to historian Drew McCoy, “…an eighteenth-century thinker’s concept of 

luxury generally mirrored his attitude toward the contemporary commercial revolution. While 

some observers voiced only fear and were unequivocal in their condemnation of the 

commercialization of life, there were new optimists who, for the first time in Western thought, 

attempted an unqualified defense of commerce and the luxury it brought with it. These two 

extreme positions defined the spectrum of debate, with most thinkers exploring some 

intermediate, more balanced perspective that often led to a guarded ambivalence.”59 

With the former position adopting the virtue of austerity embodied in the ancient republic 

of Sparta while decrying luxury to be the producer of selfishness, greed, and hedonism, and the 

latter position bellowing the pro-luxury sentiments of “Voltaire, Jean-Francois Melon, and the 

infamous Bernard Mandeville,” the answer to creating an American commercial system lay 

somewhere in the middle.60 The necessity of international trade to achieve economic 

sustainability was made clear in the post-revolution era.61 The desire for a post-mercantilist 

 
58 Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (University of North 

Carolina Press, 1980), 22. 
 
59 McCoy, The Elusive Republic, 23. 
 
60 Ibid, 23-25. 
 
61 In David Hume’s essay Of Commerce (1752), he described the advantage of foreign commerce in 

augmenting “the power of the state, as well as the riches and happiness of the subject. It encreases the stock of 
labour in the nation; and the sovereign may convert what share of it he finds necessary to the service of the public. 
Foreign trade, by its imports, furnishes materials for new manufactures; and by its exports, it produces labour in 
particular commodities, which could not be consumed at home. In short, a kingdom, that has a large import and 
export, must abound more with industry, and that employed upon delicacies and luxuries, than a kingdom which 
rests contented with its native commodities. It is, therefore, more powerful, as well as richer and happier. The 
individuals reap the benefit of these commodities, so far as they gratify the senses and appetites. And the public is 
also a gainer, while a greater stock of labour is, by this means, stored up against any public exigency; that is, a 
greater number of laborious men are maintained, who may be diverted to the public service, without robbing any 
one of the necessaries, or even the chief conveniencies of life.” David Hume, Essays Moral, Political and Literary, 
The Founders' Constitution, Volume 1, Chapter 4, Document 3 (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press), 
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s3.html. 
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world guaranteed the flow of luxury items into the United States in exchange for raw materials; 

what was to become of the burgeoning commercialism’s impact on society remained unknown.62 

The predominant manner of reconciling the need for republican virtue and the reality of a 

commercial system came in the adoption of Montesquieu’s “spirit of commerce.”63 Montesquieu 

described commerce in Volume 2 of his Spirit of the Laws as 

…a cure for the most destructive prejudices; for it is almost a general rule, that whereever 
we find agreeable manners, there commerce flourishes; and that wherever there is 
commerce, there we meet with agreeable manners. Let us not be astonished, then, if our 
manners are now less savage than formerly. Commerce has every where diffused a 
knowledge of the manners of all nations; these are compared one with another, and from 
this comparison arise the greatest advantages. Commercial laws, it may be said, improve 
manners, for the same reason as they destroy them. They corrupt the purest morals; this 
was the subject of Plato’s complaints: and we every day see, that they polish and refine 
the most barbarous.64 

 
The virtue building characteristics of commerce including “frugality, economy, moderation, 

labour, prudence, tranquility, order, and rule” were also echoed by philosopher David Hume.65 In 

praising commercial development in his Of Commerce (1752), Hume warned of the dangers of a 

pure agricultural society that offered little incentive to produce harvests beyond subsistence 

levels. “Where manufactures and mechanic arts are not cultivated,” he described, “the bulk of the 

people must apply themselves to agriculture; and if their skill and industry encrease, there must 

arise a great superfluity from their labour beyond what suffices to maintain them. They have no 

 
62 For an examination on the concept of virtue during the American founding, see: Harvey Mansfield, 

“Liberty and Virtue in the American Founding,” (San Francisco, CA: Hoover Press), 
https://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/0817939628_3.pdf. 

 
63 McCoy, The Elusive Republic, 77. 
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temptation, therefore, to encrease their skill and industry; since they cannot exchange that 

superfluity for any commodities, which may serve either to their pleasure or vanity. A habit of 

indolence naturally prevails.”66 If the building of virtue relied upon the toil of agriculture, its 

yields were beneficial but finite. Within commerce, therefore, laid the motivating factor for 

thwarting the proverbial lethargic farmer; his ability to exchange his surplus crop for finished 

goods or “conveniences and luxuries” was to bring as Scottish philosopher and agriculturalist 

James Anderson described as a “spirit to his operations, and life and activity to his mind.” 

Because it was a “good market [that] will always produce a spirited agriculture,” it was needed 

to “place a manufacturer in the neighborhood” in order to reap of the “happy fruits that naturally 

result from the alliance of agriculture with manufacturers and commerce.”67 

Montesquieu, Hume, and Anderson paint a powerful picture of the virtue-building 

incentive structure that commercial improvements could bring to the United States. Missing from 

the application of these philosophies, however, were the geographical challenges that the far-

reaching American landscape posed in creating a commercial society. Anderson’s suggestion to 

place “a manufacturer in the neighborhood” faced three problems: first, the opposition to 

manufacturing in the west; second, the growing size of the United States; and third, the lack of 

reliable transportation. First, political interests in the western lands were agricultural strongholds 

and rejected large development in their regions. The Scots-Irish settlers in the backcountries of 

Pennsylvania, Virginia, and the Carolinas emigrated further inland with each generation and 

sought primarily the self-determination unfeasible in urban areas along the coast. Second, the 

size of the new republic created conditions of commerce unknown to early modern Europe. 
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Anderson’s native Scotland was the about size of the state of South Carolina, and the 

manufacturing regions that developed elsewhere in Europe such as in England were smaller than 

the state of Alabama. Moreover, unlike developed commercial regimes in Europe, vast swaths of 

unnavigable land separated inland and coastal communities and economies. Third, major cities 

on the eastern and southern coasts from Boston to New Orleans were capable of exporting crops 

and importing finished goods from Europe by way of major ports, but inland farmers across the 

backcountry border regions of Virginia and the Carolinas had few and unreliable means of 

ensuring their crops reached port. Moreover, high costs of transportation created little profit 

margin and incentive to risk producing surplus crops. 

The unifying resolution to these three problems was the development of a robust system 

of internal improvements. Roads and bridges aided in traversing the difficult landscape that 

separated the west from the east. Some states, such as Virginia, offered natural means of 

navigation that made it ripe for internal improvement and economic development. Virginia’s 

four major rivers—the Potomac River, the Rappahannock River, the York River, and the James 

River—offered abundant opportunity for connecting intrastate and interstate economic interests. 

The most promising natural waterway for reaching the western region of the state was the James 

River, which stretched 348 miles from the Appalachian Mountains to the Chesapeake Bay. 

Dredging rivers and erecting canals, locks and damns, offered the most promising opportunity 

for harnessing the natural landscape to meet the public need. Furthermore, the building of 

internal improvements was poised to foster economic connection while allowing the west to 

maintain its cultural and sectional identity. Internal improvements, therefore, stood to serve as 

beneficial to both the eastern and western sections and allowed each to maintain their own 

visions—even at times, competing—of the future republic. 
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Many Americans remained hesitant despite the potential benefits of developed 

manufacturing. A changing economic orientation was feared to alter the political landscape 

resulting in dangerous power dynamics witnessed during the height of British mercantilism. One 

solution to thwart the fear of overdeveloped manufacturing was an increased focus on foreign 

trade and free markets. By harnessing the industry of Europe abroad in exchange for domestic 

agricultural production, the moral values of industry could be realized, and the virtues of 

republicanism preserved. Scottish philosopher Sir James Stewart quipped that “when foreign 

demand begins to fail, so as not to be recalled, either industry must decline, or domestic luxury 

must begin”—a learned reality that Americans sought to avoid in their commercial expansion.68 

The call for free trade was a desire of prominent Americans from the outset of the 

revolution. “Our plan is commerce,” Thomas Paine’s Common Sense declared in January of 

1776, “and that, well attended to, will secure us the peace and friendship of all Europe; because it 

is the interest of all Europe to have America as a free port. Her trade will always be a 

protection….”69 The rejection of British mercantilism created wide acceptance in the already 

fertile soil for Adam Smith’s 1776 Wealth of Nations.70 Smith argued that foreign trade offered a 

two-fold benefit of consumer “enjoyment” and economic development, which consequently 

worked to maintain the American desire for balancing agricultural and manufacturing interests. 

The former benefit carried out “that surplus part of the produce of their land and labour for 
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which there is no demand among them, and brings back in return for it something else for which 

there is a demand. It gives a value to their superfluities, by exchanging them for something else, 

which may satisfy a part of their wants, and increase their enjoyments”; the latter benefit of 

foreign trade, “By means of it, the narrowness of the home market does not hinder the division of 

labour in any particular branch of art or manufacture from being carried to the highest perfection. 

By opening a more extensive market for whatever part of the produce of their labour that may 

exceed the home consumption, it encourages them to improve its productive powers, and to 

augment its annual produce to the utmost and thereby to increase the real revenue and wealth of 

the society.”71 

The writings of leading Virginia statemen during the era also called for expanding 

commerce and the benefits that would abound. George Washington remarked to Thomas 

Jefferson concerning national commerce in a 1784 letter that, “From Trade our Citizens will 

not be restrained, and therefore it behoves us to place it in the most convenient channels, under 

proper regulation—freed, as much as possible, from those vices which luxury, the consequence 

of wealth and power, naturally introduce.”72 Later that year, Washington wrote to the “Officials 

of the City of Richmond” of his hope for their bright future. While giving thanks for hosting him 

in their city the month prior, Washington praised the blessings of “liberty, Independence, & 

Peace” as well “the advantages of commerce,” urging that “it must be our own fault indeed if we 

do not make them productive of a rich & plenteous harvest—and of that National honor & glory, 
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which should be characteristic of a young, & rising Empire.” Washington concluded his remarks 

by bidding farewell to the city, wishing that it may “enjoy all the benefits which are to be derived 

from them, in the fullest extent—that it may improve such as nature has bestowed—and that it 

may soon be ranked among the first in the Union for population, commerce & wealth is my 

sincere and fervent wish.”73 

Such an arrangement also served the republic’s national security interest and satisfied 

both Federalists and Anti-Federalists alike. The revolution not only devastated the colonial 

economy by the destruction of towns, cities, fields, and livestock, but also because of the tens of 

thousands of men pulled from their farms and shops across the colonies. Absent workers created 

voids throughout the economy for goods and services that sustained colonial life, which in turn 

helped to uphold the strong bonds of community; future conflicts posed the same threat to the 

fragile economic structure creating a need for defensive changes. While Federalists advocated 

for a standing army in the decade to come, Anti-Federalists strongly opposed such a construction 

that created a large, centralized threat of force against the colonies. A compromise offered by 

Hume’s commercial philosophy offered benefits to both parties in developing manufacturing 

 
73 “From George Washington to Thomas Jefferson, 29 March 1784,” 135-136.; It is critical to note that the 

desire for foreign commerce and free trade was not detached from pragmatism. Virginia’s 1784 “Bill Restricting 
Foreign Vessels to Certain Virginia Ports” displayed the important nuance in state policy. The bill aimed to reduce 
smuggling and better collect import duties by restricting inbound merchant ships to only two ports at Norfolk and 
Alexandria. Moreover, aware of the improprieties that accompanied such regulation under British mercantilism, 
Virginians raised concern over the unfair advantage given to the ports at Norfolk and Alexandria due to the 
legislation. “Bill Restricting Foreign Vessels to Certain Virginia Ports, 8 June 1784,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-08-02-0034. [Original source: The Papers of James 
Madison, vol. 8, 10 March 1784 – 28 March 1786, ed. Robert A. Rutland and William M. E. Rachal (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1973), 64–66. https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-08-02-0034.; In a 
letter to Thomas Jefferson in July of 1784, James Madison wrote of the debate in the Assembly that ensued; the 
members “were obliged to add York, Tappahannock & Bermuda hundred, in order to gain any thing & to restrain to 
these ports foreigners only.” “From James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, 3 July 1784,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-08-02-0052. [Original source: The Papers of James 
Madison, vol. 8, 10 March 1784 – 28 March 1786, ed. Robert A. Rutland and William M. E. Rachal (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1973), 92–96. https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-08-02-0052. 
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interests among international markets. Hume saw the “advantage of foreign commerce” to be 

“nothing but a stock of labour, which, in times of peace and tranquillity, is employed for the ease 

and satisfaction of individuals; but in the exigencies of state, may, in part, be turned to public 

advantage.”74 He continued: 

Foreign trade, by its imports, furnishes materials for new manufactures; and by its 
exports, it produces labour in particular commodities, which could not be consumed at 
home. In short, a kingdom, that has a large import and export, must abound more with 
industry, and that employed upon delicacies and luxuries, than a kingdom which rests 
contented with its native commodities. It is, therefore, more powerful, as well as richer 
and happier. The individuals reap the benefit of these commodities, so far as they gratify 
the senses and appetites. And the public is also a gainer, while a greater stock of labour 
is, by this means, stored up against any public exigency; that is, a greater number of 
laborious men are maintained, who may be diverted to the public service, without 
robbing any one of the necessaries, or even the chief conveniencies of life.75 
 

Embodied within the writings of leading advocates during the period such as Smith, Hume, and 

others formed a proselytizing sentiment of commercial ideology.76 “According to these writers,” 

McCoy wrote, “foreign as well as domestic commerce should be freed from all restraints so that 

it might flourish and, in the process, humanize men by refining their manners and morals. The 

vision extolled the civilization virtues of an unfettered international commerce that would be 

liberated from outmoded and pernicious mercantilist restrictions.”77 The relationship between the 
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political and economic also embodied strong notions of religious sentiment, taking on two forms. 

The first was a connecting of religious duty of citizens in producing a sound economy, while the 

second saw commerce itself as a mechanism of producing peace, and even “bonds of mutual 

peace and obligation.”78 

First, sermons from the period denote strong bonds between perceived civil and religious 

virtue and free trade. For example, leading Congregational clergymen Samuel Langdon preached 

an election sermon in 1788 entitled The Republic of the Israelites an Example to the American 

States, which discussed not only the relationship between virtue and polity, but also noted the 

important role of financial duty. Placed upon civil government was a moral obligation to be “just 

and true in all their intercourse and commerce.” He exclaimed that it was the duty of 

officeholders to “lay no grievous burdens on the people beyond their abilities; but take the 

earliest, easiest, and most righteous methods to reduce and pay off the public debt…” and to be 

“like frugal housholders [that] you will save all unnecessary expences, and take good care of the 

treasury; but not suffer the faithful servants of the state to be so stinted in their reward as to 

discourage them from their duty.”79 Langdon’s sermon was powerful and widely disseminated; 
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he wrote George Washington on July 8, 1789 and charged himself “with an unwelcome intrusion 

in putting into [his] hands a Sermon preached a Year ago,” which took up residence in the 

personal library of Washington.80 Second, ministers also exhorted the powerful results that trade 

and interdependent commerce may have on the unity of societies. English theologian Joseph 

Priestly, who immigrated to the United States in 1794 after a lengthy career across England, 

embodied such an ideology of “the sweets of commerce” in his theological framework, writings, 

and teachings. Priestly ascribed to commerce an ability to, 

…enlarge our acquaintance with the terraqueous globe and its inhabitants, which tends 
greatly to expand the mind, and to cure us of many hurtful prejudices, which we 
unavoidably contract in a confined situation at home. The exercise of commerce brings us 
into closer and more extensive connexions with our own species, which must, upon the 
whole, have a favourable influence upon benevolence; and no person can taste the sweets 
of commerce, which absolutely depends upon a free and undisturbed intercourse of 
different and remote nations, but must grow fond of peace, in which along the advantages 
he enjoys can be had.81 
 

The mentality as exhibited by Priestly was a powerful force of free trade and commerce, 

antithetical to the mercantilism of Britain and numerous major powers in Europe, which could 

advance civil virtue through reducing societal tensions, both domestic and international. The 

connection between evangelizing and commercialism was not new. Numerous works on the 

methods of George Whitefield exemplifying the “diffusion of commercialism” have been 

complied. Historian Frank Lambert wrote that Whitefield’s success in the Great Awakening of 

the early-to-mid 18th century was comprised of “a creative tension whereby evangelists such as 
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Whitefield, while preaching against a selfish preoccupation with the pursuit of wealth, employed 

the tools of trade to promote the gospel.”82 

Philosophy and Theology 

Fewer influences helped shape Scottish thinking and society than the Presbyterian 

church. Rising from the Protestant Reformation only several centuries prior, Presbyterian 

doctrine emphasized the sovereignty of God, biblical scripture alone, and grace though faith. 

Moreover, the structure of Presbyterian polity consisted of local assemblies of elected presbyters 

and served to govern their local church. In 1706-1707, Scottish Parliament passed the Acts of 

Union, which secured the protestant faith and Presbyterian structure of church governance—a 

structure that was taken with immigrants across the Atlantic.83 According to James G. Layburn, 

the “Scotch-Irish immigrant to America was a Presbyterian. He may not have been always pious 

and zealous; but the Presbyterian Church had long been his peculiar institution, his mark of 

distinction from other people in Ulster, his proud heritage from the days when his ancestors had 

stood up to kings and oppressors.”84 Despite their strong religious community, a lack of 

ministers in America proved an “immediate setback” and deeply impacted the influence of the 

church. Moreover, by the 1730’s the Enlightenment had begun to produce clergyman who 

believed that “any display of deep and fervent piety was suspect…[and] often reflected this 

attitude of intellectuality and detachment.”85 Unable to meet the needs of their congregants, 
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particularly in the backcountry, church attendance dwindled. But the Great Awakening that took 

place in the late 1730’s in America radically impacted the Presbyterian denomination; though 

undergoing a deep schism during the 1740s and 1750, the Old Siders and New Siders reconciled. 

Presbyterian preachers including Hugh McAden, Charles Beatty, John Steele, and James Finley 

spread deep into the American backcountry from Pennsylvania and Virginia through the 

Carolinas and Kentucky. Facing perilous circumstances and frequent Indians attacks, the tales of 

these frontier preachers painted an often-grim scene. Written sometime in the 1750’s in the 

North Carolina backcountry, Hugh McAden recorded a time when he “came up with a large 

company of men, women and children who had fled for their lives from the Cow and Calf 

pasture in Virginia, from whom I received the melancholy account that the Indians were still 

doing a great deal of mischief in those parts, by murdering and destroying several of the 

inhabitants, and banishing the rest from their houses and livings, whereby they are forced to fly 

into desert places.”86 

As the church evolved in the latter portion of the 18th century, it adapted its structure to 

the decentralized landscape of its congregations. “The Presbyterian Church, like the United 

States of 1789,” stated Leyburn, “was federal in its governmental structure, though neither 

institution was democratic in the modern sense of the word; yet, by an interesting parallelism, 

each developed a measure of democracy—the church before the state.”87 Unlike control over 

congregations being held by the elders in previous decades, local churches adopted the election 

of governing officials from within the congregation. This trajectory continued with the 
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Presbyterian Church’s court structure, which came to resemble the democratic levels of local, 

state, and federal courts in the United States government.88 This was not the only relationship 

between the Presbyterian Church and civil government. The denomination’s deeply reformed 

theology was heavily impacted by the life and writings of French theologian and reformer John 

Calvin, whose Institutes of the Christian Religion expounded upon the duties of the magistrate. 

Recall that the Reformation itself was, in part, a political battle between local autonomy—

religious and civil—and the dictates of the Roman Catholic Church. While it “had been Calvin's 

idea that elders (presbyters) should work in close co-operation with magistrates in upholding 

public order,” such as had been done “in theocratic Geneva and likewise in Scotland where the 

Kirk was the Established Church of the country,” the Presbyterian Church in the colonies was 

small and lacked influence.89 Moreover, the highly sectionalized and denominationally diverse 

American landscape over time developed varied needs and desires. While by no means a 

partnership, the relationship between civil government in the United States and Scots Irish 

Presbyterian influence at both the federal and state level evolved through various statesmen—

whose principles were informed by their religious and familial values—and localities, whose 

constituent influence projected the same. 

This influence was heaviest felt “in Pennsylvania, Virginia, and the two Carolinas, where 

settlement was densest, [and] the Scotch Irish took an active role in political life. In none of these 

 
88 According to Leyburn, “Another democratic influence within the church was its succession of courts, 

ranging from the local Session, through the regional Presbytery, to the Synod (composed of at least three 
Presbyteries), and after 1789 the General Assembly of the entire church. Any individual who, in a lower court, 
contended for a cause or was found guilty of an offense, might appeal his case to a higher judicature. By trials in the 
Session and debates in church courts, the Scotch-Irish received a training in legal procedure that stood them in good 
stead when they began to take an active part in legal and judicial affairs of state and nation.” Ibid. 
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four provinces was that participation identical,” but rather each emerged within environments of 

varied social and economic factors and influences.90 

Although it was the established Anglican church that served as the predominant force 

across Virginia—to the extent that “local affairs in Virginia were controlled by a parish 

organization, set up as soon as counties were created”—the density of the Scotch-Irish among 

many communities benefitted from a virtual monopoly and “found the parish useful for their 

needs, elected members of their own faith as vestrymen and churchwardens, and thus had ready-

made for them the vital local institutions.”91 With a ready-made political apparatus at their 

disposal across the backcountry, and like-minded political beliefs held by the likes of Thomas 

Jefferson and other decentralized, dissenter types that comprised the Anti-Federalists in the 

decades to come, the Scotch-Irish influence expanded across the latter decades of the 18th 

century. Moreover, with representation in both size and scope at the major battles of the 

American Revolution constituting large, even majority portions of the rebel army, their socio-

cultural beliefs were solidified through the trails of war.92 The decades, thereafter, saw rapid 

decentralization in Virginia to include adopting “a generous constitution, abolishing quit-rents, 
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primogeniture, entails, and the slave trade; church and state were separated; the Anglican Church 

was disestablished, and religious liberty was guaranteed.”93 

This decentralizing control allowed for local influence to dominate to include the 

Presbyterian influence throughout large swaths of the backcountry. By the mid-century, “there 

were three Presbyterian ministers in Virginia, Samuel Black, in Albemarle County near Rockfish 

Gao, of the Blue Ridge; the Rev. John Craig and Alexander Miller in what was then Augusta 

County, west of the Blue Ridge.”94 Famed Samuel Davies settled in Hanover, Virginia in 1748 

and quickly spread the faith. According to accounts, within “three years he had established seven 

meeting-houses, three in Hanover County, one in Henrico, one in Caroline, one in Louisa and 

one in Goochland. Among these houses, some of them forty miles apart, he divided his labors.”95 

He pushed against then Attorney-General Peyton Randolph in state court in perceived violation 

of the English Act of Toleration and is documented in “two months of 1757…[to have] travelled 

500 miles and preached forty sermons.”96 

While Davies hailed from a New England Welsh family, his fellowship with the Scotch-

Irish was deeply intertwined with their spread of “settlements in the South and Southwest and 

was such a formative influence” seen in those who heard him preach. For example, Patrick 

Henry, raised in Hanover County, often heard Davies preach as a child “and in after life he used 

to say that he had drawn inspiration from Davies from his won oratory, which certainly bears the 
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marks of Davies’ style.”97 The successor of Davies in Virginia, Irish-born preacher James 

Waddel, built his congregation at Staunton in 1783 and it was said that “some of his pupils 

became men of distinction, such as Governor Barbour of Virginia and Meriwether Lewis, the 

explorer of the Rocky Mountains.”98 It was not only the Presbyterian theology that caried 

dissenter influence in Virginia. Baptists, too, held a similar theology that aligned with the 

Scotch-Irish on most accounts. Key to the influence of religion in the American backcountry was 

its deep integration into the lives carved out by observants. For protestants, a foundation built 

upon their protestant work-ethic and devotion to family and community forged forward-thinking 

congregations and towns aimed at self-betterment, apart from government interference.  

 

Part III: Political Economy in Philosophy & Practice 

State Political Economy (Virginia) 

Virginia held a special place among the confederation of states joining the union. Known 

as the birthplace of the nation, Virginia arguably contributed more than any other state at the 

outset of the War for American Independence. Politically, its lands gave rise to the first 

permanent English settlement in the New World (1607), the first representative assembly in the 

American colonies (1619), the first bicameral legislative body west of Europe (1643), and was 

home to some of the most important and influential political leaders and thinkers throughout the 

late 18th and early 19th centuries. Financially, Virginia grew to maintain one of the most 

dominant economies in North America. The relatively small exports of tobacco at Jamestown 

grew over the 17th and 18th centuries to nearly 55 million pounds per year at the outset of the 
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revolution. Although plagued by fluctuating prices due to European demand and foreign conflict 

as well as reliant on a shrinking pool of chattel slaves from Africa, tobacco remained a reliant 

fuel for domestic prosperity throughout the 18th century that was ultimately revitalized with the 

invention of the cotton gin at the turn of the century. 

Longstanding legal traditions such as primogeniture and entail maintained leading 

Virginia families with large land holdings, creating the Virginia gentry class from which many 

leading statemen were produced. Not to be underestimated in their influence, Virginia society 

was shaped by the confluence of political, economic, and social interests—all of which were 

informed by religious and ethnic mores, often segmented into sections by Virginia’s geographic 

landscape. Among the states’ regions, both the tidewater and piedmont grew to great wealth and 

influence. In the tidewater, the cities of York, Norfolk, Williamsburg, and Fredericksburg were 

home to wealthy planters who maintained large tobacco holdings that comprised the majority of 

Virginia’s wealth. In the piedmont, the cities of Richmond, Charlottesville, and later Lynchburg 

were home to burgeoning pockets of wealth and state leaders. 

Dominating the state in wealth, families of the tidewater and piedmont had the means of 

acquiring private tutors and sending their sons to the colonies’ leading universities for advanced 

study. Instead of toiling in the fields like the poor white farmers or the enslaved Africans who 

comprised a large minority of the state, young beneficiaries of their family’s standing studied 

classical languages such as Latin and Greek, classical literature such as Homer and Virgil, and 

the poetry of Ovid and Shakespeare, alike. Central, also, to colonial studies was political and 

moral philosophy. Plato, Aristotle, Locke, and Montesquieu were among the many influences 

that formed the minds of the founding generation. While officials of the federal legislature 

dominated the majority of 20th century political scholarship of the founding generation, period 
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state legislatures benefited these men, as well—most of whom began their careers in their 

respective state houses. Virginia’s General Assembly boasted significant period leaders as a 

testament to the caliber of its societal development. Among the ranks of George Washington, 

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Patrick Henry, lesser-known figures who nonetheless 

represented large swaths of the state were John Taylor of Caroline, John Randolph of Roanoke, 

Philip Pendleton Barbour, and St. George Tucker. 

John Taylor of Caroline 

John Taylor (1753-1824) was born into a political family in Caroline Country, Virginia, 

north of Richmond. Orphaned and adopted by his uncle, founding father Edmund Pendleton, 

Taylor studied law at the College of William & Mary along with future President James 

Madison. After practicing law with his adopted father, Taylor served over two decades between 

the Virginia General Assembly and the United States Senate between 1779 and 1824 until his 

death. Taylor was a tried-and-true Old Republican and described by eminent historian Clyde 

Wilson as “the systematic philosopher of Jeffersonian democracy.”99 According to Thornton 

Miller, Taylor was an agrarian in the tradition of “the eighteenth-century English Country 

opposition. Advocates of the ideology included Viscount Bolingbroke [Henry St. John], and 

Cato [John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon].”100 Originating as an opposition of farmers against 

the “wealthy noble courtiers at the king's court” in London, they saw the elite as corrupted by 

self-interest in violation of the “principles of the ancient English constitution, altered the checks 

and balances, and, unless opposed, would end English liberty.” In the aftermath of the Glorious 

 
99 Clyde Wilson, “The Political Economy of John Taylor, John C. Calhoun, and the Vanderbilt Agrarians 

by Clyde Wilson,” Abbeville Institute, 2016. 
 
100 John Taylor, “Foreword by F. Thornton Miller.” In Tyranny Unmasked, edited by F. Thornton Miller 

(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992) 
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Revolution, and the rise of nationalized banking in England, the Court Party under Whig Prime 

Minister Robert Walpole added the machinations of state finance to their growing list of 

symptoms of centralized tyranny. The founding American generation adopted a degree of this 

“Court-Country paradigm” in the years prior to the American Revolution.101 But in the years 

after the revolution was won and immediate threats to liberty had dissipated, the inherited 

paradigm fracted as many Americans—who comprised the Federalists—saw the advantages that 

a degree of centralized power and financing could bring to the new nation, while others—who 

comprised the Anti-Federalists—saw the threat of tyranny ever-looming. John Taylor was among 

the latter thinkers and remained steadfast to what fused into the Jeffersonian and Old Republican 

traditions of political thought. A brief assessment of several of Taylor’s writing reveal this 

commitment.102 

Taylor’s Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated (1820) defended a strict 

constructionist interpretation of the constitution that emphasized the state’s rights philosophy of 

 
101 John Taylor, Tyranny Unmasked. 
 
102 Taylor, like many statemen of his time, was a prolific writer. The following were published between 

1794 and 1823, in order of publication: An Enquiry into the Principles and Tendency of Certain Public 
Measures (Philadelphia: Thomas Dobson, 1794); A Definition of Parties: Or the Political Effects of the Paper 
System Considered (Philadelphia: Francis Bailey, 1794); Arator (1818) (first published as a book in 1813 (without 
attribution) from a collection of sixty-four essays, originally published in a Georgetown newspaper in 1803, which 
pertain to American agriculture, including some of Taylor's views on slavery).; A Pamphlet Containing a Series of 
Letters (Richmond: E. C. Stanard, 1809); An Inquiry into the Principles and Policy of the Government of the United 
States (1814); Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated (Richmond: Shepherd and Pollard, 1820); 
Tyranny Unmasked (Washington: Davis and Force, 1822); New Views of the Constitution of the United 
States (Washington: Way and Gideon, 1823).; For more on John Taylor’s political philosophy, see: Arthur Scherr, 
“John Taylor of Caroline: Pamphlets and the Press in the 1790s,” American Periodicals: A Journal of History & 
Criticism 27, no. 1 (2017): 53-72. muse.jhu.edu/article/652268.;, Joseph R. Stromberg, “The Political Economy of 
John Taylor of Caroline,” Freeman, 06, 2008. 26, https://fee.org/articles/the-political-economy-of-john-taylor-of-
caroline/.; Joseph R. Stromberg, “The Constitutional Republicanism of John Taylor of Caroline,” Freeman, 05, 
2008. 35, https://www.independent.org/news/article.asp?id=2269.; MacLeod, Duncan. “The Political Economy of 
John Taylor of Caroline.” Journal of American Studies 14, no. 3 (1980): 387–405. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27553890.; Hill, C. William. “Contrasting Themes in the Political Theories of Jefferson, 
Calhoun, and John Taylor of Caroline.” Publius 6, no. 3 (1976): 73–91. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3329526. 
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Jeffersonianism republicanism. With sections on the principles of the revolution, construction, 

sovereignty, the Union, divisions and limitations of power, property, and an in-depth analysis of 

the “bank decision” and its implications, referring to “the opinion of the court of appeals, against 

the right of the state governments to tax the bank of the United States,” Taylor presented an 

insightful work elaborating the key points of contention between the Federalists and Republicans 

of the day. According to Taylor, there was “no view, in which a power to create bodies politick 

with pecuniary privileges and exemptions, is more manifestly unconstitutional, than in its 

capacity to subvert the distinct division of powers between the general and state governments.” 

He continued: 

It has been remarked, that the opinion of a state right to local and internal regulation, was 
derived from the principles of our revolution; and that the idea of a union was derived 
from general relations, and not from local considerations. To these sources, both the 
special powers given to congress, and the residuary powers reserved to the states, must be 
referred. The creation of bodies politick by the states or by congress, endowed with 
privileges inconsistent in any degree, with the ends and duties expected from either, is 
substantially unconstitutional; 

  
The admission, that our primary divisions of power were co-ordinate, was liberal, if the 
general government was created by a union between states politically existing; because a 
claim of superiority rather appertains to the creator, than to the created; and because this 
co-ordinacy is the highest ground, upon which the created power can be placed, and is 
precisely its guardian angel; since a superiority in one and a subordination in the other, 
would certainly cause the destruction of both. Usurpation may be an appendage of 
spherical sovereignty, unnoticed by the court, and revolution is its sequel. These 
consequences can only be prevented, by considering our governments as the creatures of 
the people, invested with expressed, and prohibited from implied powers, derived from 
the idea that they are sovereigns.103 
 

In the unanimous decision held in McCulloch v. Maryland, with the majority decision delivered 

by Chief Justice John Marshall, the Supreme Court held that Congress had the authority to 

express powers not explicitly expressed in the Constitution, derived from the Necessary—

 
103 John Taylor, Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated, 1820, Online Library of Liberty, 

https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/taylor-construction-construed-and-constitutions-vindicated. 
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meaning “appropriate and legitimate”—and Proper Clause of Article 1, Section 8, to incorporate 

a bank; and that “Maryland could not tax instruments of the national government employed in 

the execution of constitutional powers.”104 The bank decision stood in contradiction to what 

Jeffersonians believed to be the legitimate functions of power.105 

Fundamentally, the issue was one of constitutional principle. Taylor argued that no 

“express power was given to congress to legislate in reference to local or internal objects, or to 

objects reserved to the states,” and therefore “limited to the delegated powers” expressly written, 

having “no right to usurp any power of local or internal legislation, as in the cases of roads and 

banks, because there is not in that body any species of local representation.” One key fear for 

Jeffersonians was the threat of encroachment that the federal regime posed. Taylor analogized 

the “co-ordinacy of the lords and commons of England” in representing the checks between the 

federal and state governments, which he deemed ineffectual if “a political department existed 

able to controul those collisions [of power], and much less, if one of these bodies possessed a 

 
104 “McCulloch v. Maryland,” Oyez, https://www.oyez.org/cases/1789-1850/17us316. 
 
105 The following remarks partial by Taylor of the bank decision are worthy of consideration: “The 

essential conclusion of this opinion is, that an absolute sovereignty as to means does exist, where there is no 
sovereignty at all as to ends. This doctrine seems to me, to be evidently inconsistent with the principle of dividing, 
limiting, balancing and restraining political powers, to which all our constitutions have unequivocally resorted, as 
the only resource for the preservation of a free form of government. If the means to which the government of the 
union may resort for executing the powers confided to it, are unlimited, it may easily select such as will impair or 
destroy the powers confided to the state governments. If a delegation of powers implies a delegation of an 
unrestrained choice of means for the execution of those powers, then this unrestrained choice of means was 
bestowed by the people on the state governments, by the double act of delegation and reservation, and is attached to 
their powers; and the same principle, by which it is contended that the government of the union may impair or 
destroy the powers of the state governments, entitles the state governments to impair or destroy those of the 
government of the union. It will be admitted, that the powers delegated and reserved to the state governments, are 
positive limitations of the powers delegated to the government of the union; and that the powers delegated to the 
union, are limitations of those delegated and reserved to the state governments; and from this assignment of powers, 
made by the same authority, it arises, that both are limited governments. The ends with which these governments are 
respectively entrusted, are allowed to have been exclusively bestowed, and neither could constitutionally use its 
legitimate ends, to defeat or absorb the legitimate ends assigned to the other.” Taylor, Construction Construed and 
Constitutions Vindicated (1820) 
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supremacy over the other.” With the federal government claiming supreme authority, 

Jeffersonians feared that tyranny was to follow. 

He continued that if “the inconvenience of collisions between coordinate political 

departments begets a necessity for the supremacy of one, and this necessity will justify its 

assumption, the scheme of checks and balances is entirely chimerical, and a political fabrick built 

upon that theory must fall.” For example, because “roads are necessary in war; therefore 

congress may legislate locally concerning roads. Victuals, manufactures, and a certain state of 

national manners, are more necessary in war; therefore congress may legislate locally, 

concerning agriculture, manufactures and manners.” Opposition to federal improvements, 

particularly inland works that cut through the lifeblood of states, was derived from the fear that a 

collision of federal and state interests would by nature of the state-federal relationship require the 

assumption of the former by the latter. With his attention towards federally built roads, Taylor 

continued: 

In short, this mode of construction completely establishes the position, that congress may 
pass any internal law whatsoever in relation to things, because there is nothing with 
which, war, commerce and taxation may not be closely or remotely connected; and the 
constitution does not contain any prohibited degrees of consanguinity. The personal 
departments established by the state constitutions seem indeed to be without the scope of 
this mode of construction, which can only strip them of their whole wardrobe of rights, 
and reduce them to a sort of naked political skeletons.106 
 

The importance of state and local authority was found in proximity to representation, or being 

“necessary to sustain the principles of representation.” Taylor posed the question that if “local 

improvements, such as roads or canals, and an encouragement of agriculture or manufactures, are 

represented in congress; and if congress in legislating upon such subjects, can possibly be 

invigorated by the community of interests, which ought to pervade that body in the discharge of 

 
106 Taylor, Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated (1820) 
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its federal functions?” He continued, “Are not the recited functions plainly local and personal, 

and would they not be exercised in congress by feelings and motives, entirely different from the 

common interest, fellow feeling and sympathy, essential to representation?”107 

Taylor’s An Inquiry into the Principles and Policy of the Government of the United States 

(1814) displays similar sentiments with regard to internal improvements. He wrote how 

“constitutional restraints,” such as separation of powers, are the “existing security for the 

preservation both of a free and an arbitrary form of government”; that “an analysis founded in 

moral principles, furnishes nations with constitutional restraints upon governments,” such as a 

separation of powers, and avoids the imposition of “bad laws.” Moreover, a “power in Congress, 

for instance, of influencing the wealth or poverty of states by taxing exports and making roads or 

canals,” according to Taylor, “would be used by successive parties for self preservation, with an 

activity, by which government would exchange the duty of protecting for the privilege of 

regulating property.” Beyond the constitutional principle, the practical implication of federal 

intervention would create segmented parties of interest either beholden to the federal aid or vying 

for its future benefaction, “and soon overturn the whole catalogue of moral principles, necessary 

for the preservation of a free form of government.” Such attempts to divide either the “people 

and the government,” or the “general and state governments, by political or civil laws” through 

such means, even by “good men,” were merely laying the conditions “for erecting a despotick 

government.”108 

 
107 Taylor, Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated (1820) 
 
108 John Taylor, An Inquiry into the Principles and Policy of the Government of the United States 

(Fredericksburg: Green and Cady, 1814) 
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Taylor’s writings are laden with examples, analogies, and quips, bringing forth the 

underlaying argument to his readers. Regarding the use of power “to impair or destroy the 

principles of our policy,” particularly by issuing protective duties, extending bank charters, and 

even making canals and roads, Taylor issued the following analogy: “The children of a father 

who lives for ever, but annually makes a division of their property according to his own pleasure, 

are his slaves. If the general government gains a similar position in relation to the people and to 

the states, the principles of a division of power, of its responsibility, of protecting property, of its 

division by industry, of state confederation, and indeed all other principles constituting a genuine 

republick, are abolished.” The best limitation of such acts of the legislature inducing the end of a 

“a true republican government” was evidenced by the state of Kentucky on November 08, 1798, 

with its issued ‘Kentucky Resolution.’ For Jeffersonians, states were the executives in a compact 

among sovereign states and as the resolution stated, “not united on the principle of unlimited 

submission to their general government.” The Jeffersonian remedy was to treat acts issued by the 

general government beyond its “special purposes” as “unauthoritative, void, and of no force.”109 

In Tyranny Unmasked (1822), Taylor classifies the struggle of the Jeffersonians in the 

realm of political debate. He contends that his position was viewed as to lead to the destruction 

of the federal republic by the opposing side, yet he saw that “these assertions ought to be 

reversed.” Afterall, it was the “strength or weakness of a government ought to be graduated by 

the good or bad principles intended to be enforced or obstructed,” and “both this strength and 

 
109 Taylor, An Inquiry into the Principles and Policy of the Government of the United States; Taylor’s 

position on limited government should not be construed with an advocacy of anarchy. By contrast, he commented on 
the saying by some that “government in its best form is an evil. This absurd idea seems to have been suggested, by 
its being usually invested with an army of supernumerary powers wholly unnecessary for effecting the end of 
preserving social tranquility and safety.” The issue, according to Taylor, was an improper balance of powers that 
created unsuitable conditions—a nuanced belief far from anti-government sentiments often attributed by modern 
scholars to Jeffersonians of the period. John Taylor, Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindicated (1820) Online 
Library of Liberty, https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/taylor-construction-construed-and-constitutions-vindicated. 
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this weakness, are admirably provided for by the division of powers between the Federal and 

State governments.” Taylor offers the following comparison comments, which include his views 

of roads and canals: 

To the Federal government is assigned the powers of peace and war, of taxation, of 
raising armies, and of commanding the militia. They were given that it might be strong 
enough to preserve the Union, but not to make it strong enough to change it into a 
consolidated republic. To the State governments are assigned the powers necessary to 
make them strong enough to sustain a Federal republic, but not to destroy the Union. The 
powers entrusted to the State governments, are too weak to destroy the Federal 
government, and those entrusted to the Federal government being by far the strongest, 
require a greater degree of watchfulness. How are the powers of the Federal government 
weakened, in relation to the preservation of the Union, by leaving to the States the minor 
powers of making roads and canals, of excluding banks and lotteries, of providing for the 
poor, of exchanging their local productions freely, and of imposing internal taxes? May 
not the Federal government preserve the Union, though the States shall exercise these 
powers? Why then should the Federal government fish for the minnows reserved to the 
State governments? Why should the strong David covet the poor Uriah's ewe lambs? If 
he gets them, will he love Uriah the better, or kill him through fear of his resentment? Is 
this the way to preserve the Union?110 
 

Finally, Taylor’s New Views of the Constitution of the United States (1823) offer continued 

insights into the Jeffersonian position with on internal improvements. He describes the political 

dynamics of English Kings showing more restraint by the English people in thwarting reaching 

powers of the monarchy. In England, “no king pretended he could appropriate the publick 

treasure to roads and canals, as deeming them appurtenant powers to his rights of declaring and 

directing war. These would have been formidable precedents towards preventing Colonel 

Hamilton's great governor-general from absorbing the powers of less powerful departments, and 

it seems to me that they are equally, and even more forcibly, applicable to our federal form of 

government.”111 

 
110 John Taylor, Tyranny Unmasked (United States: Davis and Force, 1822), 338-339. 
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In addition to contemporary Europe, Taylor used examples of the political power 

dynamics from Europe in general as well as ancient Greece, affirming that: “A Congress 

composed of deputies from sovereign states, is invested with ten miles square to meet upon, just 

as towns or districts have been assigned in Europe, and anciently in Greece, for holding federal 

diets; but this Congress, like those diets, cannot exercise any power upon the lands composing 

the territory of each state nation, either by regulating inheritances, or cutting them into roads or 

canals, because it is not a representation of an American nation , invested with an American 

territory.”112 Taylor reiterates many points previously noted elsewhere throughout his 

aforementioned writings, to include several more references to the unconstitutional and 

unprecedented reach of the general apparatus into the rights of the sovereign states, classifying 

the move as “violent and unconstitutional,” and “a violent assumption of power” with the states 

having the authority and “constitutional right to prevent the aggressions.”113 To those who 

questioned the true meaning of the words contained within the constitution, Taylor pointed to the 

state conventions wherein the intent and meaning were given to the adopted document, writing 

that “rejections of powers proposed in the contention, are constructions forbiding their 

assumption.” Among the “mass of evidence” that “stands opposed to those constructions which 

are labouring to invest the federal government with powers to abridge” those rights, Taylor 

included the following: “…to control states by a power to legislate for ten miles square; to 

expend the money belonging to the United States without control; to enrich a local capitalist 

 
112 Taylor, New Views of the Constitution of the United States, 98. 
 
113 Taylor, New Views of the Constitution of the United States, 111.; According to Taylor, “The federal 

government cannot create any exclusive or concurrent state power, therefore it cannot destroy any. It cannot create 
states by dividing them, therefore it cannot destroy them. A state may create banks, roads, or lotteries, therefore it 
may destroy them.” Ibid, 274. 
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interest at the expense of the people; to create corporations for abridging state rights; to make 

roads and canals.”114 

John Randolph of Roanoke 

John Randolph of Roanoke was born “into a family of privilege and power” on the banks 

of the James River.115 A descendant of English immigrants, he grew up the beneficiary of “the 

family fortune in planting and shipping,” and a Virginia political dynasty. After his father died 

during childhood, his mother remarried renowned legal scholar and law professor at the College 

of William & Mary, St. George Tucker, whose Jeffersonian influence had a profound effect on 

the young Randolph. Unlike the other Jeffersonians presented, Randolph only published one 

work, Letters of John Randolph, to a Young Relative, Embracing a Series of Years, from Early 

Youth, to Mature Manhood in 1824.116 The “Notice to the Reader” stated the following: “The 

following letters have been selected, from among several hundred, as most fit for publication. 

 
114 Ibid, 155-156.; Taylor was not surprised, however, that the federal government desired to assume the 

power to create internal improvements within the states. The power to create banks was explicitly rejected at the 
federal convention, as well as numerous state conventions, on several occasion, yet the federal government still 
assumed the power. As stated by Taylor, “The rejection of the proposal in the convention to invest the federal 
government with a power to create banks, amounts to an internal construction of the constitution by itself, yet as the 
power prohibited by rejection was assumed, it was unavoidably assigned to the class of concurrent powers.” Ibid, 
274-275. 
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Randolph of Roanoke, Joseph Glover Baldwin, and the Quest for Social Order.” The Virginia Magazine of History 
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The sentiment of filial devotion towards the author, which, for many years, constituted a large 

portion of my moral existence, together with the want of critical acumen, may so far mislead the 

judgement, as to make me overrate the merit of these letter. Be that as it may, I shall make no 

apology for giving them to the public: neither have they a right to require, not shall they receive, 

any explanation of motives, that may be personal to myself, in making the publication. Suffice it 

to say, I think, they will do credit to American literature; and add something to the fame of a 

man, who long held a distinguished rank among American orators, and statesmen; and whose 

genius has added not a little to his country’s glory.” Additionally, a collection of Randolph’s 

writing were published in an edited volume by Kenneth Shorey, Collected letters of John 

Randolph of Roanoke to Dr. John Brockenbrough, 1812–1833 (1988). 

As identified by scholar John F. Devanny, Jr., “Randolph was the foremost opponent of 

the emerging American System of national banking and finance, protective tariffs, and federal 

internal improvements. He displayed a rare acumen for the complex and tortuous issues of trade 

policy, currency and banking, and federal accounting procedures. In his speeches and 

correspondence Randolph dramatized the principles of the Old Republican economic platform as 

no one else could, and he revealed himself as an insightful and prophetic thinker on issues of 

political economy.”117 Randolph was a stalwart of the Old Republicans and his speeches given 

on the House floor “prove his familiarity with the ideas of Adam Smith, Jean-Baptiste Say, and 

David Ricardo.”118 Devanny’s brilliant analysis of the society within which Randolph both lived 

and represented  in worthy of presenting in-part: 

 
117 John F. Devanny, Jr. “‘A Loathing of Public Debt, Taxes, and Excises”: The Political Economy of John 

Randolph of Roanoke.” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 109, no. 4 (2001): 388, 
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The culture of Southside Virginia—which included the counties of Buckingham, 
Charlotte, Cumberland, and Prince Edward that Randolph represented in Congress—
existed within a stratified society in which the fault lines were material, geographic, 
racial, familial, and religious. It was a rural world of plantations, small farms, county 
courts days, and country stores. The region revolved around the cycles of tobacco and 
wheat agriculture, slavery, extended kin networks, the rules and rituals of hospitality, 
deference, honor, and the moral and religious tensions between heritage of a once-
dominant communal Anglicanism and evangelical dissent. To a large extent, the 
Southside was a cultural province of the older Tidewater region in the late eighteenth 
century. This older Virginia developed from a self-conscious cultural, political, and social 
mimeses of English forms and institutions, the Southside emulated, albeit in diminished 
fashion, the cultural and political norms of the Tidewater.119 
 

Randolph departed from some Republicans, such as Thomas Jefferson, in a few ways. For 

example, Jefferson backed “An act for regulating conveyances,” which passed the Virginia 

General Assembly in October of 1785 that abolished the feudal rule of entail, and later followed 

by the abolition of primogeniture. He deemed the system a corrupting force that served the 

“accumulation and perpetuation of wealth, in select families,” in opposition to his vision for a 

free society. In an 1813 letter to John Adams, reflecting upon the foregone laws, Jefferson wrote: 

“These laws, drawn by myself, laid the axe to the root of Pseudoaristocracy. And had another 

which I prepared been adopted by the legislature, our work would have been compleat. It was a 

Bill for the more general diffusion of learning.”120 

Randolph, on the other hand, resented the ending of the system for fear over the vacuum 

that was to inevitably take its place—specifically, manufacturing, which would be funded in 

 
119 Ibid, 392. 
 
120 “Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 28 Oct. 1813,” The Founders' Constitution, https://press-
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large part by the federal legislature in the form of national bank notes. According to Devanny, 

“Randolph’s resentment at the repeal of primogeniture and entail, the practice of preserving 

estates intact for their heirs, is best understood in his attachment to the landed class. He believed 

the old system of descents has provided Virginia and the Revolution with a talented governing 

class now destined for extinction. As Randolph perceived Virginia’s social degeneracy and it's 

political decline in the councils of the country, he placed much of the blame on the repeal of 

primogeniture and entail. The alleged decline of Virginia was a constant theme in Randolph’s 

correspondence and speeches. The Old Whig in him believed that declension was a natural 

occurrence in societies, but in Virginia’s case it was accelerated by the failure of the state’s 

leadership to maintain the institutions necessary for sociability and political interest to take 

advantage of this failure and exploit the agricultural interest for their own profit.”121 

The War of 1812 revealed America’s “dangerous dependence” of British manufacturing. 

To encourage the domestic market, Republicans began to support select tariffs including stalwart 

statesman and champion of the ‘principle of ’98,’ John C. Calhoun. But Randolph remained 

opposed to any such legislation as an island of the Old Republicans.122 Randolph’s personal and 

familial debts did not decrease his enthused opposition to public spending and debt. During the 

1824 debate over internal improvements, which he described as a “vagrant power,”123 and the 

tariff, he declared on the floor of the House of Representatives that instead of spending federal 

funds on internal improvements, “Let us discharge our war debt, and no long put off the payment 

 
121 Devanny, ““A Loathing of Public Debt, Taxes, and Excises,’” 398. 
 
122 Ibid, 405. 
 
123 John Randolph, Speeches of Mr. Randolph, on the Greek Question: On Internal Improvement; and on 

the Tariff Bill. Delivered in the House of Representatives of the United States (United States: Gales & Seaton, 1824), 
18. 

 



 118 

of it by shuffling evasion, under the pretence of a change of stock.”124 His opposition to 

embargo’s, non-importation agreements, and most forms of commercial restrictions, which he 

deemed as “cutting or throats to save our lives,”125 displayed his dedication to the Jeffersonian 

tradition, even at times when Jefferson himself diverged from his former beliefs. 

Randolph’s views on economics are indelibly tied to his form of sectionalism and 

republicanism. As he wrote to a family member during the Jefferson administration, “This 

tripolitan war is utterly incompatible with the repeal of the internal taxes and the payment of the 

debt.”126 War and economic prosperity were counterparts; even the 1807 Chesapeake-Leopard 

Affair could not wet Randolph’s appetite for war in contrast to many Virginians eager for 

retribution. Randolph’s opposition to the Embargo of 1807 further divided himself from his 

Jeffersonian philosophy’s namesake, siding with Albert Gallatin over the potential economic 

disaster that potentially awaited.127 What the embargo did, in part, what draw further sectional 

 
124 John Randolph, Speeches of Mr. Randolph, on the Greek Question, 27.; Within his speech, Randolph 

returned to the question of the unconstitutional nature of the federal government funding and erecting internal 
improvements in the form of “roads and canals.”: “Are gentlemen aware of the colossal power they are giving to the 
General Government?...If, indeed, we have the power which is contended by the gentlemen [Mr. McAdam] under 
that clause of the constitution which relates to the regulation of commerce among the several states, we may, under 
the same power, prohibit, altogether, the commerce between the states, or any portion of the sates—or we may 
declare that it shall be carried on only in a particular way, by a particular road, or through a particular canal; or we 
may say to the people of a particular district, you shall only carry your produce to market through our canals, , or 
over our roads, and then, by tolls, imposed upon them, we may acquire power to extend the same blessings, and 
privileges, to other districts of the country. Nay, we may go further…for to give the federal government the power 
would enable them not only navigation, but the power to “drain the waters” and “abolish our canal.” Ibid, 24-35. 

 
125 Devanny, ““A Loathing of Public Debt, Taxes, and Excises,’” 403. 
 
126 Aaron Scott Crawford, “John Randolph of Roanoke and the Politics of Doom: Slavery, Sectionalism, 

and Self-Deception, 1773-1821,” 177, (PhD diss., University of Tennessee, 2012), 
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/1519. 

 
127 Aaron Scott Crawford contended that Secretary of State James Madison saw the embargo as a means of 

forcing austerity on the nation: “It [the embargo] forces frugality…It fosters application of labor, which contributes 
to our internal sufficiency for our wants. It will extend those household manufactures, which are particularly adapted 
to the present stage of our society.” This reasoning differed from the President: a “less idealistic Jefferson chose the 
embargo, in part, to prepare the nation for war.” Crawford, “John Randolph of Roanoke and the Politics of Doom: 
Slavery, Sectionalism, and Self-Deception, 1773-1821,” 184-185. 
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distinctions between the North and South. Although each side suffered from loss and want, 

northern manufacturing interests saw the move as politically motivated to thwart the northern 

way of life, i.e., industrialization and centralization. Randolph’s position placed him firmly 

within the Federalist voting block on the embargo, yet his calls for its repeal to Republicans fell 

on deaf ears. Displaying the underlying economic forces of sectionalism during the period, 

Virginia’s local farming population was deeply reliant on tobacco exports. Much like the 

imposed tax on distilled liquor during the 1790’s threatened the only means backcountry families 

had of obtaining foodstuffs, Randolph saw the embargo as cutting off the only means many local 

Virginian farmers had to trade their crops and maintain their livelihood. Estimates from various 

Virginia editorialists of the period “generally agreed that agricultural goods had lost about half 

their pre-embargo value.”128 Opposed to a second round of fighting with Great Britain at the 

outset of the War of 1812, he was “devoted to the idea that war and republicanism were 

incompatible.”129 As identified by scholar Aaron Scott Crawford, Randolph’s political 

philosophy was connected to his personal profits from his tobacco plantation. “Randolph feared,” 

according to Crawford, “that any involvement in the European war would harm the tobacco 

market. As pressure from France and Great Britain increased, Randolph began to fear for his 

own prosperity.” Moreover, records from his plantation’s overseer show that his tobacco sales 

would continue “as long as the right of property and of personal liberty remains untouched ([to] 

how long that will be is more than I can tell.)”130 

 
128 John George Kinzie, “Virginia Embargoed: The Economic and Political Effects of the 1807-1809 

Embargo on Virginia” (PhD, William & Mary, 1995), 29, Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects. 
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Philip Pendleton Barbour 

Philip Pendleton Barbour was born in Orange County, Virginia, northeast of 

Charlottesville. The son of a member of the Virginia House of Burgesses and numerous 

revolutionary conventions, Barbour was well-connected and related to numerous prominent 

Virginians including Edmund Pendleton, also studying law under St. George Tucker at the 

College of William & Mary. During his long tenure in public service between 1812 and 1841, 

Barbour served as a member of the Virginia General Assembly, and the U.S. House of 

Representatives, and as a federal district court judge before his appointment as an associate 

justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.131 Indicative of the Old Republicans in the aftermath of the 

War of 1812, Barbour opposed the “exuberant surge of nationalistic sentiment” and the 

“extensive program of national economic imperatives” that followed, to include “the creation of 

a national bank, federally sponsored internal improvements, and a protective tariff”—but the 

final policy position was not immediate.132 Seemingly opposed to their interests, many southern 

congressmen supported the tariff. According to scholar William S. Belko, “southerners voted for 

the Tariff of 1816 for reasons that outweighed their distaste for the protective system,” citing two 

reasons: first, with the promise of the raised duties limited to “cotton and woolen goods,” some 

saw the tariff as a quick means of increasing the national revenue to fund national security; and 

second, the war had proven the nations need for advancing some industry to create a buffer 

 
131 “Philip Pendleton Barbour (1783-1841),” Encyclopedia Virginia, 

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/barbour-philip-pendleton-1783-1841/.  
 
132 William S. Belko, “‘In Violation of the General Principles of Political Economy’: Philip Pendleton 

Barbour and Virginia’s Assault on the Protective Tariff, 1816–1824.” The Virginia Magazine of History and 
Biography 123, no. 3 (2015): 237, http://www.jstor.org/stable/26322534. 
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against foreign economic retaliation during times of conflict to include the “British dumping” of 

goods into the U.S. market, which wreaked havoc on American consumer prices.133 

In contrast to the Jeffersonian principles of many Virginians, Philip Pendleton Barbour 

voted in favor of the 1816 tariff. Likely siding with the national security concerns of other 

southerners, he also supported a standing army during the post-war peacetime. As many Old 

Republicans had foreseen, the limited tariff of 1816 sought expansion in the years thereafter. 

Congress passed an increase later that year and two more expansion bills in 1818. With 

additional funds pumped into the American economy over the prior several years, the boom-and-

bust cycle took full form with an economic rash dubbed the Panic of 1819. With Federalist calls 

for great economic intervention to prime the economy, in particular northern manufacturing 

interests, Barbour returned to his Jeffersonian roots and spearheaded a coalition dedicated 

against further protectionism. As described by Belko, four Virginian congressmen—“John Tyler, 

Mark Alexander, William Archer, and Philip Pendleton Barbour, respectively—delivered the 

first concerted and coordinated assault on the protective tariff and defense of free trade, which 

contained the first real systematic exploration shaping subsequent anti-tariff, free trade debate 

during the antebellum period.”134 

Barbour understood his Jeffersonian philosophy was losing ground to the strong interests 

of the American system. In an 1825 letter to Thomas Jefferson, Barbour wrote: 

…the political creed, which I formed at an early period of my life which had grown with 
my growth, and increased with my strength, seemed now to be out of fashion and out of 
favor. Feeling conscious of the correctness of my principles, and resolved therefore not to 
surrender them, after several years effort, I perceived that I was destined to be in a 

 
133 Belko,“In Violation of the General Principles of Political Economy,” 239. 
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constant minority, upon every prominent principle of policy, and that it was to be my 
privilege only to complain, without the power to correct.135 
 

Among his many speeches recorded and reprinted, Barbour’s 1830 speech on the national road 

bill offers the most diverse set of positions in opposition to the national improvement debate to 

include economic, constitutional, logistical, and more. While those in favor viewed the bill “in 

relation to the good effects which it is calculated to produce,” Barbour saw it as “part of a system 

fraught with injurious consequences to the well being of the country.”136 Moreover, he saw the 

growing trend of federal power as “its own intrinsic force” and a formidable political foe.137 

Referring to Mr. Hemphill of Pennsylvania, Barbour wrote: “The gentlemen tells us that the 

public debt will soon be extinguished; that there will be, then, a large surplus revenue, which he 

think sought not to be distributed amongst the States, and that the best disposition which can be 

made of it, is to apply it to the purposes of internal improvement.” In response to the question of 

surplus revenue, Barbour quipped to Mr. Hemphill: 

Now, Sir, it is matter of astonishment to me, that this idea did not occur to the sagacious 
mind of the gentlemen, that it depends upon out will, whether there shall or shall not be 
such a surplus. I offer to him a solution of his difficulties, a relief from his 
embarrassment, by the simplest, the easiest of all remedies,—a diminution of the revenue. 
This idea may be forcibly illustrated by an example drawn from the common principles 
of a household economy. 
 
If my doctrine could prevail I would reduce so much of the taxes as to have no surplus, 
even though it affected the protecting policy, commonly called the American system.138 
 

 
135 “To Thomas Jefferson from Philip Pendleton Barbour, 28 March 1825,” Founders Online, National 

Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-5082. 
 
136 Barbour Philip Pendleton, Speech of Mr. Philip P. Barbour of Virginia on the National Road Bill; 
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Barbour viewed the logic of the pro-improvement federal legislatures as flawed because as “the 

exigencies of Government cannot be foreseen, if the power of supplying them were limited, there 

would be a definite supply where there was an indefinite demand.” The practical solution, 

therefore, was to enact a spirit of austerity and rein in the federal expenditure in proportion to 

immediate expenses, thereafter reducing expenses accordingly until solvency was reached and 

debts were cleared. 

Barbour saw those in favor of federally funded internal improvements, which he deemed 

a “position indefensible,” as viewing it beneficial for either “commerce, or military operations, 

or the transportation of the mail.”139 Regarding the commercial benefit, Randolph concluded the 

following as a refutation: 

A glance of the eye at the map of the United States, will furnish, I think, an irrefutable 
answer to this argument, at least in reference to the States of New York, Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, and Virginia, through which it is to pass. Nature has stamped upon the 
territory of each of these States, one common indelible feature. That the streams of every 
size, whether great or small, flow from the mountains, either eastwardly into the Atlantic 
Ocean, or Westwardly through the Mississippi, into the Gulf of Mexico. Now, Sir, the 
road in question, at least throughout its whole extent, in the four States which I have 
mentioned, runs almost at rights angles, with these natural channels of commercial 
intercourse. Whilst, then, the produce of the country seeks market in one direction, this 
road passes in another; and, indeed, if it coincided with the direction of commerce and 
these natural channels, that would be a stronger argument against it, by all the difference 
between the facility of water and land transportation. This road, then, cannot stand upon 
the fact of its commercial advantages.140 

 
“In relation to the subject of economy,” Barbour stated, “human nature” must be understood as 

from what flowed the issues of “self interest” and political “favors.” The Virginia legislature 

sought to overcome self-interest by imposing strict regulations on state funded improvements, 

stipulating that “when, to effect any given object, individuals will subscribe three-fifths of the 
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sum required, the State will furnish the remainder; thus securing the gauranty of self interest, 

against the application of public money to any unproductive or visionary scheme.”141 Such a 

system was not in place, or proposed, at the federal level. Randolph deemed the “gross inequality 

in making appropriations” as potentially rife for political favors, with minimal oversight and 

accountability, in addition to making a mockery of the “theory of our constitution” in dispensing 

an equal apportionment of taxes.142 

Barbour answered the opponents of the Jeffersonian position, who argued that cries 

against the imposed power by federal improvements were no less intrusive than improvements 

conducted at the state level. To this, Barbour responded that “the argument is wholly fallacious” 

and that a “striking and characteristic difference between the cases” existed. He wrote: 

The General Government, where it makes donations for this purpose to the States, or, as 
in the bill now before us, constructs the road itself, draws the means from a funding 
belonging to all the States, and applies to to the benefit of one or more, without even 
pretending to offer to the others any equivalent; whilst, on the contrary, in the case of a 
single State, whilst the minority, who contribute to an improvement of which they receive 
no benefit, though they cannot call the members representing the majority to account, yet 
find their equivalent in this. That whenever the States do (what they do not often 
undertake) construct a road or canal upon public account, they impose tolls, which are 
equal to an ordinary profit upon the sum expended, and thus there is returned into the 
treasury, through the dividends, what is equal to the interest of the capital. The minority 
are thus indemnified; and though, occasionally, improviden; schemes may be engaged in, 
which fail to produce this result, yet this is the principle on which they act.143 
 

The high mark of Barbour’s speech came in his declaration of “the question at issue between the 

gentlemen and myself; that question is, not whether these things are useful—for that nobody 

denies—but it is how, and by whom, these improvements shall be made? The gentlemen says 
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they should be made here; I say, they should be made by the States; when thus made.” He, as did 

many Jeffersonians, ultimately feared the power that could fund and build grand projects that 

may “eventually destroy the independence of the States,” which were “the pillars which support 

our great political fabric.”144 

St. George Tucker 

St. George Tucker was a formidable figure in the annals of Virginia history, helping 

shape the state’s political culture and constitutional thinking throughout his life. Born in 

Bermuda in 1752 to a prominent merchant and politically-connected family, Tucker immigrated 

to Virginia in 1771 to study philosophy and law. He began his career apprenticing under legal 

scholar and member of the Continental Congress George Wythe, who mentored numerous 

founding fathers including Thomas Jefferson. Tucker’s early legal career in private practice, 

serving as a county attorney, and a judge on the state General Court was followed by his tenor as 

law professor at the College of William & Mary. His work for the state continued as he and a 

committee of five others revised the 1792 state legal code. In 1806, Tucker left the college for an 

appellate judge appointment and in 1813 was nominated by the U.S. Senate to serve in the 

 
144 Ibid, 10.; Consider Barbour’s comments in full, which vividly describe the key difference between the 

Federalist and Jeffersonian views on government: “The value of all this concludes nothing against my argument; it 
does not at all touch the question at issue between the gentlemen and myself; that question is, not whether these 
things are useful—for that nobody denies—but it is how, and by whom, these improvements shall be made? The 
gentlemen says they should be made here; I say, they should be made by the States; when thus made. We shall enjoy 
all their utility, and that only; when made by this Government, I fear, I believe for the reasons I have already stated, 
and others, which I shall hereafter urge, that the system which will eventually destroy the independence of the 
States; that the State, in their erect independence, are the pillars which support our great political fabric; that, if these 
be weakened, the whole fabric will crumble into atoms, and fall, with a tremendous crash; that, with it, will fall our 
political liberty, which, in the language of Cato, I value more than houses, villas, statues, pictures—and I will add, 
roads, canals, and bridges. Give me a people who are free, happy, and not oppressively taxes, though in the plain 
garb of republican simplicity, rather than one weighed down by oppression, though, surrounded by all the 
monuments of the arts. A nation in this last condition, may be aptly represented by the description, which has been 
given of a splendid city, that, when viewed at a distance, you behold only oftly turrets, magnificent steeples, and 
superb edifices; but when you shall have entered in, and taken a closer view, you find wretched hovels, dark and 
narrow alleys, which shut out the light of heaven, and, I will add, many of those who inhabit these abodes, with 
famine in their eyes, and ragged misery on their backs.” Ibid. 
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federal district court of Virginia. Tucker’s intermarriage with widow Francis Bland Randolph 

granted him acceptance as a “respected and formidable member of the state’s landed gentry.” 

The Tucker Family biographer Phillip Hamilton deemed this transition of the Bermudan-born 

immigrant as critical to his life’s trajectory in Virginia, stating that Tucker was “determined that 

he would establish a new family dynasty in American based upon the customs, values, and 

practices of Virginia’s ruling elite.”145 

Tucker is known for having kept extensive records throughout his career and published 

numerous writings.146 His 1785 Reflections on the Policy and Necessity of Encouraging the 

Commerce of the Citizens of the United States of America, and of Granting Them Exclusive 

Privileges of Trade is one of his earliest works giving insight into his economic thinking. The 

work, which was an analysis of the passed 1783 act of the General Assembly “to prohibit the 

importation of British West India produce except in American bottoms,”147 shines a light on his 

early thoughts on political economy. For Tucker, it was clear that commerce needed to be 

supported by the state in some form and degree: 

…the most powerful of modern nations are those who support the greatest maritime 
force. This force cannot be supported without the aid of commerce, for navigation and 
commerce mutually promote and support each other. Hence it has become a maxim with 
all maritime powers to give every possible aid to those branches of their commerce which 
favor navigation.148 

 
145 Phillip Hamilton, The Making and Unmaking of a Revolutionary Family: the Tuckers of Virginia, 1752-

1830 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2003), 40. 
 
146 As told by historian Phillip Hamilton, the Tuckers’ meticulous record keeping has become a treasure 

trove of documentation for scholars: “Over the course of six decades, St. George Tucker meticulously saved nearly 
every piece of correspondence that came into his hands, and he taught other family members to do the same. These 
manuscripts form the Tucker-Coleman Papers at the College of William and Mary and comprise one of the richest 
archives in that nation for the study of the Revolutionary, Jeffersonian, and antebellum era.” Ibid, 6. 
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Throughout Virginias rule under Britain, the “monuments of her fertility and riches were only to 

be found in the possession of British merchants—the badges of poverty and dependence were 

worn by her own inhabitants.” With a monopoly on buying produce from Virginia and its sale in 

England, British merchants “imposed whatever prices they though fit on the commodities they 

vended, and gave just what they pleased for those which they purchased.”149 Because it was the 

prerogative of Britain to conduct affairs in her own interest, Tucker, likewise, saw fit that it was 

the duty of American citizens “to consider the most effectual means of counteracting this policy, 

and of defeating designs pregnant with her destruction,” equating the commercial conflict as 

critical as the “late war.”150 Tucker proposed the policy “to prohibit the importation of British 

West-India commodities except in ships built in the United States of America, and owned by the 

actual citizens of these states.”151 Of his analysis of the possible positive benefits and negative 

consequences, Tucker declared: “In short, Britain can by no possible means prevent a beneficial 

intercourse between America and the British West-Indies, if America should once refuse 

admittance to the produce of those island, except in American bottoms. For such an intercourse 

will be equally beneficial to the islands, as to us, if it be not permitted by law, means will be 

fallen upon, on their part, to evade the operation of the law. This principle of reciprocity should 

be extended to every case wherein an attempt is made to exclude us from a share in the carrying 

trade, or in other words from navigation.”152 
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Tucker saw the economic relationship in the years after the war as follows: “They will 

permit their colonies to trade to America so long as such an intercourse holds forth an immediate 

national advantage to themselves.”153 Of such legislation, Tucker stated that, “Many regulations 

of this kind might be introduced in favor of the commerce of America…The governing principle 

in all matters of this nature should be to encourage and advance commerce among our actual 

citizens, and enable them to trade upon equal terms, at least, with foreigners.”154 Tucker cited the 

example of tobacco exports before the war from both Virginia and Maryland. He calculated that 

with annual computations of exported tobacco totaling $160,000 sterling for eighty-thousand 

hogsheds, vast sums of profit were being given to British merchants, and described as an 

“irretrievable loss” to American farmers and merchants. If the venture was undertaken in 

conjunction between American farmers and merchant shipping, without British middlemen, the 

sum for the same quantity of tobacco would amount to 200,000 sterling annually.155 

Next, Tucker wrote on the subject of Jay’s Treaty, or the Treaty of Amity, Commerce, and 

Navigation between the United States and Britain, signed by President George Washington in 

1795. While many feared that it gave too many concessions to Britain, including Thomas 

Jefferson and James Madison, Tucker was more optimistic.156 Not only did the treaty help open 
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156 Tucker saw the treaty as drawn from a “principle motive”: a “desire of preserving the friendship 

& confidence of the Indians within our territory by the gradual preparation of their minds for the event, and also by 
giving them sufficient time to close their quarrel with us leaving things on a footing which it was imagined would 
incline us to better terms of peace than if we were previously in actual possession of the posts.” “Remarks on the 
Treaty of Amity Commerce and Navigation lately made between the United States and Great Britain, [9–11 July 
1795],” Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-18-02-0281. 
[Original source: The Papers of Alexander Hamilton, vol. 18, January 1795 – July 1795, ed. Harold C. Syrett (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1973), 404–454. 

 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-18-02-0281


 129 

the United States up to trade with the Indians to include “relieving us effectually from the 

expences and mischiefs of Indian Wars,” but also in help to “secure course to our Western 

settlements,” which themselves held great commercial promise. Moreover, the access to greater 

settlements aided the American cause of expansion and served to prevent and break up “the great 

& dangerous project of Great Britain to confine us to the ohio & to possess the intermediate 

Country.” Tucker’s economic thinking stood in contrast to a common trend in the mercantilist 

philosophy held by many Federalists. As observed in his example on tobacco exports written in 

his Reflections (1785), Tucker was not afraid to alter the economic status quo for a more 

beneficial outcome. Much like he proposed cutting out British merchants to be supplanted by an 

American fleet, his Remarks on the Treaty (1796) opined on the possible benefits resulting from 

improved commercial relations with France. Consider his comments: 

As to this though our Treaty with England would prevent in many particulars our giving 
preferences to France; yet there are still important points from the natural relations of 
Commerce which are open to arrangements beneficial to France and which might serve 
as equivalents. There is not leisure to enter into the detail or this might be shewn. It may 
however be mentioned by way of example that we may lower or remove wholly the 
duties on French Wines, which would be one important item.157 

For Tucker, economic improvement was neither zero sum nor stagnant. Opportunity stood in 

future horizons and he—like many Jeffersonians—was not beholden to maintaining commercial 

relationships that did not benefit the American economy in the long term. Tucker’s 1803 

Blackstone’s Commentaries: with Notes of Reference to the Constitution and Laws, of the 

Federal Government of the United States and of the Commonwealth of Virginia remains 

arguably his most influential work. While rich in legal expository, few references to domestic 
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commerce are included.158 Although brief, Tucker’s few relevant notes provide some context in 

regard to his commercial views. In Volume 2, Chapter 1 on the “Absolute Rights of Individuals,” 

Tucker considers among natural liberty “receiving the advantages of mutual commerce.” In 

Volume 2, Chapter 18, Tucker praises the “artificial persons” of corporations being useful in the 

“advancement of religion, of learning, and of commerce.” Little additional analysis or evaluation 

of their nature, however, is included as his work is merely procedural in explaining: “1. How 

corporations, in general, may be created. 2. What are their powers, capacities, and incapacities. 3 

How corporations are visited. And 4. How they may be dissolved.” In Book 4, Chapter 12 of 

Tucker’s Commentary, he writes on “offenses against the public health, and the public police or 

economy.” While economy in the 18th and 19th centuries referenced various strands of moral 

philosophy as well as their modern usage, Tucker’s work referred both to encapsulate the 

“offenses which especially affect the commonwealth “in reference to “the due regulation and 

domestic order of the kingdom.” While often misrepresented by modern libertarianism, this work 

shows Tucker’s stance on the regulation of societal norms and values—a nuanced position that 

saw regulation conducted at the local or lower level of government as outside of the preview of 

federal or general power. He saw that: 

 
158 It is critical to note that the application of English common law in the American colonies, and in the 

confederation of states, thereafter, varied in degrees by State. According to Thomas Jefferson in 1802: “As the 
different States were settled at very different periods, and the adoption for each State was the laws of England as 
they stood at the moment of the adoption by the State, it is evident that the system as adopted in 1607 by Virginia, 
was one thing, as by Pennsylvania was another thing, as by Georgia, in 1759, was still a different one. And when to 
this is added the very diversified modifications of the adoptive code, produced by the subsequent laws passed by the 
legislatures of the different States, the system of common law in force in any one State on the 24th of September, 
1789, when Congress assumed the jurisdiction given them by the Constitution, was very different from the systems 
in force at the same moment in the several other States: that in all of these the common law was in force by virtue of 
the adoption of the State, express or tacit, and that it was not in force in Connecticut, because they had never 
adopted it.” “I. Observations on the Common Law and Hardin’s Case, 11 November 1802,” Founders 
Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-38-02-0592-0002. [Original 
source: The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 38, 1 July–12 November 1802, ed. Barbara B. Oberg (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2011), 668–672. 
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…whereby the individuals of the state, like members of a well-governed family, are 
bound to conform their general behavior to the rules of propriety, good neighborhood, 
and good manners; and to be decent, industrious, and inoffensive in their respective 
stations.159 
 

In addition to positions against deception, “heinous felonies and robberies,” Tucker also wrote 

detailed notes on “Idleness in any person whatsoever is also a high offense against the public 

economy.” Referencing similar policies in China and Athens, Tucker supported the civil law that 

divides pertinent persons into three classes: “idle and disorderly persons, rogues and vagabonds, 

and incorrigible rogues, all of whom he deemed as “offenders against the good order, and 

blemishes in the government, of any kingdom. They are therefore all punished, by the statute 

last-mentioned.” Finally, he discusses “all sumptuary laws against luxury, and extravagant 

expenses in dress, diet, and the like.” As was shown to be the case in Holland, as told of by 

Baron Montesquieu, luxury was “ruinous to democracies.”160 

Influences in the Virginia Backcountry 

While it has been previously demonstrated by Ferguson’s philosophy of individualism 

that it was not necessary for the inhabitants of Lynchburg, Virginia to have directly read the 

writings of the Scottish Enlightenment for them to have incorporated many of the same 

philosophies into their society, some direct and indirect vehicles of transmission do exist in the 

historical record. First, as previously noted, historian Jack P. Green’s developmental model 

serves as one explanation of how ideas moved westward into the Virginia backcountry. The 

impact of Scottish Enlightenment thinking need not have been directly learned by western 

settlers themselves, but rather these ideas transmitted through the educated gentry in the east. 

 
159 St. George Tucker, Blackstone’s Commentaries: with Notes of Reference to the Constitution and Laws, 

of the Federal Government of the United States and of the Commonwealth of Virginia (1803). 
 
160 Tucker, Blackstone’s Commentaries (1803) 
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According to Jefferson scholar Norman K Risjord, by 1776, “more than five hundred scions of 

colonial families had been sent to Britain for schooling. Most of them came from the southern 

colonies where the gentlemanly ideal of educational travel was reinforced by a lack of local 

colleges and close commercial connections with Britain.” While these elite children graduate 

from a myriad of the most prominent universities around Europe, the University of Edinburgh 

…attracted more than any other single university, partly because living costs were 
cheaper, no religious tests were required for admission, and its medical faculty had an 
international reputation. Americans, moreover, seemed to have a natural affinity for 
Scotland. Both were provincial cultures with a sense of inferiority to England, yet their 
remoteness also enabled them to explore new directions in thought and artistic 
expression. Scotland, like America, experienced a cultural flowering in the eighteenth 
century that was most evident in the fields of science, medicine, literature, and painting. 
The pollinators of this provincial renaissance were middleclass professionals—lawyers, 
doctors, clergymen, and scientists, who traversed the Atlantic and formed lasting 
relationships that altered their lives.161 
 

While academic prowess was mostly confined to the wealthy throughout the 17th and 18th 

centuries, the post-revolutionary era saw new efforts to more widely disperse educational access, 

particularly in Virginia. Thomas Jefferson’s proposed “Bill for the More General Diffusion of 

Knowledge” (1779) provides insight into his vision for a more developed Virginia. Summarized 

by historian M. Andrew Holowchak, Jefferson aimed to create “ward schools at the lowest level 

for all citizens, a central-located university at the highest level to churn out tomorrow’s 

politicians and scientists, and grammar schools to serve as conduits and weed out those unsuited 

for the university.”162 As Jefferson wrote to George Wythe in August of 1786, “I think by far the 

most important bill in our whole code is that for the diffusion of knowlege among the people. No 

 
161 Norman K Risjord, Jefferson's America, 1760–1815 (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

2009), 47. 
 
162 M. Andrew Holowchak, “A System of Education, Not Just a University: Thomas Jefferson’s 

Philosophy of Education,” History of Education 47, no. 4, (Jan 2018): 488–503, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760X.2017.1411531. 
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other sure foundation can be devised for the preservation of freedom, and happiness.”163 As 

shown by the upward trajectory of the developmental model, the increase of knowledge was 

aimed to better society, and in the case of the Virginia political climate, produce a new 

generation of defenders of liberty. Although the system did not intend to abolish class striations, 

it nonetheless was to be a benefit to all. As described by scholar John P. Densford, 

The system provided thereafter for an increasingly more academic education for those 
young people who showed aptitude at the lower levels; it culminated in university 
education, still at public expense, for the most capable individuals who would, in their 
turn, assume the reins of leadership in government, business, and society. The creation of 
an enlightened aristocracy of talent which would derive its support from and on ultimate 
issues be responsible to a generally informed electorate was calculated to produce the 
freedom without which republican government could not exist and, in turn, the happiness 
which only freedom could guarantee. This was the end of life and of education in the 
theory of Thomas Jefferson.164 
 

The noted culmination of a university education was realized locally with the founding of 

Jefferson’s University of Virginia in 1819, which in substance and style drew heavily upon the 

classical Rome and Greece and brought to the Virginia public the finest instruction in “ancient 

languages, modern languages, mathematics, moral philosophy, natural philosophy, chemistry, 

law, and medicine.”165 Jefferson himself was well-educated and a graduate of the College of 

William & Mary. He was an empiricist who championed eclecticism. His personal library was 

the largest in the United States, which he sold to the Library of Congress in 1814 after the British 

 
163 “From Thomas Jefferson to George Wythe, 13 August 1786,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-10-02-0162. [Original source: The Papers of Thomas 
Jefferson, vol. 10, 22 June–31 December 1786, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954), 
243–245. 

 
164 John P. Densford, “The Educational Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson,” Peabody Journal of Education 

38, no. 5 (1961): 271–72. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1491322. 
 
165 Richard E. Dixon, “Father of the University of Virginia,” Thomas Jefferson Heritage Society, 

https://www.tjheritage.org/father-of-the-university-of-virginia. 
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burned Washington, D.C. during the War of 1812.166 Jefferson was not alone; the 

aforementioned educational backgrounds and philosophies of Taylor, Randolph, and Barbour, 

alongside many other of Virginia’s educated elite, formed a distinct Jeffersonian political 

economy. 

Second, local newspapers printed and circulated in Lynchburg, Virginia help illuminate a 

key feature that influenced the lives of backcountry settlers. Historian Lawrence H. Leder 

surmised the importance of early newspapers as follows: “If we wish to understand popular 

attitudes, as differentiated from the views of the elite, we must turn to what the people read. The 

high degree of literacy…coupled with the wide circulation of the newspapers, leads to the 

conclusion that the press must have been a potent force in focusing and defining…attitudes” of 

the day.167 While newspapers by no means can account for the sole influence of beliefs for any 

locality, it is one metric within a breadth of influences including family, religion, social and 

cultural traditions, and more. It must be made clear that the influence of the Scottish philosophy 

did not have to be direct, or even primary, to the industrious ideals that gave rise to Lynchburg. 

Enlightenment ideals from England greatly influenced the Virginia political and societal 

landscape, beginning with the founding families that first settled the eastern coast and pushed 

west up the James River in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

While one cannot calculate the precise motivations of editors—such as the cynical desire 

to sensationalize stories in order to sell more newspapers—one may deduce based upon the 

newspaper records that the featured material was selected to fit the interests of the local 

inhabitants. In the case of Lynchburg, its editors were of like mind in the community. John 

 
166 “Jefferson’s Library,” Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/jefflib.html. 
 
167 Lawrence H. Leder, “The Role of Newspapers in Early America ‘In Defense of Their Own Liberty,’” 
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Hampden Pleasants, the editor of Lynchburg’s The Press, moved from Goochland County at the 

age of eighteen.168 Richard Toller of Richmond moved west up the James River. Initially living 

in an editing office, he took to the profession and upon moving to Lynchburg, “he was found to 

possess such talents and energy that he speedily rose in his profession of an editor, being second 

only to his great predecessor, John Hampden Pleasants.”169 In addition to the presence of 

national headlines including updates on congressional debates or presidential actions, as well as 

local stories describing runaway slaves, product advertisements, and the like, narrower features 

fitting the demographic of the town’s inhabitants and political persuasion abound within the 

record.170 Various topical articles and public discussions found within the Lynchburg Press, the 

Lynchburg Virginian, and the Lynchburg Daily Virginian during the 1810’s and 1820’s included 

some of the following: features of British travelers, dress in England and Scotland, the evils of 

luxury, the reward of hard work, European literature, family pride, the significance of the 4th of 

July, and more. More specific features of intellectual significance, which may have moved 

westward from more formally educated minds in the east, include discussions of the following: 

Adam Smith and money;171 David Hume’s philosophy;172 Western Virginia and political 

 
168 Louise A. Blunt, Margaret Anthony Cabell, and William Frederic Holcombe, Sketches and 

Recollections of Lynchburg (United States: C.H. Wynne, 1858), 8. 
 
169 Blunt, Sketches and Recollections of Lynchburg, 92. 
 
170 The early Lynchburg, Virginia newspaper collections referenced are stored on microfilm at the Jones 

Memorial Library in downtown Lynchburg, Virginia. More on the significance of these newspapers is given in 
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. 

 
171 Virginian, February 21, 1823. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 6. 
 
172 Virginian, March 14, 1823. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 6. 
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philosophy;173 political philosophy and the ‘school of 98’;174 a political economy book review, 

and among others.175 

In sum, the diffusion of enlightenment principles and knowledge to include 

philosophical, economic, and more, had multiple means of reaching backcountry settlers. While 

the newspaper records provide some basis for gleaning the conversational milieu, the 

developmental model provides a stronger basis; just as economic opportunity and prosperity 

traveled up the James River, so too, did the principles and knowledge to ensure its continuation. 

 

Part IV: Federal Political Economy  

Federal Economic Philosophy 

In the aftermath of the American Revolution, the success of the new nation rested upon 

the political structures that were actively being formed within both the state houses and federal 

legislature. Despite their newly formed confederation, each state maintained distinct socio-

cultural and political economies in the years after the war. The period between 1787 and 1800 

was a complex, contradictory landscape of evolving economic ideologies and philosophies; 

diluted in purity from the political process, Federalists and Republicans often compromised in 

order to achieve political solvency to both the benefit and detriment of the nation’s economic 

policies. But in “certain instances,” according to Samuel Barbour,” serendipity rewards or at 

least accommodates inaction – the near miraculous rate of economic growth throughout much of 

 
173 Virginian, June 20, 1823. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 6. 
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the nineteenth century obviated the pressing need for a coherent national policy regarding money 

and banking.”176 

The economic philosophies embodied within Thomas Jefferson (Republican) and 

Alexander Hamilton (Federalist), in sum, encompass the two competing positions of the period. 

Moreover, each party held divergent views about the role of the federal government and their 

vision for American society, each being indelibly tied to economic interests. The Jeffersonian 

southerners vision encompassed a decentralized empire of liberty or an “agrarian empire,” 

whereby the Hamiltonian New Englanders envisioned a centralized state fueled by a robust 

commercial, shipping, and manufacturing economy, often with support or in partnership with the 

state itself.177 Compatible with more sectional interests found throughout the South and 

backcountry, Jefferson saw the new federal apparatus as “a relatively passive institution whose 

primary roles would be to protect personal freedom and referee disputes that pit private interest 

against the public good.” Hamilton’s vision was for an energetic national system that embraced 

industrialization and many of the mercantilist principles, such as tariffs, that were implemented 

under British rule. In sum, relative to the political interests of the period, the Jeffersonian 

Republicans represented the landed elites and the Hamiltonian Federalists represented the 

wealthy industrialists. According to the comprehensive compendium of analysis found in A 

History of American Economic Thought: Mainstream and Crosscurrents (2017) edited by 

Samuel Barbour, James Cicarelli, and J.E. King, 

In philosophical terms, the respective positions of the two sides on a number of practical 
issues were fluid to the point of being similar if not identical, save that the Republicans 
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nearly always put the accent on the individual while the Federalists put it on society. 
These subtle yet important differences, particularly when it comes to economic policy, 
are reflected most clearly in the writings and activities of three individuals: Alexander 
Hamilton (1755–1804), Albert Gallatin (1761–1849), and Tench Coxe (1755–1824).178 
 

 
First, Alexander Hamilton was a British West Indies-born lawyer and Federalist leader who held 

numerous esteemed positions in government, gaining his start as General George Washington’s 

secretary during the American Revolution, and by 1789 gaining an appointment as the nation’s 

first Secretary of the Treasury. His writings reveal an economic philosophy that envisioned 

broader federal power, an influential central bank, and protective tariffs in order to energize, 

fund, and stabilize national industrialization to grow the nation’s economy—a policy that 

undoubtedly empowered the New England states at the expense of the South. In so doing, 

Hamilton’s vision revised the mercantilist economic structure of Britain and spurned the 

Smithian, laissez-faire sentiments that began to catch on throughout pockets of Europe and the 

United States. In sum, “While Republicans subscribed to an economy based on the export of 

agricultural goods and the products of extractive industries, Hamilton was committed to the idea 

that the growth of the American economy should rest on the expansion of manufacturing for 

domestic consumption.” 179 

 
178 Cicarelli & King, A History of American Economic Thought, 111. 
 
179 Ibid, 113.; The editors provide some additional helpful context describing the mechanism of funding 

Hamilton desired to propel national prosperity, in contrast to Republicans: “For their part, Republicans disagreed 
with Hamilton’s manufacturing/tariffs thesis on two counts; the manufacturing thesis was contrary to their notions of 
America having an agrarian-based economic system, and protective tariffs for American manufactures would invite 
European countries to retaliate with duties aimed at US farm products (Wang 1947, 24). Additionally, Republicans 
thought that America as a center of manufacturing was impractical, given its relatively high wage levels compared 
to those in Europe. To the later criticism, Hamilton, never noted for his compassion, had a ready reply: increase the 
supply of labor through the use of women, children, and more immigrants (Hamilton [1790] 1972, 19).” Ibid, 113-
114. 
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Second, Albert Gallatin was a Switzerland-born Republican who was appointed as 

Secretary of the Treasury from 1801 to 1813, serving the same function under both the Jefferson 

and Madison administration’s that Hamilton had under the Washington administration. Unlike 

Hamilton, Gallatin was well-read in economics including the free-market philosophies of Adam 

Smith and David Ricardo. Moreover, he held a limited view of government in non-economic 

sectors of American life while also seeing the power of government to enhance American life 

through financial support.180 For example, although strongly opposed to tariffs, Gallatin 

supported the national banks and the nation’s shift towards manufacturing and away from its 

agricultural past. He was also one of the earliest supporters for federally supported internal 

improvements, particularly among Republicans. Third, Tench Coxe was a Philadelphia-born 

bureaucrat and economic writer, serving as Assistant Secretary to the Treasury under Alexander 

Hamilton. Departing from both Hamilton and Gallatin, Coxe saw that “the American economy 

was not agrarian or industrial, but both. A moderate industrialist who recognized the importance 

of agriculture, he preached the gospel of a well-balanced economy….he continued to make the 

case for a diverse economic system in which farming and manufacturing played significant roles 

 
180 The editors identified Gallatin’s 1832 report to Congress “in favor of tariff reform and against 

protectionism, a document that ‘exhibits familiarity with the results of theoretical discussion, as well as the practical 
side of the question.’ Where Gallatin truly differed from Hamilton was in the former’s command of economics as it 
stood in the first half of the 1800s.” According to Gallatin’s report, “Every nation takes a laudable pride in all that 
contributes to elevate its character; In every progress made in science, letters, arts, wealth, and power; in all that 
constitutes an advanced state of civilization. To substitute American for foreign industry whenever the substitution 
is advantageous is an object in which all cordially unite. But whether taking advantage of that general and patriotic 
feeling or carried away by it, the advocates of restriction contend that a trade in foreign commodities which, without 
regard to price, might be produced by domestic industry always interferes with that industry. They denounce and 
would proscribe that trade altogether, and thus in reality inflict the most serious injury on that object which they 
pretend to protect. Laws which do not trust the common sense of the citizen, which do not permit him to seek what 
he thinks the best market for the products of his industry, or which compel him to receive in exchange for these a 
less quantity of the objects he wants than without those laws he might have obtained, are evidently destructive of 
domestic industry. By free trade we mean that trade which we may carry free of any restrictions imposed by our own 
government. It is synonymous with free industry, and it is only because, and as far as, it promotes domestic industry 
we object to those restrictions. (Gallatin [1831] 1972, 142).” Ibid, 115. 
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in his numerous correspondences with the major political figures of his time such as Thomas 

Jefferson and James Madison, and his copious data collections on the commerce and 

manufactures of the country at that time.”181 

These prevailing philosophies engaged in continuous legislative battles from the turn of 

the century until the War Between the States, each gaining and losing ground with new sessions 

of congress and new presidential administrations. Throughout this long war of ideas, several key 

battles mark turning points in the evolution of American political doctrine. The following 

debates and legislative milestones mark these transitions and collectively ameliorate the shaping 

of domestic improvement policy during the first four decades of the antebellum period. 

The Gallatin Report (1808) 

The early years of the republic were plagued with fears of political disunion. Internal 

improvements were thought by many to be the chief mechanism of binding together the 

economic and social interests of the states, thereby developing a more unified and secure 

confederation.182 On March 02, 1807, the Senate passed a resolution directing a report from the 

Secretary of the Treasury—a plan expounding “such means as are within the power of the 

congress, to the purposes of opening roads and making canals; together with a statement of the 

 
181 Ibid, 117. 
 
182 According to Pamela L. Baker, Gallatin’s plan was not the first attempt at federal improvements. 

Congress had already funded numerous “lighthouses, beacons, harbors, and buoys along the coasts of the seaboard 
states to facilitate foreign trade” by the turn of the century. “In 1806,” she wrote, “Congress passed the Cumberland 
Road Act that authorized the construction of a national road from Cumberland, Maryland, to Ohio's border Jefferson 
quickly approved the measure because there was no conflict between state and federal jurisdiction—the original 
compact, made with a territory, was an undisputed federal power.” The aforementioned coastal improvements were 
of a different sort, and deemed vital—particularly in the aftermath of war. While these improvements faced little 
opposition, the same was not said of the Cumberland (or later, the National) Road. Despite its passage in 1806, the 
vision of connecting Cumberland, Maryland to the farthest point of the Ohio Territory took over five decades and 
was a source of contention, yet eventually found favor with the growth of the U.S. highway system in the 20th 
century. Pamela L. Baker, “The Washington National Road Bill and the Struggle to Adopt a Federal System of 
Internal Improvement.” Journal of the Early Republic 22, no. 3 (2002): 440, https://doi.org/10.2307/3124811. 
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undertakings of that nature…”183 The result was Albert Gallatin’s 1808 “Report of the Secretary of 

the Treasury; on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals,” which was influential in setting federal 

policy for national internal improvements as well as inspiring local and state development of 

investment in roads, bridges, and canals in the years thereafter. The proposal’s historic twenty-

million-dollar budget was set in motion by an “annual appropriation of two million of dollars, 

[which] would accomplish all those great objects in ten years, and may without inconvenience, 

be supplied in time of peace, by the existing revenues and resources of the United States.”184 The 

plan included the development of five forms and locations of infrastructure: canals along the 

Atlantic coast;185 communication between the “Atlantic and Western Waters;”186 communication 

“between the Atlantic Rivers, and the River St. Lawrence and the Great Lakes;”187 internal 

canals;188 and numerous turnpikes and “artificial roads.” 

 
183 Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Albert Gallatin, and Robert Fulton, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury, 

on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals: Made in Pursuance of a Resolution of Senate, of March 2d, 1807” 
(United States: William A. Davis, 1816), 19. 

 
184 Albert Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals” 

(Washington: R.C. Weightman, 1808), https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/gallatin-report-of-the-secretary-of-the-
treasury-on-the-subject-of-public-roads-and-canals. 

 
185 The report specifically referenced the following: Massachusetts Canal; New Jersey Canal; Delaware 

and Chesapeake Canal; and Chesapeake and Albemarle. Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on the 
Subject of Public Roads and Canals.” 
 

186 The report specifically referenced the following: Santee; The Lower or Great Falls of Roanoke; James 
River; Potomac; Susquehannah; and Ohio. Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on the Subject of 
Public Roads and Canals.” 
 

187 The report specifically referenced the following: Hudson and Champlain, or Northern Navigation; 
Mohawk and Ontario, or Western Navigation; and Niagara. Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on 
the Subject of Public Roads and Canals.” 
 

188 The report specifically referenced the following: Merrimack; Schuylkill and Delaware; Appomattox; 
Neuse and Beaufort; Cape Fear River; and New Orleans. Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on the 
Subject of Public Roads and Canals.” 
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In support of the federal improvements, Gallatin wrote that although “individual exertion, 

without any direct aid from government” played a critical role in development, there existed 

“some circumstances, which, whilst they render the facility of communications throughout the 

United States an object of primary importance, naturally check the application of private capital 

and enterprize, to improvements on a large scale.” Moreover, he contended that “the occasional 

influence of mistaken local interests, in sometimes thwarting or giving an improper direction to 

public improvements, arises from the nature of man,” may be better directed from a federal 

(national) perspective—a position commonly held among Federalists and in opposition to the 

Jeffersonian (and particularly southern) philosophy.189 Citing the “price of labor” and its 

correlating effect on the “expense of transportation,” it was seen that the “general government 

can alone remove these obstacles” by absorbing the “comparatively unproductive” investment of 

the many “too extensive or too distant” internal improvement projects that the report aimed to 

undertake.190 In sum, the “national legislature alone, embracing every local interest, and superior 

to every local consideration, is competent to the selection of such national objects.” 

 
189 Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals.” 
 
190 The opening lines of the report advocated for the gain of the proposed improvements in comparison to 

their unprecedented cost: “The general utility of artificial roads and canals, is at this time so universally admitted, as 
hardly to require any additional proofs. It is sufficiently evident that, whenever the annual expense of transportation 
on a certain route in its natural state, exceeds the interest on the capital employed in improving the communication, 
and the annual expense of transportation (exclusively of the tolls,) by the improved route; the difference is an annual 
additional income to the nation. Nor does in that case the general result vary, although the tolls may not have been 
fixed at a rate sufficient to pay to the undertakers the interest on the capital laid out. They indeed, when that 
happens, lose; but the community is nevertheless benefited by the undertaking. The general gain is not confined to 
the difference between the expenses of the transportation of those articles which had been formerly conveyed by that 
route, but many which were brought to market by other channels, will then find a new and more advantageous 
direction; and those which on account of their distance or weight could not be transported in any manner whatever, 
will acquire a value, and become a clear addition to the national wealth. Those and many other advantages have 
become so obvious, that in countries possessed of a large capital, where property is sufficiently secure to induce 
individuals to lay out that capital on permanent undertakings, and where a compact population creates an extensive 
commercial intercourse, within short distances, those improvements may often, in ordinary cases, be left to 
individual exertion, without any direct aid from government.” Gallatin, “Report of the Secretary of the Treasury; on 
the Subject of Public Roads and Canals.” 
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According to historian John Laurtiz Larson, the bill faced near insurmountable obstacles 

leading to its death. By the spring of 1808, as the report was presented to Congress, “New 

England writhed in howling opposition to the embargo, John Randolph’s ‘Quids’ lay in wait for 

any threat to ‘states rights,’ and the treasury surplus on which the program depended was 

disappearing before the threat of war,” which foreshadowed its defeat the following winter. But 

the sentiments for improvement still remained in Congress. In the eleventh session, the Pope-

Porter bill—produced by a coalition of members from New York and Kentucky alongside civil 

engineer Benjamin Latrobe, who worked closely with Gallatin on the 1808 bill—resurrected 

hope for improvement by proposing a system of funding whereby the federal government would 

purchase “one-third of the stock of private companies chartered in the states to build every major 

project named in Gallatin’s report, except the Potomac Canal. Proceeds from the sale of public 

lands would accumulate in a fund (like the Ohio road funds) to pay for the government’s 

investments.”191 Sectional political rivalries, however, played out over the funding of various 

projects and as war with England loomed, the bill died before ever receiving a vote. 

The Bonus Bill (1817) 

The War of 1812 produced a palpable change in attitudes towards internal improvements. 

The conflict exposed the need for unified roads and clear waterways to protect the nation, in 

addition to the economic strength it was poised to produce. President James Madison presented 

his seventh annual address to Congress on December 5, 1815, shortly after the conclusion of the 

War of 1812. Filled with optimism for the nation’s future of domestic and foreign achievements, 

he envisioned a path toward greater national unity and prosperity through a series of reforms to 

 
191 John Lauritz Larson, Internal Improvement National Public Works and the Promise of Popular 

Government in the Early United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 70. 
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benefit the “public interest.” Included among these reforms was a federal push for internal 

improvements. “Among the means of advancing the public interest,” according to Madison, was 

a “recalling the attention of Congress to the great importance of establishing throughout our 

country the roads and canals which can best be executed under the national authority.” Madison 

believed that, 

No objects within the circle of political economy so richly repay the expense bestowed on 
them; there are none the utility of which is more universally ascertained and 
acknowledged; none that do more honor to the governments whose wise and enlarged 
patriotism duly appreciates them. Nor is there any country which presents a field where 
nature invites more the art of man to complete her own work for his accommodation and 
benefit. These considerations are strengthened, moreover, by the political effect of these 
facilities for intercommunication in bringing and binding more closely together the 
various parts of our extended confederacy. Whilst the States individually, with a laudable 
enterprise and emulation, avail themselves of their local advantages by new roads, by 
navigable canals, and by improving the streams susceptible of navigation, the General 
Government is the more urged to similar undertakings, requiring a national jurisdiction 
and national means, by the prospect of thus systematically completing so inestimable a 
work; and it is a happy reflection that any defect of constitutional authority which may be 
encountered can be supplied in a mode which the Constitution itself has providently 
pointed out.192 
 

One may presume from Madison’s statements that he believed it was not only the role of the 

federal government, but also its duty to undertake internal improvements for the benefit of the 

nation. Although the First Bank of the United States charter failed renewal under his 

administration in 1811, the 1816 Congress under Madison resurrected federal financing with its 

chartering of the Second Bank of the United States. In exchange for the bank charter, the federal 

government received a $1.5 million “bonus” from the bank as well as annual revenue in the form 

of bank stock dividends. In 1816, John C. Calhoun worked with Speaker of the House and 

Federalist stalwart Henry Clay—founder of the ‘American System’—to propose the bonus funds 

 
192 James Madison, “December 5, 1815: Seventh Annual Message,” University of Virginia Miller Center, 
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be “set aside this money for the construction of roads and canals in each State, with State 

consent.”193 In 1817, Calhoun proposed the ‘Bonus Bill’ on the House floor, which he proposed 

would “bind the republic together with a perfect system of roads and canals.” But unlike 

Gallatin’s plan, Calhoun’s bill was limited in its scope and reach. “His Bonus Bill, as proposed,” 

according to historian John Lauritz Larson, “did not even try to establish the system that 

Gallatin’s plan designed. It called for a fund to aid improvements but not for the power to select, 

locate, or build public works in the states.”194 While Madison’s effort to pass a constitutional 

ament in favor of federal internal improvements failed before the conclusion of his presidency, 

Calhoun argued that the Bonus Bill skirted the constitutional predicament. Because the funds 

were not specifically appropriated to specific projects but rather constituted a fund, no conflict 

arose. While recognizing the “enterprise of the states and of individuals” in constructing a 

myriad of beneficial improvements, Calhoun observed that “many of the improvements 

contemplated are on too great a scale for the resources of the states or individuals; and many of 

such a nature that the rival jealousy of the states, if left alone, might prevent. They require the 

resources and the general superintendence of this government to effect and complete them.”195 

 
193Richard F. Weingroff, “A Vast System of Interconnected Highways: Before the Interstates,”  

U.S Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 14, 
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/highwayhistory/vast.pdf. 
 

194 John Lauritz Larson proposed that the limited nature of Calhoun’s bill was intentional: “Indeed, 
Calhoun and his friends readily admitted that as soon as they brought in the map and specified the routes, the bill 
could not be passed. All Calhoun and his allies apparently wanted was a permanent fund from which they might 
support improvements without drawing fresh attacks by their enemies on annual appropriations bills. The 
Cumberland Road already suffered from possible extinction, and no larger system of roads and canals could proceed 
in the face of such un- certainty.”; John Lauritz Larson, “Bind the Republic Together": The National Union and the 
Struggle for a System of Internal Improvements,” The Journal of American History, Sep., 1987, Vol. 74, No. 2 
(Sep., 1987): 377 (Oxford University Press), https://www.jstor.org/stable/1900027. 

 
195 John C. Calhoun, “Speech to the U.S. House of Representatives,” February 4,1817 (Washington, D.C. 

Library of Congress), https://www.loc.gov/item/mcc.009/. 
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Unfortunately for Calhoun and advocates of the fund, President Madison rejected the bill during 

his final hours of office by presidential veto. A stalwart constitutionalist whose mind and actions 

were immeasurable during the convention and ratifying period, Madison could not accept 

Calhoun’s argumentation and saw the bill as an abuse of the ‘necessary and proper’ clause of the 

Constitution. According to Madison, Congress had no power to erect or fund internal 

improvements in any form “among the several States.”196 In his veto message delivered on 

March 3, 1817, Madison stated: 

The power to regulate commerce among the several States’ can not include a power to 
construct roads and canals, and to improve the navigation of water courses in order to 
facilitate, promote, and secure such a commerce without a latitude of construction 
departing from the ordinary import of the terms strengthened by the known 
inconveniences which doubtless led to the grant of this remedial power to Congress. To 
refer the power in question to the clause ‘to provide for the common defense and general 
welfare’ would be contrary to the established and consistent rules of interpretation, as 
rendering the special and careful enumeration of powers which follow the clause 
nugatory and improper. Such a view of the Constitution would have the effect of giving 
to Congress a general power of legislation instead of the defined and limited one hitherto 
understood to belong to them, the terms ‘common defense and general welfare’ 
embracing every object and act within the purview of a legislative trust.197 
 

Madison closed his message by articulating that he was “not unaware of the great importance of 

roads and canals and the improved navigation of water courses” that the Bonus Bill advocates 

sought to aid, and wished these “beneficial objects may be attained” through the state legislators 

and private individuals. His decision, however, was made in light of the “permanent success of 

 
196 “Constitution, Article 1, Section 8,” Constitution Annotated: Analysis and Interpretation of the U.S. 

Constitution, https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/article-1/section-
8/#:~:text=Clause%208%20Intellectual%20Property,ArtI. 

 
197 James Madison, “March 3, 1817: Veto Message on the Internal Improvements Bill,” University of 

Virginia Miller Center, Presidential Speeches, https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/march-
3-1817-veto-message-internal-improvements-bill. 
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the Constitution” and stability of the republic, which relied upon a “definite partition of powers 

between the General and the State Governments.”198 

Report of the Secretary of War (1819) 

In January of 1819, Secretary of War John C. Calhoun submitted a report in “compliance 

with a resolution of the House of Representative of the 4th of April, 1818,” requesting an 

assessment and plan for the “means as are within the power of Congress for the purpose of 

opening and constructing such road and canals, as may deserve an require the aid of government, 

with a view to military operations in time of war; the transportation of munitions of war,” in 

addition to information on the “means and prospect of their completion.”199 According to 

Calhoun, the economic and defensive interests of the nation were closely related. The same 

system of roads and canals proposed to be constructed for “the convenience of commerce, and 

the transportation of the mail” would comprise, “with few exceptions, precisely” the same 

systems for conducting war. Moreover, and of primacy to the request of Congress, he believed 

that “there is no country to which a good system of military roads and canals is more 

indispensable than to the United States.” Focusing “special attention” on three frontiers—the 

Atlantic, the Canadian, and the Gulf of Mexico frontiers—the report recommended 

improvements to strategic bays, rivers, roads, canals, to render the operations of defense 

“prompt, certain, and economical.” For example, in stating the importance of improving “the 

 
198 Madison, “March 3, 1817: Veto Message on the Internal Improvements Bill.” 
 
199 “Report of the Committee on Roads and Canals, on the Subject of Internal Improvements, 

Accompanied with a Bill to Procure the Necessary Surveys, &c. on the Subject of Roads and Canals: January 2, 
1822. Read, And, with the Bill, Committed to a Committee of the Whole on the Third Monday of January Instant,” 
89 (United States: Gales & Seaton, 1822) 
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great and important line of communication extending along the coast, through the Atlantic 

states,” Calhoun saw that: 

No object of the kind is more important; and there is none to which state or individual 
capacity is more inadequate. It must be perfected by the general government, or not be 
perfected at all, at least for many years. No one or two states have a sufficient interest. It 
is immediately beneficial to more than half of the states of the Union, and, without the aid 
of the general government, would require their cooperation. It is, at all times, a most 
important object to the nation, and, in a war, with a naval power, is almost indispensable 
to our military, commercial, and financial operations. It may, in a single view, be 
considered a great artery of the county; and when the coasting trade is suspended by war, 
the vast intercourse between the north and south, which annually requires five hundred 
thousand tons of shipping, and which is necessary to the commerce, the agriculture, and 
manufacture, of more than half of the union, seeks this channel of communication.200 
 

Calhoun recognized the importance of the western boundary as well as the natural spirit of 

enterprise that existed among the states, which inevitably sought to gain westward access without 

the prod of the general government. “The interest of commerce and the spirit of rivalry, he 

stated, “between the great Atlantic cities, will do much to perfect the means of intercourse with 

the west.” Because there existed a mutual interest in such improvements, Calhoun saw fit that the 

general government “ought at least bear a proportional share of the expense of their 

construction.”201 The report recommended Congress to direct a “survey and estimate” by 

“military and topological engineers” and funds appropriated to the Department of War for its 

completion. Moreover, Calhoun recommended how to compromise with local and state, public 

and private improvements: “Where incorporate companies are already formed, or the road or 

canal commenced under the superintendence of a state, it perhaps would be advisable to direct a 

subscription on the part of the United States, on such terms and conditions as might be thought 

 
200 “Report of the Committee on Roads and Canals, on the Subject of Internal Improvements,” 91. 
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proper.”202 According to Frances Packard Young, “Local roads not extending beyond the 

boundaries of a state, were to be left to that state, but those going through a large section of the 

United States were to be built by the government.” “Congress went so far as to appoint a 

committee in December, 1819,” he stated, “to consider the building of roads and canals, but it 

was discharged before anything was accomplished.”203 The Panic of 1819 placed strain on the 

economy and considerations for expensive building projects were paused. 

Henry Clay’s American System 

The 1810’s was a period of great hardship for the American economy. During the War of 

1812, blockades reduced trade profits and created shortages throughout the states, the national 

debt rose, the circulation of money decreased, and prices on imported goods increased. After the 

war, the American economy was jolted back into foreign trade, the outcome of which was 

described by historian Murry Rothbard: “Americans were eager to buy foreign goods, 

particularly British textiles, and the British exporters were anxious to unload their accumulated 

stocks. Total imports rose from $5.3 million in the last prewar year to $113 million in 1815, and 

to $147 million in 1816. British exports to the United States alone totaled $59 million in 1815, 

and $43 million in 1816. The renewal of the supply of imported goods drastically lowered the 

prices of imports in the United States and spurred American demand. Imported commodity 

prices at Philadelphia, for example, fell in one month (March, 1815) from an index of 231 to 

178. Import prices continued to sag afterwards, reaching 125 by early 1817.”204 With the 
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American economy under assault, the Second Bank of the United States embarked on an 

inflationary monetary policy to spur quick economic growth. The scheme of monetary expansion 

was spearheaded by Washington resident Thomas Law, a local socialite and real-estate 

speculator. Contributing the “depression mainly to a deficiency of currency,” Law advocated for 

an expansion of credit to alleviate the need of industry.205 According to Rothbard, “It is doubtful 

if Law was actually concerned to have limits on excess currency, because to Law such excess 

was mainly hypothetical.”206 As described by Law in October of 1819: 

…the want of money, for the home manufacturers cannot afford to sell on long credits. 
They must have quick returns to pay workmen. I know of manufactures which have 
stopped, not because they were undersold by foreign goods, but solely because they could 
not get money. Money is the means to pay workmen, to set up machinery.207 

 
Support for the energetic policies of the bank came from many corners of political interests, 

including nationalist protectionists. After the death of Alexander Hamilton in 1804, the 

American tradition of political economy he founded was carried forward by numerous prominent 

statesmen that came to power during the early antebellum period. Elected Speaker of the House 

in 1811 and having served as one of three U.S Commissioners tasked with negotiating the Treaty 

of Ghent in 1814, Congressman Henry Clay had rapidly advanced his career and political 

standing in Washington since his initial election to the U.S. Senate in 1806. Moreover, the 

position afforded the Kentucky representative the opportunity to advance his political interests 

and ideology at the national level. Clay promoted a scheme he named the ‘American System,’ a 

three-pronged national economic agenda that comprised of the following: “a tariff to protect and 
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promote American industry; a national bank to foster commerce; and federal subsidies for roads, 

canals, and other ‘internal improvements’ to develop profitable markets for agriculture. Funds 

for these subsidies would be obtained from tariffs and sales of public lands.”208 Over the next 

two decades, Clay was at the forefront of advancing this political vision through funding 

produced by the Tariff of 1816, the Tariff of 1824, and the Tariff of 1828.209 While their scope 

varied, each tariff “sought to protect northern and western agricultural products from competition 

with foreign imports,” which both raised the cost of living while slashing profits for the agrarian 

southern economy.210 

On March 30, 1824–March 31, 1824, Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky rose on two 

consecutive days to pitch his solution for America’s aliment of economic stagnation. “Are we 

doomed to behold our industry languish and decay yet more and more?,” Clay asked, answering, 

“But there is a remedy, and that remedy consists in modifying our foreign policy, and in adopting 

a genuine American System. We must naturalize the arts in our country, and we must naturalize 

them by the only means which the wisdom of nations has yet discovered to be effectual—by 

adequate protection against the otherwise overwhelming influence of foreigners.” In response, 

the House and Senate narrowly passed the Tariff of 1824, which served the protectionist interests 

 
208 “Henry Clay: In Defense of the American System, February 2, 3, and 6, 1832,” Classic Senate 

Speeches, United States Senate, 
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to galvanize the nation’s industrial base by altering the trade balance through federal policy. In 

response to southern objections, Clay argued that “by the improvement of American industry the 

South would have access to better and cheaper materials. He cited the cotton bagging industry in 

Kentucky and how it had lowered its price considerably; without protection it would again be 

prostrated by Scottish manufacturers,” also echoing the argument of Daniel Webster “against the 

fallacy of the ‘balance of trade.’”211 

House Committee on Roads and Canals 

Clay’s American System was also advanced through a continued push for federally 

supported internal improvements. The House Committee on Roads and Canals, which began as a 

select committee in 1815 and received standing status in 1831, played an active role in producing 

survey reports. The process of the committee, described in detail in an 1827 committee report, 

entailed the assessment of numerous “memorials, bills, and resolutions, referred to the 

committee” by Congress. In accordance with the committee rules for appropriating funds, 

potential improvements were evaluated as to the “practicability and expediency of its 

construction…as well as an estimate of it's probable cost and profit.” Each public work was to be 

extensively researched, and the committee tasked with acquiring data from “all the source[s] of 

intelligence, within their reach, every information calculated to shed light upon the subjects of 

their investigation.” Next to the evidence afforded by maps, and the reports of the skillful 

engineers, the committee have relied on the testimony of the immediate representative of the 

territory through which any road or canal might be expected to pass, communicated under his 

official responsibility, as the best verification of those particular facts which tend to demonstrate 
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the practicality or expediency of any road or canal.” Moreover, the report reviewed the 

constitutional issue at the forefront of the improvement debate. While admitting it is “obvious” 

that federal improvements were constitutional where the federal government had jurisdiction 

such as “within the Territories of the United States, and the District of Columbia,” the power “to 

construct a road or canal” at times extended into the states for the following sated purposes: “for 

the more certain or speedy transportation of the mail; for the better regulation of the commercial 

intercourse between the States; or for the common national defence….”212 Expressing the role of 

the committee under this interpretation, for the purpose of opening “a ready access” for markets 

and production, it also expressed its limits and duty: 

The committee also recognize in the constitution a power distinguishable from either of 
the preceding, by the limited extent of the means which it authorizes to be employed, of 
accomplishing such works; that of appropriating the public money, under the authority, or 
with the consent of the several States, either separately or in the conjunction with the 
resources of any of those States, or of private individuals. This limited power the 
committee have deemed their duty to confine to such objects are of a national character, 
from their importance to the general welfare and safety of the United States. The 
committee comprehend among these objects such roads and canals….For thus 
augmenting the value of the national territory, the Constitution has made, indeed, a 
district provision, since it authorizes the adoption of all needful rules and regulations 
respecting the public lands and other property of the nation.213 

 
212 Charles Fenton Mercer, “Surveys, with a View to Making Roads & Canals,” (March 2, 1827): Mr. 

Mercer, from the Committee on Roads and Canals, Made the Following Report .... (United States: Gales & 
Seaton, 1827), 2-3. 

 
213 Consider the full remarks of the committee report concerning the constitutional issue: “As preliminary 

to a favorable report upon this evidence, the committee have also deemed it proper to look into the constitution for 
the source of that power which authorizes the National Legislature to construct, or to aid, in any mode, the practical 
execution of any such public work. It is obvious that, within the Territories of the United States, and the District of 
Columbia, it is not necessary to derive the power of the Federal Government to construct a road or canal, from the 
national character of the work, since Congress possesses, over those Territories and that District, the power 
exclusive legislation, and may constitutionally construct, or authorize the construction of any road or canal 
whatever. The authority to construct a road or canal for the more certain or speedy transportation of the mail; for the 
better regulation of the commercial intercourse between the States; or for the common national defence, your 
committee deem co extensive with the limits of the Union. The committee also recognize in the constitution a power 
distinguishable from either of the preceding, by the limited extent of the means which it authorizes to be employed, 
of accomplishing such works; that of appropriating the public money, under the authority, or with the consent of the 
several States, either separately or in the conjunction with the resources of any of those States, or of private 
individuals. This limited power the committee have deemed their duty to confine to such objects are of a national 
character, from their importance to the general welfare and safety of the United States. The committee comprehend 
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Moreover, the committee viewed the improvements not only in terms of developing economic 

markets, but also for connecting the federal regime to all states and territories—a conclusion 

recognized by many during and after the War of 1812. By connecting “the seat of the Federal 

Government, by the shortest lines of communication, with the capitals and great cities of the 

several States; and the most exposed and remote frontiers of the United States,” Congress 

deemed it the most ready means of bolstering “the national safety, and as one of the most 

efficient preparations for war” as a “means of preventing its occurrence.”214 In a report from 

January of 1822, the committee described the role of internal improvements in society, stating 

that “after the formation of a good government, it is the next interest of a nation to adopt such a 

system of internal policy as will enable the people to enjoy, as soon as practicable, all the natural 

advantages belonging to the country in which they live.”215 

 
among these objects such roads and canals, especially, as extend from or through the national domain, and open to 
its purchasers a ready access to such parts of that domain as are daily offered for sale; and to a market for its 
productions. For thus augmenting the value of the national territory, the Constitution has made, indeed, a district 
provision, since it authorizes the adoption of all needful rules and regulations respecting the public lands and other 
property of the nation. The committee have found it a more easy task to determine that certain roads, or canals, are 
of a national character, then to furnish an infallible criterion, by which to distinguish, in all cases, their relative 
importance; or those which are national from those which promise but local or restricted benefits. Yet they 
confidently believe, and experience sustains the conclusion, that, in the application of the public money to these 
objects, a sufficient number will be readily discovered, so obviously entitled to national aid, as to occupy, for many 
years to come, such part of the resources of the United States as can be spared from the ordinary revenue, to Internal 
Improvement.” Mercer, “Surveys, with a View to Making Roads & Canals,” 2-3. 
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215 “Report of the Committee on Roads and Canals, on the Subject of Internal Improvements, Accompanied 

with a Bill to Procure the Necessary Surveys, &c. on the Subject of Roads and Canals,” (January 2, 1822). Read, 
And, with the Bill, Committed to a Committee of the Whole on the Third Monday of January Instant. (United 
States: Gales & Seaton, 1822), 1.; The following section of the 1818 reports opening remarks give further context to 
perceived improvements in relation to labor, commerce, and societal flourishing: “ Labor is justly considered to be 
the wealth of a nation; productions of every description, and all things valuable, are produced by it; and the whole 
operation of a society of people, as regards their political economy and social intercourse, consists in obtaining what 
are usually called first material; in the conversation and fashioning of these for use; and the transportation of the raw 
or manufactured articles to the places where they are finally wanted. The transportation necessarily forms a heavy 
charge on the fun of labor, and, in proportion to the reduction of labor, in this respect, will be the grain of a nation, 
as the part saved can be employed to advantage in other objects. 

The great extension of our territory, and its various latitudes, abounding in almost every species of 
products, will always render the expense of transportation an object of great and national importance. 



 155 

The General Survey Act of 1824 & Beyond 

 
Although artificial works may not, for a while, afford a profit to the undertakers, still they will be beneficial 

to the community at large, not only by the increased value they will give to productions at a distance from market, 
but, also, by an increase in the quantity of productions, in consequence of the additional excitement to enterprise, 
and the general diffusion of industry. 
 The utility of goods roads and canals has been rested by long experience in other countries. In China, it is 
said that. By means of their water carriage, their home market is nearly equal to the whole market in Europe. 
Satisfactory evidence of the immense advantages to be derived from canals, is likewise furnished from almost every 
part of Europe, and particularly in England, where they have been extended, within the last fifty years, in every 
direction, supplying the demands of one place by the resource of another, and so extensively spreading industry, as 
to enable them to supply their own wants, and to furnish vast exports to exchange for the wealth of other countries. 
 It must be a source of gratification to every America, when he reflects that his own country possesses 
advantages, in this respect, not inferior to that of any other on the globe; and that there is none that presents higher 
inducements for the legislative aid of it's councils, or where there is a greater certainty of being repaid for any 
expenses which their patriotism may bestow. 
 From a well regulated system of internal commerce in the U. States, by the means of roads and canals, the 
happiest consequences may be expected to flow. We enjoy almost every variety of climate, and possess populous 
cities and condensed settlements, as well as vast tracts of country thinly inhabited. A regular trade in the exchange of 
manufactured articles for raw materials would take place, and the nation would receive, within itself, the whole 
benefit that is usually gained between old and new countries. It is admitted, by the ablest writers on political 
economy, that the most important branch of the commerce of any nation is that which is carried on between the 
inhabitants of the towns an those of the country: customers become acquainted with each other, and less risk is 
generally incurred. 
 It is also essential to the prosperity of a nation to obtain all the labor it can from its members; and, as it is 
composed of people possessing various talents and inclinations, every reasonable encouragement should be given to 
each branch of national industry, as a means of calling into activity the different qualifications of men; and besides, 
from a frequency of intercourse among the citizens living in different parts of the country, close and profitable 
connections would be formed, which would have a tendency to produce harmony, and affections that would add to 
the safety of the Union: the people would reap great benefits from a stability in their affairs, as a judicious system of 
internal commerce would create a certain proportion, or level, in all the departments of industry, that could not be 
readily disturbed by the wars and vicissitudes of other powers. From changes of this description, over which we had 
no control, this country, in several instance, has experienced shocks, and sustained losses, which would far exceed 
(as it is reasonable to conjecture) the aid or expense necessary on the part of the general government for the 
completion of such artificial roads and canals, and improvement in rivers, as would satisfy, in this respect, all the 
real exigencies of the country. 

Among the many objects of movements in inland navigation, some are limited, and within the means of 
individual and state enterprize; others are of a character too extensive, their productiveness depending on 
improvements to be made indifferent states, at great distances from each other. The great and important line of 
inland communication contemplated along the Atlantic coast, would be beneficial, in various degrees, to more than 
one half the states in the Union; yet, no one or two states would have sufficient inducements to furnish the necessary 
means for the completion of any of its parts; nor could a union of sentiment be scarcely expected, among the states 
through which it would pass, as to the particular routes, or modes of execution. Such objects are great and national, 
requiring one general head, and, consequently, the aid of the general government is rendered indispensable, as well 
as regards the funds to be furnished, as the facility of execution. Objects of such transcendence importance to the 
welfare and defence of the nation, must be perfected by the general government, or their perfection can scarcely ever 
be expected. Had we waited for the joint agency of states more than an age would have passed before we should 
have seen a road constructed by the union of states, equal, in national design and costliness, to the road from 
Cumberland to Wheeling. Objects on the large scale of national benefit, are creatures of the Union, the scope and 
view of state authority being local in their nature.” “Report of the Committee on Roads and Canals, on the Subject 
of Internal Improvements…,” 1-3. 
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The General Survey Act was passed by Congress in April of 1824, which “empowered 

the president to assess the feasibility of national road and canal projects that he selected for 

navigation.”216 Historian Peter J. Aschenbrenner described the president’s role as being the 

source of authorizing “the necessary surveys, plans, and estimates, to be made of the routes of 

such roads and canals as he may deem of national importance, in a military or commercial point 

of view, or necessary for the transportation of the public mail.” 

While Federalist President John Quincy Adams may have seen this power as leading to a 

future alleviation of sectional tensions by connecting economic interests among the various 

states, it was certainly not a short-term effect. “If the president ordered a survey, the engineers’ 

report would include cost estimates,” according to Aschenbrenner,” and it “boosted the chances 

that advocates of a specific road or canal project could successfully lobby Congress on behalf of 

a region’s transportation needs” leading to greater tensions and claims of impropriety.217 

Numerous factors contributed to the breakdown over realizing a large scheme of federal 

improvements. “Fear of corruption, the personalities involved, and other political exigencies,” 

asserted historian Pamela L. Baker, “influenced the debates over the national bank, the protective 

tariff, federal lands, and transportation improvements.” Moreover, it was conflict over the 

consolidation of power that laid at the center of the failure. Identifying 1830 as the “turning 

point” where “sectional coalitions began to coalesce” into two dominant groups—with the 

former consisting of northern and western states favoring federal economic development and the 
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https://www.oyez.org/cases/1789-1850/22us1
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1789-1850/22us1
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latter comprised of the southern states standing opposed—each saw the opposing faction as 

poised to destroy their own economic future, with the South also concerned over a loss of 

liberty.218 The improvement of the key river systems also contributed to a trend toward federal 

improvements. Through the 1820 mid-to-late 1820’s, Congress “funded obstruction-removing 

projects” along the Mississippi and Ohio rivers to help advance the use of stem-power.219 

By 1830, the potential for railroads on a grand scale was an impending reality. With 

hundreds of failed, incomplete, obsolete, and bankrupted projects across the nation at the local, 

state, and federal levels—specifically roads and canals, a large portion of which never saw 

financial returns greater than the cost of construction—investors and legislatures alike curtailed 

speculative investments and began looking for more promising improvements in transportation. 

With the first railroad charter in North America granted in 1815, the use of operational railroads 

was limited but growing by the early 1830’s in Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, South 

Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia. The transition of federal attention to railroads, according to 

historian Louis H. Haney, occurred in 1825. He wrote that in “the 1824 General Survey Bill to 

establish works of internal improvements, railroads were not specifically mentioned. Part of the 

 
218 Pamela L. Baker, “The Washington National Road Bill and the Struggle to Adopt a Federal System of 

Internal Improvement,” Journal of the Early Republic 22, no. 3 (2002): 439-440, https://doi.org/10.2307/3124811. 
 
219 Aschenbrenner described the federal policy toward national transportation as the following three-prong 

plan, in relation to the market economy: “(a) was unhindered by crazy-quilt geography, (b) featured a ‘boots on the 
ground’ mentality – hire contractors and get workers on the jobsite – and (c) was supported by a national court 
system which vigorously promoted an increase in the supply of transportation services. In others words, national 
policy assumed that supply and demand would sort out winners and losers. Energy wasted in the private sector, in 
other words, was to be accounted an acceptable cost of national policy.”…“Law promoting the productivity of 
households and business, in all their Smithian glory, assumed the following. Enhancing the productivity of this or 
that household or business (by type) did not necessarily take something from anyone. There were no victims when 
Congress funded physical infrastructure. ‘Good roads, canals, and navigable rivers’ Adam Smith declared, are ‘the 
greatest of all improvements.’ Put another way, distribution machinery – promoting productivity gains – did not 
commit Congress to programs of redistribution. Programs of redistribution committed Congress to promote one 
person’s economic gain by inflicting economic loss on another.” Aschenbrenner, James Monroe, John Marshall and 
‘The Excellence of Our Institutions. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3124811
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appropriation under this act for the succeeding year, however, was used for "Examinations and 

surveys to ascertain the practicability of uniting the head-waters of the Kanawha with the James 

river and the Roanoke river, by Canals or Rail-Roads.”220 Baker identified the following 

progression of legislation from between 1817 and 1830 as ratcheting the political tension 

throughout the United States: the Bonus Bill (1817); the Tollgate Bill (1822), the Tariff of 1824; 

the General Survey Act (1824); Delaware & Chesapeake Canal (1825); the Tariff of 1828; the 

Washington Road Bill (1830); and the Maysville Bill (1830).221 With each successive year, 

federal improvements expanded and advanced throughout its territory as well as improvements 

throughout the states aided by federal funds.

 
220 Library of Congress, “The Beginnings of American Railroads and Mapping,” 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/railroad-maps-1828-to-1900/articles-and-essays/history-of-railroads-and-maps/the-
beginnings-of-american-railroads-and-mapping/. 

 
221 Baker, “The Washington National Road Bill and the Struggle to Adopt a Federal System of Internal 

Improvement,” 444. 
 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/railroad-maps-1828-to-1900/articles-and-essays/history-of-railroads-and-maps/the-beginnings-of-american-railroads-and-mapping/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/railroad-maps-1828-to-1900/articles-and-essays/history-of-railroads-and-maps/the-beginnings-of-american-railroads-and-mapping/


Chapter 3: Lynchburg Internal Improvements (1791-
1816) 
 
 
 

Where I spoke in the open air in what I conceived to be the seat of Satan’s 
Kingdom, Lynchburg was a deadly place for the worship of God. 

 
Lorenzo Dow (1804)1 

 
 
 
Introduction 

Lorenzo Dow (1777-1824) was an “eccentric” itinerate preacher that traveled North 

America and parts of Europe preaching the gospel. In his youth, he awoke from a dream of the 

angel Gabriel in Heaven, which “had a powerful effect upon his mind. He felt himself a sinner, 

he wept, he made solemn promises of amendment, and commenced secret prayer at once.”2 Dow 

ventured into adulthood as a traveling preacher throughout New England, including New 

Hampshire, Vermont, New York, and Massachusetts, as well as parts of Georgia, Virginia, 

Canada, Ireland, and England. In his many travels, and his many successes and failures in 

preaching the gospel, Dow described the town of Lynchburg, Virginia as one of the most 

difficult, God-forsaken places he had been. In 1804, he wrote “Where I spoke in the open air in 

what I conceived to be the seat of Satan’s Kingdom, Lynchburg was a deadly place for the 

 
1 Lorenzo Dow, History of Cosmopolite, Or, The Writings of Rev. Lorenzo Dow: Containing His 

Experience and Travels, in Europe and America, Up to Near His Fiftieth Year : Also, His Polemic Writings, to 
which is Added the "Journey of Life (United States: Joshua Martin, 1849), 187. 

 
2 Lorenzo Dow, The Eccentric Preacher; Or a Sketch of The Life of The Celebrated Lorenzo Dow: 

Abridged From His Journal; And Containing The Most Interesting Facts In His Experience. Also, Abridgement of 
His Celebrated Chain! And His Curious Thoughts On Matrimony! (Lowell: E. A. Price & Co., 1841), 11. 
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worship of God.”3 From its founding through the turn of the century, the town of Lynchburg 

grew rapidly and with it, the many vices contrary to the Christian religion such as crime, 

gambling, and prostitution. While Dow may have seen the town as merely a place of ungodly 

destitution, Lynchburg was in fact on an upward trajectory. While vices plagued the early growth 

of the town, it did so largely because of its slow but expanding economic importance in the 

Virginia backcountry. 

Contrary to many New England and Atlantic coastal towns that grew under the auspices 

of British control during the 17th and 18th centuries, the rise of Lynchburg came during a 

transitionary period. Founded in the aftermath of the American Revolution, backcountry towns 

benefitted from relative autonomy to shape their social, religious, and economic foundations. 

While at the behest of the state legislature to approve improvements to the towns, the early 

citizens of Lynchburg developed a self-directed society best demonstrated by its internal 

improvements. The economic and infrastructural development of Lynchburg between 1791 and 

1816 represent the town’s formative years of expansion, setting the stage for its rapid economic 

growth and financial prosperity, thereafter. Legislative petitions documenting the rise of the 

town’s first market, tobacco warehouses, and its first bridge across the James River are among 

the many improvements within the historical record. 

Available records make it possible to identify those local inhabitants who signed petitions 

and purchased shares in early improvement companies, yet little is known about most. While the 

likes of John Lynch, William Cabell, and a few others were prominent town citizens—whose 

names often appeared at the top of petitions, due likely to their immediate recognition by the 

 
3 M. Andrew Holowchak, and David M. Holowchak, A Biography of Lynchburg: City with a Soul (United 

Kingdom: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2021), 188. 
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General Assembly—the hundreds of others have gone unnoticed. Lynchburg citizens such as 

Gabriel Scott, David Campbell, Alexander Price, Wilee Roberts, Samuel Anderson, John Ward, 

John Wittington, Addison Davies, John T. Davis, and George R. Perry appear on dozens of early 

petitions that helped shape the emerging town. The earliest local histories, however, failed to 

capture these middling to lower class Virginians. As is the case across history, the average 

farmer and slave appear only in the aggregate in that which they produced or represented, i.e. an 

unknown percentage of the total local tobacco produced in a given year or as an unknown figure 

within a local census, when records are available. The weight of progress, therefore, is placed 

upon those leading citizens and political statesmen who helped drive change. The period between 

1791 and 1816 shows the slow and deliberate growth of the town of Lynchburg, Virginia. An 

emerging backcountry entity comprised of settlers desiring prosperous lives, they sought to etch 

out their own destiny within the established political climate. Internal improvements in the 

Virginia backcountry were a means to an end; economic progress was believed to bring greater 

freedom, independence, and economic prosperity in a land where liberty was possible. 

Lynchburg’s Founding and Development4 

 
4 The Library of Virginia offers useful digital collections accessible to the general public via the Virginia 

Memory archive. Featured among numerous collections archival the papers of state governors, prominent statesmen, 
maps, pensions, and land claims is the “Legislative Petitions Digital Collection,” which offers researchers great 
insight into the driving forces of political change in the states early antebellum period. According to the digital 
collection editors: “As the primary catalyst for legislation in the commonwealth, petitions addressed public 
improvements, military claims, divorce, manumission of slaves, division of counties, incorporation of towns, 
religious freedom, and taxation, among other concerns. Between 1774 and 1865, members of the General Assembly 
reviewed petitions reporting that hogs were running loose through the streets of Smithfield; protesting that an 
Albemarle County woman’s personal inheritance was sold to pay the debts of her drunken and runaway husband; 
complaining that two ex-sheriffs of Cumberland County had not been paid; and requesting freedom for William 
Beck, a slave who rendered "exemplary service" in the military. Petitioning played a vital role in Virginia politics 
from the American Revolution to the Civil War. The right to petition was not restricted by class, race, or sex; as a 
result, women, free blacks, and slaves petitioned the General Assembly, although they were all denied the right to 
vote. Citizens were encouraged by their legislative representatives to send petitions to Richmond; in turn, the 
delegates gave each petition consideration and due procedure. These pleas from the people of Virginia serve as a 
vibrant register of popular opinion on matters both public and private.” The total collection houses 23,247 total 
petitions from 160 different counties and independent cities within the state of Virginia between 1782 and 1865, as 
well as all the counties currently located in the state of Kentucky being listed under a single collection subset. The 
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The first petition found within the historical record was submitted by “the Inhabitants of 

Lynchburg and its vicinity” on November 05, 1791, and requested “to grant us leave to raise the 

sum of four hundred and fifty pounds—by way of lottery for the purpose of building a market 

place and Masons Hall in the town of Lynchburg.”5 While the latter was a typical center for 

social interaction and among the first secular ‘conveniences’ to be built in an emerging town 

during the period, the former mentioned market place carried a greater weight to Lynchburg’s 

potential. The author stated that although the town of Lynchburg was “a place of great trade, and 

 
collection also includes another 1,823 petitions labeled as “miscellaneous” that provide no decipherable information 
regarding their geographical origin within the state. The petitions contained within digital archive come from the 
following localities, in alphabetical order: Accomack County, Accomack County, Albemarle County, Alexandria 
(City), Alleghany County, Amelia County, Amherst County, Appomattox County, Arlington County, Augusta 
County, Barbour County, Bath County, Bedford County, Berkeley County, Bland County, Boone County, Botetourt 
County, Braxton County, Brooke County, Brunswick County, Buchanan County , Buckingham County, Cabell 
County, Calhoun County, Campbell County, Caroline County, Carroll County, Charles City County, Charlotte 
County, Chesterfield County, Clarke County, Craig County, Culpeper County, Cumberland County, Dinwiddie 
County, Doddridge County, Elizabeth City County, Essex County, Fairfax County, Fauquier County, Fayette 
County, Fincastle County, Floyd County, Fluvanna County, Franklin County, Frederick County, Fredericksburg 
(City), Giles County, Gilmer County, Gloucester County, Goochland County, Grayson County, Greenbrier County, 
Greene County, Greensville County, Halifax County, Hampshire County, Hancock County, Hanover County, Hardy 
County, Harrison County, Henrico County, Henry County, Highland County, Isle of Wight County, Jackson County, 
James City County, Jefferson County, Kanawha County, Kentucky Counties, King and Queen County, King George 
County, King William County, Lancaster County, Lee County, Lewis County, Logan County, Loudoun County, 
Louisa County, Lunenburg County, Lynchburg (City), Madison County, Marion County, Marshall County, Mason 
County, Mathews County, McDowell County, Mecklenburg County, Mercer County, Middlesex County, 
Monongalia County, Monroe County, Montgomery County, Morgan County, Nansemond County, Nelson County, 
New Kent County, Nicholas County, Norfolk (City), Norfolk County, Northampton County, Northumberland 
County, Nottoway County, Ohio County, Orange County, Page County, Patrick County, Pendleton County, 
Petersburg (City), Pittsylvania County, Pleasants County, Pocahontas County, Portsmouth (City), Powhatan County, 
Preston County, Prince Edward County, Prince George County, Prince William County, Princess Anne County, 
Pulaski County, Putnam County, Raleigh County, Randolph County, Rappahannock County, Richmond (City), 
Richmond County, Ritchie County, Roane County, Roanoke County, Rockbridge County, Rockingham County, 
Russell County, Scott County, Shenandoah County, Smyth County, Southampton County, Spotsylvania County, 
Stafford County, Surry County, Sussex County, Taylor County, Tazewell County, Tucker County, Tyler County, 
Upshur County, Warren County, Warwick County, Washington County, Wayne County, Westmoreland County, 
Wetzel County, Williamsburg (City), Winchester (City), Wirt County, Wise County, Wood County, Wyoming 
County, Wythe County, Yohogania County, and York County.; Founded in 1786, incorporated into a town in 1805, 
and finally into a city in 1976, the legislative petitions from Lynchburg include 243 petitions spanning from 
November 11, 1791, to January 8, 1863, in addition to several petitions that cannot be dated. This paper has selected 
to assess petitions between 1791 and 1840 dealing with the economic development of Lynchburg via internal 
improvements. “Legislative Petitions Digital Collection,” Virginia Memory, Library of Virginia, https://lva-
virginia.libguides.com/petitions. 

 
5 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 7, 

Record Number 000612368. Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 

https://lva-virginia.libguides.com/petitions
https://lva-virginia.libguides.com/petitions
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of daily increasing importance,” the townsfolk labored under “manifest inconvenience from the 

want of a market house, inasmuch as they are for the want thereof not regularly supply’d with the 

necessities of life.”6 

Local markets were a vital outlet for commercial exchange and social interaction. 

Particularly in the backcountry, access to both acquire and sell goods was the only means to rise 

above subsistence living. But for towns such as Lynchburg with ready-access to fertile rich soil, 

staple crops grown necessitated more than local markets; unimaginable demand for Virginia 

tobacco in big cities, northern states, and European countries offered local Virginia farmers an 

outlet for sale, if only they could reach it. The production of tobacco in Virginia began with its 

introduction and first harvest in 1612 by John Rolfe in the fertile tidewater basin of the James 

River at the English colony of Jamestown. Its spread west towards the Blue Ridge mountains 

continued to find success in the watershed of the James River, giving rise not only ideal locations 

of settlement, but also economic opportunity for regional settlers. Within one decade of its first 

harvest in the New World, the Virginia General Assembly sought the regulation of tobacco by 

requiring its inspection and parameters of storage in tobacco warehouses prior to sale.7 A region 

of Virginia dominated by tobacco production, Lynchburg served as a shipping hub sending 

tobacco east to Richmond. Many of the early petitions to the General Assembly of the 

‘inhabitants of Lynchburg’ tell the tale of a multi-decade effort to build the infrastructure needed 

to fuel the rapidly growing tobacco trade in the form of inspections and warehouses. 

Lynchburg’s first petition for the establishment of an inspection was not solely for tobacco but 

 
6 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612368. 
 
7 Emily Salmon, and John Salmon, “Tobacco in Colonial Virginia,” Encyclopedia Virginia (February 

2021), https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/tobacco-in-colonial-virginia/. 
 

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/tobacco-in-colonial-virginia/
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also hemp and flour. According to G. Melvin Herndon, “Unlike tobacco, there was no law 

specifying how hemp was to be prepared for market until 1790.”8 Likewise, according to Arthur 

G. Peterson, “An inspection act for flour to promote the grain and flour industry was passed in 

Virginia as early as 1745 and amended from time to time thereafter.”9 

The first of such instances was a petition fittingly submitted by town namesake John 

Lynch on November 11, 1791, and signed by 223 other “merchants & inhabitants of the town of 

Lynchburg, also the Planters, and others in the counties adjacent hereto,” requesting that an act 

of the assembly be made to establish an inspection of hemp, flour, and tobacco in the town of 

Lynchburg on the property owned by John Lynch.10 The following text is worthy of 

consideration in its totality: 

…that from the establishment of Lynch’s Inspection now in us, your petitioners have 
experienced great benefit and conveniency; so much that we have flattering expectations 
of the Rise and Growth of that Market, and of it being particularly conducive, even to the 
interest of our posterity; provided it meets with necessary aid from you Legislative Body; 
your Petitioners do [?] inform your Honorable House, that the annual increase of the 
quantity of tobacco received; together with the necessity there is for there being a 
competition in the Business; doth in some measure produce difficulties & abuses; which 
for Remedy thereof, we your petitioners do pray; that you pass an Act, establishing 
another Inspection of Tobacco, upon the lands of John Lynch; toward the East-end of the 
Town of Lynchburg; near Union or Rock Spring, & between Lynch Street & the River; 
John Lynch being willing to do all the necessary buildings; your petitioners being fully 
impress’d with the sense of their duty towards themselves & posterity; anxiously do wish 
to promote industry in all it's various ways; & finding from a strict observance of the 
conduct of our worthy back neighbors, who possess fertile lands; their desire tend to the 
same; but in the practice of which, are much impeded, from the remote situation from a 
Market, especially from that of Hemp & Flour, for which—crops their soil & climates are 
particularly adopted, your petitioners do think that nice inspection upon produce, is the 

 
8 G. Melvin Herndon, “Hemp in Colonial Virginia,” Agricultural History 37, no. 2 (1963): 86–93. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3740780. 
 
9 Arthur G. Peterson, “Flour and Grist Milling in Virginia: A Brief History,” The Virginia Magazine of 

History and Biography 43, no. 2 (1935): 97–108. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4244636. 
 
10 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

3, Record Number 000612364, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3740780
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4244636
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Bulwark of Industry; & the market of Lynchburg from it's advantageous situation, will we 
believe shortly be the Mart of the Southward, & Westward people; your petitioners 
therefore request your Honorable House, to pass an Act; establishing an Inspection upon 
Hemp & Flour, in the Town of Lynchburg; and under such Regulations, as in your 
Wisdom, you shall judge.11 (emphasis added) 

 
The petitioner’s request is rich in detail telling of the mindset of backcountry settlers, and 

offering themes of the growing town’s desire for internal improvement. Pursuing economic 

development, not just in practical terms, but also being “conducive, even to the interest of our 

posterity,” was a common theme in early America.12 Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism (1904) is one of the most well-known works to shed light to the sociological 

phenomenon captured within the “rational ethics of ascetic Protestantism.”13 He argued that the 

influence of Calvinism across parts of Geneva, Scotland, the Netherlands, and England 

throughout the 16th and 17th centuries developed a theological foundation for work—a Protestant 

work ethic, which can be seen in the desire for improvement throughout early America.14 The 

English, Scottish and Irish, German, and French protestants brought this economic and 

theological philosophy with them during the migrations waves to Virginia between the 17th and 

19th centuries. 

Also noteworthy is the potential success of the endeavor perceived to come “provided it 

meets with necessary aid from you Legislative Body.”15 The relationship between localities and 

 
11 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612364. 
 
12 Ibid, Record Number 000612364. 
 
13 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Florence: Taylor & Francis Group, 

2001), xxxix. 
 
14 Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 5. 
 
15 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612364. 
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the State was neither authoritarian nor libertarian. Rather, a complex and mutually beneficial 

relationship emerged between the Virginia General Assembly and settled towns that over time 

petitioned for state recognition—some of whom grew into flourishing cities such as Lynchburg. 

While emerging towns offered a source of state tax revenue, Virginian citizens looked to their 

representatives for state funds, protection, and representation at the federal level. 

The Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 were one such example of the latter 

dynamic whereby the states’ sought to flex their authority, sovereignty, and self-interest in the 

face of unconstitutional overreach from the federal regime in order to maintain state legal 

norms.16 Of course, practical purposes drove the desire for a new inspection, and the increased 

amount of tobacco brought to Lynchburg necessitated an increase in inspection locations.17 The 

additional site was to be of “great benefit and conveniency” to growers bringing crops to market 

and offered Lynchburg and its surrounding inhabitants “a competition in the Busines” deemed a 

“necessity” to combat the “difficulties & abuses” presently felt. This is the first of such 

statements in the available records of the fledgling town and forthcoming regional destination for 

the processing, sale, and shipping of crops—the foremost of which was tobacco. Moreover, this 

increased expediency was precipitated by the noted “worthy back neighbors, who possess fertile 

lands” for such an excess crop yield to bring to market. The potential for Lynchburg to have 

 
16 The Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 were written in response to Alien and Sedition Acts, 

which vastly expanded the executive power beyond its constitutional scope. Passed during war with France, the acts 
permitted the detention and deportation to non-citizens and more egregiously “made it a crime to write, print, 
publish, or utter anything false, scandalous, or malicious against the U.S. government, Congress, or the President.” 
For more, see: Douglas C. Dow, “Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798,” The First Amendment Encyclopedia, 
https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/877/virginia-and-kentucky-resolutions-of-1798. 

 
17 It is unclear from the available records when the first inspection was established in Lynchburg. One 

interpretation of the source text suggests that at least one inspection already existed at the time of its writing given 
the strong desire for competition in inspection. Another interpretation of the text suggest that the petitioners “remote 
situation from a Market” implies no immediate access to an inspection, therefore, implying the former interpretation 
of a competitor may be found in a distant but regional location of southeast Virginia. 

 

https://mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1017/seditious-libel
https://mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1017/seditious-libel
https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/877/virginia-and-kentucky-resolutions-of-1798
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become an economic hub should be understood as not an accident, but rather the product of 

forward-looking vision of locals who saw that such inspections were the “Bulwark of Industry” 

and could help “shortly” propel Lynchburg and its “advantageous situation” to be “the Mart of 

the Southward, & Westward people.”18 

In opposition to the aforementioned request for a new inspection, a petition was also 

submitted on November 11, 1791 by “Robert Yancey and others,” protesting against establishing 

an “inspection of tobacco, hemp, & flour in the town of Lynchburg,” for which the petitioners 

believed to be a fraudulent endeavor “carried on in such an under handed low way” to benefit the 

“particular purposes of two or three individuals…”19 While the historical record provides little 

insight into the reasoning for such an opposition, one may speculate that the influence and wealth 

possessed by John Lynch within the town of his own name drew ire from would be competitors, 

or even created opportunity for corruption. “We would by no means oppose anything from which 

public benefit was to be [illegible], being fully convinced that the good of the public not being 

the object in this case,” stated Yancey, “we feel…bound as good members of the community to 

lay a true state of facts before you upon which we fully trust you will most easily decide….”20 

While little can be made of his claims, Yancey was a prominent member of the community 

whose impressive familial lineage—originally emigrating to North America along with William 

Berkeley from Wales in 1642 through action in the American Revolution and Civil War—helps 

 
18 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612364. 
 
19 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 2, 

Record Number 000612363, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
20 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612363. 
 



 168 

highlight one example of the slow, multi-generational march inland that helped settle 

backcountry towns such as Lynchburg.21 

Tobacco inspections had existed in Virginia for several decades. As identified by scholar 

Stacey L. Lorenz, “that bewitching vegetable” as described by William Byrd II, was a cash crop 

that rapidly declined in profitability by 1727. Virginia Governor William Gooch sought to 

remediate the “sagging tobacco trade” with a “plan for rejuvenating the tobacco trade. The 

governor's scheme called for government inspectors to destroy all low-grade tobacco. By 

guaranteeing the quality of the staple, Gooch hoped to raise the price Virginia tobacco 

commanded in overseas markets.”22 Gooch was successful, and the Tobacco Inspection Act of 

1730 passed the Virginia General Assembly. The American Revolution, while providing new 

freedoms to former colonists, did little to aid the tobacco industry. Tobacco yields dramatically 

decreased as farmers switched to planting wheat to support the war effort, in addition to the 

many fields that were burned by British troops. According to the calculations of Melvin 

Herndon, tobacco exports dropped “from 55,000,000 to 14,500,000 pounds” during the first year 

of the war. Over the next six years, “it has been said that for the entire period 1776-1782 

Virginia’s exports were less than her exports of a single year before the Revolution.” 

As the purchasing power for colonists weakened, commodity prices climbed dramatically 

due to inflation, thus causing “tobacco prices to increase from eighteen shillings per hundred 

 
21 According to the Encyclopedia of Virginia Biography, Volume IV, “The Yancey family in Virginia 

sprang from four brothers—Charles, William, Joel and Robert—who came to this country from Wales in 1642 with 
Sir William Burkley, later governor, and who settled in the James river section and prospered there.” For more, see: 
“Robert Davis Yancey,” https://yanceyfamilygenealogy.org/rdyhist.htm and “Captain Robert Yancey of Virginia,” 
https://yanceyfamilygenealogy.org/caprob.htm. 

 
22 Stacy L. Lorenz, “‘To Do Justice to His Majesty, the Merchant and the Planter’: Governor William 

Gooch and the Virginia Tobacco Inspection Act of 1730,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 108, 
no. 4 (2000): 346, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4249871. 

 

https://yanceyfamilygenealogy.org/rdyhist.htm
https://yanceyfamilygenealogy.org/caprob.htm
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4249871


 169 

pounds in 1775 to 2,000 shillings, in Continental currency, in 1781. An official account in the 

latter part of 1780 related that twenty-five shillings per hundred pounds in specie was considered 

a very substantial price. A very small crop in 1782 was followed by one that topped any of the 

pre-war crops, and by 1787 prices had fallen to fifteen pence per pound. Prices dropped to 

$12.00 in 1791, and a period of relatively low prices continued until 1797 when prices increased 

as a result of an extensive shift from tobacco to wheat. In 1800 prices dropped to $7.40 per 

hundred pounds as Virginia exported a near record crop of over 78,000 hogsheads of tobacco.”23 

Consider the figures compiled by Herndon that show the relationship between average price and 

pounds of exported tobacco between the years 1760 and 1789 (See Appendix, Figure 2). 

Decades of fluctuating prices and market instability found farmers with little interest in 

added tobacco duties. The first duties on tobacco were established in the early 17th century and 

imposed for the purpose of generating general revenue. Beginning in 1657, a duty of “two 

shillings was imposed on each hogshead of tobacco going out of Virginia,” which by 1669 

increased to ten shillings for every hogshead of tobacco “exported from the Colony to any other 

country except England.” Virginian farmers decried the tax. According to Dennis Dryden 

Forrest, “To the Virginians, tobacco was money, without which they could neither pay their 

debts nor taxes with the/cheap price of tobacco. It was necessary to grow a greater quantity of 

tobacco in order to meet the levies which were continually getting higher.”24 

The turn of the 18th century marked a distinct change in the need for increased funding. In 

addition to money being raised to fund the governor’s lavished lifestyle, the treasury was tasked 

 
23 Melvin Herndon, Tobacco in Colonial Virginia (Williamsburg, Virginia. 1957) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/27117/27117-h/27117-h.htm. 
 
24 Dennis Dryden Forrest, “A History of Taxation in Colonial Virginia 1607-1775” (PhD, William & 

Mary, 1931), 35-58, Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects. 
 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/27117/27117-h/27117-h.htm
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with meeting the needs of the colony’s infrastructure. According to a revenue act passed during 

the 1705 session of the assembly:  

For the better support of the government of this, Her Majesty’s colony and Dominion of 
Virginia, and for the ascertaining of the salaries of the councilman, whereas there is a 
great deal and continual requirement for the maintenance of the governor and several 
officers and persons, also for forts' and fortifications, besides many other contingent 
expenses absolutely for the support of the government and their Majesty’s colony and 
Dominion, a duty of two shillings per hogshead and for every 500 pounds and so for a 
leas quantity for all tobacco being exported.25 

 
Across the remainder of the 18th century, numerous other duties were passed on liquor, slaves, 

and other profitable commodities that generated revenue for the state’s growing financial needs. 

Earmarked items across the century took funding precedent including the College of William and 

Mary, defensive measures during the War of Jenkin’s Ear, the French and Indian War, and the 

eventual American Revolution.26 Despite a long tradition for export duties, even for the funding 

of state and public needs, the distaste for them remained among Virginians to include among the 

western inhabitants of Virginia. While in principle a seemingly equal and democratic burden to 

support the state, many citizens in the backcountry saw the tax percentage as burdensome and 

unequal relative to backcountry pricing. In keeping with the dissenting tradition for taxes, several 

citizens in Lynchburg petitioned the General Assembly on October 09, 1792, for a reduction of 

the tax on exported tobacco. The exporters described how they “conceive the Law imposing a tax 

of Six Shillings per hogshead on Tobacco is unequal” compared to other regions of Virginia.27 

Arguing from an economic perspective, they believed that a lesser tax on exported tobacco 

 
25 “Journals of the House of Burgesses of Virginia, 1702/3-1705, 1705-1706, 1710-1712 (United 

States: Colonial Press, E. Waddey Company, 1912), xxxii. 
 
26 Forrest, “A History of Taxation in Colonial Virginia 1607-1775,” 35-58. 
 
27 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

4, Record Number 000612365, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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“…would be fully adequate to the necessary expenses which occur in supporting the Inspection 

of this place.” In addition to the negative economic implications such a tax could have on the 

local economy (in contrast to the extra money that could be retained to spend elsewhere), the 

petitioners invoked a constitutional case in their quest for remediation of the excessive tax, 

writing that they “pray that the duty in future may be reduced to that sum…either as to the 

Justice, or Agreeability to the Federal Constitution, which expressly forbids taxes of this nature, 

further, than shall be necessary towards carrying the same into effect….”28 

In addition to paying a tax on tobacco exports, planters who desired to ship their surplus 

east to Richmond required a means of storing their harvest. Tobacco storage fees were set by the 

legislature and with nation-wide inflation, many proprietors felt a growing inability to meet their 

costs. A petition submitted by John Lynch on December 08, 1798, requested that the Assembly 

rescind the law allowing for only a maximum storage fee of per 1/6 hogshead of tobacco. Lynch, 

who was the “proprietor of three public warehouses for the inspection of tobacco in the towns 

of Lynchburg & Madison,” addressed the “consequence of the law providing warehouses for 

Public use” in being a “very great expense in [illegible] warehouses at the different places, as 

also in complying with the law providing for an addition to the Amherst Inspection,” and only 

receiving by “compensation” a storage fee of per 1/6 hogshead of “the tobacco received 

therein.”29 Lynch provided further clarity of the price inflation experienced in the town that 

necessitated increasing the storage fees: 

Your petitioner beg leave further to remark that the expense of carpenters work every 
kind of it necessary…being nearly double what it was when the law passed allowing only 
1/6 p. hh^2 for storage—also that a law passed in the year, 96, allowing the planter to 

 
28 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612365. 
 
29 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

17, Record Number 000612378, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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increase the size of his cask to such extent that the weight of the tobacco now brought to 
these inspections are in many instances nearly double what they were formally, so that 
from these circumstances alone your Petitioner cannot count upon more than 9^2 pr hh^2 
compared with the intension of the legislature when that Law passed.30 

 
The storage fees at tobacco warehouses were not the only result of price inflation in Lynchburg’s 

most critical commercial sector; the cost of doing business, such as purchasing critical materials, 

had also increased. A petition from John Hubbard and William Snead submitted on December 

05, 1799, is one of the earliest primary source descriptions of the economics of the tobacco 

industry in Lynchburg. The gentlemen described their economic issue to the Assembly, 

requesting that “…us the subscribers, being pickers of tobacco, at your public warehouse in 

Lynchburg, known and distinguished by the name of Spring Warehouse,…that a further 

allowance be made the pickers at this inspection by law, for the turning up & coopering 

tobacco….”31 This seemingly benign request for additional payment provides notable insight 

into the selling of tobacco during the period. The request for additional funds was desired to 

afford the “high prices of nails” required to cooper the tobacco “in the manner it ought to be 

done,” which may be said to support “…the preservation, and good order of a commodity of 

such consequence to the revenue of the State, as that of tobacco,” being “of the upmost 

importance to maintaining its value….” Hubbard and Snead described the difficult process of 

transporting the tobacco that necessitated quality coopering from “the rough and steep road from 

this warehouse to the river where it is first taken on board the Batteaux, occasion it in rolling, to 

 
30 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612378. 
 
31 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

20, Record Number 000612381, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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receive such jolts, that unless the hoops are strongly nailed on, numbers of them fly off, to the 

great loss & damage to the tobacco in the hogshead….”32 

The ‘rolling’ of tobacco was in reference to the wood-barreled hogsheads used to 

transport tobacco. According to Alison Holcomb, these barrels “consisted of red or white oak 

staves (the long, vertical parts) and oak hoops, and they usually measured forty-eight inches in 

length and thirty inches in diameter at the head.”33 After reaching the tobacco warehouse for 

sale, the tobacco was pressed for transport. The near 1,000-pound barrels were rolled to buyers 

hauling wagons; “workers then broke the hogsheads apart, emptied out the tobacco, and sold the 

barrel parts for scrap wood or firewood.” According to local historian William E. Trout, III, the 

transportation of hogsheads down the James River to Richmond was drastically improved during 

the 18th century by a local planter near Lynchburg, Reverend Robert Rose. His 1749 design 

“lash[ed] two dugout canoes together like a catamaran so they could carry tobacco hogsheads 

without turning over.” The “double canoe,” as they were called, were “about 8 feet wide (for two 

dugouts together) and 50 to 60 feet long and could carry 5 to 10 hogsheads.” Because of the 

navigability of the river prior to construction points towards the turn of the century and beyond, 

Rose’ invention was used “at least 22 years, until a record flood in 1771 washed away many of 

his dugouts.”34 

Although short lived, the double canoe was the forerunner to another type of vessel that 

quickly grew in adoption in the transportation of tobacco down the river. After the flood, a new 

 
32 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612381. 
 
33 Alison Holcomb, “Analyzing an Artifact: What in the World is a Hogshead?,” Tar Heel Junior Historian 

(Spring 2009) North Carolina Museum of History, https://www.ncpedia.org/tobacco/barrels. 
 
34 Holcomb, “Analyzing an Artifact: What in the World is a Hogshead?” 
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system was invented by Amherst County locals Anthony and Benjamin Rucker. Trout noted that 

even Thomas Jefferson referred to this new boat, “Rucker's battoe,” in a journal entry dated April 

29, 1775.35 The James River Batteau, as it came to be called, was a frequently observed feature 

of the James River up until 1840 as the transportation of tobacco changed with new 

advancements. 36 Requesting funds from the state legislature was not an uncommon occurrence. 

A petition submitted by John Lynch on December 16, 1799, requested that the Assembly 

reimburse him for expenses incurred for repairs to Lynch’s Warehouses in both Lynchburg & 

Campbell County. He identified the structures as having “suffered very considerable 

damages…as a number of posts and braces being broke out of the said Warehouses….”37 The 

request came in the aftermath of not receiving the desired outcome in “last session of the 

General…praying that the Rents of the Warehouses might be augmented,” and therefore seeking 

funds to “reimburse him the above sum 119:6 for repairs….”38 The legislature had reason to 

provide some funds for improving warehouses. As per the 1778 amended tobacco laws, 

reimbursement for the loss of tobacco in case of fire fell upon the state and not the warehouse 

proprietor.39 

 
35 William E. Trout, III, “Let’s Roll a Hogshead!,” Scottsville Museum, Virginia. 

https://scottsvillemuseum.com/transportation/homehogshead.html. 
 
36 According to Trout, “It was the tobacco trade which greatly encouraged the development of river 

navigation improvements in the Virginia tobacco region.  The James was improved for batteau navigation in the 
1780's.  This was replaced by the 200-mile long James River & Kanawha Canal for mule-drawn canal boats; and 
that was replaced by the C&O Railway, still very active today, laid on the canal towpath.  All carried hogsheads to 
market.  The Rappahannock, Appomattox, Staunton, and Dan were also improved for batteaux carrying hogsheads.” 
Ibid. 

 
37 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

22, Record Number 000612383, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
38 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612383. 
 
39 According to scholar Joseph Clarke Robert, the influx of tobacco being processed at Lynchburg 

produced numerous improvements in the trade, to include methods of conducting business. He described a new 
system of sale developed in 1810: “One or more hogsheads are opened and a public signal is given, by the sound of 
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Lynchburg’s Growth 

It was not until 1804 that Lynchburg petitioned to the General Assembly for an act of 

incorporation. Signed by the “Citizens of the Town of Lynchburg” on December 08, 1804, the 

petition serves as a founding document.40 As typical in small communities, the citizens convened 

“at the Masons’ Hall, when after full deliberation upon the possible advantage and disadvantages 

which might result from Incorporation.” The “unanimous” decision for “Complete 

Incorporation” was made and followed by the decision for an immediate draft made to be 

submitted at the next General Assembly session. Among the “numerous and grievous 

inconveniencies” suffered from lack of incorporating, and the benefits received therein, was a 

civil authority “inadequate to the suppression of Vice, Riots, and various other offenses against 

the Penal Law of the Commonwealth, and the order and happiness of Civil Society.”41 

According to David Y. Pascal, crime and punishment often took on a dark reality in the early 

 
a trumpet, that the gentlemen speculators may attend. As many as may be in readiness come forward. The tobacco is 
broken open, and each one present inspects for himself, and makes up his own private opinion of its quality. The 
planter must then instantly sell to one of the persons present, for if the sale be deferred, he will be subjected to 
another inspection. It follows of course, that one of four, six or eight men, sometimes one of two or three, must be 
the purchaser. None others having seen it, they only are prepared to judge of its value. Possibly the planter may 
think the offers made him are illiberal, yet it is dangerous to them, for if once the gentlemen who attended the 
inspection turn their backs upon him, he may hawk it up and down the streets in vain. The men who are considered 
the best judges and who are always ready to buy that which they a have seen and refused it, and therefore those who 
have not seen, can act prudently to buy it at all. And as but few men can devote their whole attention to the 
warehouses, the competitors are but few; insomuch that the buying of tobacco has almost become a monopoly. Still, 
however, it must be admitted that these men act judiciously, and as they ought to do, under existing circumstances. 

Strict regard is had to the qualities of tobacco when carried to any foreign market. Judicious shippers, 
therefore, re-inspect all their purchases, before they send them on board their vessels. And there are houses in this 
town, which expend four or five hundred dollars a season in re-opening their tobacco on that very account. It 
therefore clearly follows, that respect must be had to that circumstance in the first purchase. But this mode of doing 
the business is new to the planters, and many of them are so embarrassed by it as to receive real injury.” For more on 
the tobacco warehouse system in post-1800 Virginia, see: Joseph Clarke Robert, “Rise of the Tobacco Warehouse 
Auction System in Virginia, 1800-1860,” Agricultural History 7, no. 4 (1933): 172–173. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3739353. 
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years of Virginia, and “there was no lack of variety in the punishments that the early justices 

inflicted on criminals.”42 In the 17th century, financial fraud was commonly punished “by loss of 

the ears or by slitting the ears.”43 In 1679, the General Assembly passed an act to punish hog 

thieving by “restraining the offender to “stand in the pillory for two hours, with both ears nailed 

thereto, and then have the ears cut off.”44 

For more serious crimes, hanging and quartering were also not uncommon as punishment 

for murder, treason, forms of thievery, and more through the 19th century.45 Moreover, the ability 

to provide “proper offices” to citizens—to include satisfying the long “want of a County Jail”—

further helped to “establish the authority of reasons and of law” in the growing community.46 

The need to establish civil authority arose over the years in direct proportion to the town’s 

population growth, to include the influx of travelers that its tobacco economy created. In 

“consequence of the great increase of Population here, the growth of commerce, and the vast 

influence of trade for several years past” the petition stated, gave rise to the need for mechanisms 

with the authority to offer “prompt and faithful execution of the laws of the State, and of such 

other laws, restrictions, and internal regulations as are known to be indispensably requisite to the 

Good order, happiness and government of all large Towns.” For these reasons, it was declared by 

 
42 Davis Young Paschall, "Crime and its Punishment in Colonial Virginia, 1607-1776." (1937): pp 25, 

Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects. Paper 1593092135. https://dx.doi.org/doi:10.21220/m2-veeq-wf28. 
 
43 Paschall, “Crime and its Punishment in Colonial Virginia, 1607-1776,” 30. 
 
44 Ibid, 31. 
 
45 For more on crime in post-revolutionary Virginia, see: Kathryn Preyer, “Crime, the Criminal Law and 

Reform in Post-Revolutionary Virginia,” Law and History Review 1, no. 1 (1983): 53–85. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/744002. 
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the convened citizens of Lynchburg that, “The rapid growth of Lynchburg, the increase of its 

Population, commerce, consequence and wealth, to an extent unprotected even by its warmest 

friends” necessitated an act of incorporation to advance the growing interests and needs of 

Lynchburg.47 

The first decade of the 19th century saw a sharp rise in legislative petitions requesting 

permission to erect additional tobacco warehouses in Lynchburg. The growing demand for 

tobacco was largely fueled by a new era of American banking and finance, which created a surge 

of available credit across the South. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on 

December 04, 1805, George Cabell Sr. and others requested that a law be passed to erect a public 

warehouse on his land adjoining the town of Lynchburg. Expressed was the “great inconvenience 

from the want of sufficient warehouse room for the reception of their Tobacco” and its impact to 

the local planters. Because of Lynchburg’s location within a “very large, populous, and fertile 

district of country” for the growing of tobacco, and being the regional point of inspection, failure 

to store the increasing volume of tobacco was causing undue “losses and injuries.”48 For 

example, “many instances” are recorded of the planters being “delayed three, four, and five 

days” during the process of inspection, many even “assist[ing] the Inspectors, putting under 

cover other Tobacco, previously inspected, to procure room for their own.” The lack of 

warehouse space also compelled planters “to return and leave it [their tobacco] exposed to the 

weather, or fell it at a price under its current value.” For such reasons the petitioners deemed the 

“erection of one or more additional public warehouses in or near the Town of Lynchburg, all 

 
47 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612393. 
 
48 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 356, Folder 

17, Record Number 000612397, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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important to their interests.”49 Only days later an additional petition submitted to the General 

Assembly on December 06, 1805, the “inhabitants of the Town of Lynchburg and the counties 

adjacent” requested that an additional warehouse for the “reception and preservation” of tobacco 

be made on the James River, on the property of John Lynch.50 The request pointedly marks the 

town of Lynchburg as being “the only convenient place of deposit on James River for their 

Tobacco.” In addition, this petition clarifies just how many tobacco inspections were present at 

the time of its writing in 1805, noting “there are only but three Inspections established by law in 

said Town,” which was insufficient for the growing influx of tobacco for inspection. Being that 

the petitioners themselves were “subjected to a great inconvenience and loss for want of having 

their tobacco inspected on time,” the need was one “entirely necessary” for the “interest of the 

Planter as of the Merchant.”51 

In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 19, 1805, James Martin 

requested to build a warehouse in Lynchburg “on such conditions, as may be deemed most 

conducive to the public accommodation.”52 He described Lynchburg as “a place of benefits; the 

increased and increasing quantities of Tobacco of the Warehouse room,” yet plagued by the 

 
49 The petitioners also noted to ideal location for the proposed warehouse location: “Your petitioners beg 

leave to represent as a safe and convenient site for a public warehouse; a point of land formed by the junction of 
Blackwater with James River, and the property of George Cabell, snr. This situation not only secure from the 
overflowing of the river, but much more secure from the danger of fire than any other within or as near to said 
Town; possesses another great advantage over any other situation on which warehouses are already established by 
law. The inconvenience and expense of Drayage from the warehouses already established, to the mouth of the 
Blackwater. The only safe harbour for boats, and place of loading, opposite to this point of ground, would in the first 
instance be saved to the Merchant, and finally to the Planter, to whom it is charged.” Legislative Petitions of the 
General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612397. 
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“very serious evil” derived from “scenes which frequently occur at the Warehouses” due to a 

lack of sufficient space and consequential processing delays.”53 Some key context is revealed 

within this petition that highlights the earnestness for remedying the ills and evils described by 

petitioners. The age of internal improvements had reached Lynchburg and was poised to impact 

the tobacco trade. Local inhabitants held a firm understanding that the town needed to make the 

proper infrastructural preparations to meet the demand that was predicted to come greater market 

access, thereby securing their dominant role as the region’s premier commodity shipping hub. 

The town’s increase in commercial activity, stated the writer, “will probably be more rapid in 

proportion as the navigation of the river is accelerated by the improvements of the Canal 

company, which will make that mode of conveyance cheaper to those living within a reasonable 

distance, than the mode heretofore pursued by them, of carrying by land to other places.” The 

canal to which the petition referenced was the James River and Kanawha Canal, operated by the 

James River Company. First begun in 1785, it faced numerous financial setbacks throughout the 

decades and eventually was surpassed by the emergence of railroads. In addition, the 

undersigned had reason to believe that “some have carried their Tobacco elsewhere, who would 

have brought it to Lynchburg, were it not for the uncertainty of its being taken care of 

immediately.”54 Here exists the first description of economic competition of the tobacco trade 

 
53 Additional words were shared by a collective of locals advocating for an additional warehouse. These 

petitioners stated that “at this time there is not sufficient Warehouse room in the Town of Lynchburg, for the 
quantity of Tobacco carried here. That at some of the Warehouses, more Tobacco is received than can with even 
tolerable convenience be attended to by one Set of Inspectors. That some of the undersigned have had Tobacco lying 
out in the Warehouse yards, exposed to the casualties of an inclement season, owning to the great crows of Tobacco. 
That frequently in the yards of some of the Warehouses, are to be seen, from 40 to 50, and sometimes upwards of 80 
hogsheads thus exposed; and it is confidently believed, that at sometimes at all of the Warehouses, near 200 
hogsheads have been in this situation. That the quantity of Tobacco, received at the three Warehouses in Lynchburg, 
during the last Inspection, was [blank] hogsheads and that, that article is increasing in a ration, at least correspondent 
to the increase of population and wealth.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record 
Number 000612400. 

 
54 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612400. 
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between Lynchburg and surrounding regional locations for the inspection of tobacco. As noted, 

Lynchburg’s location on the James River primed it for a profitable future; if quickened by a 

prospective canal, its future success was assured. 

The final warehouse petition of the decade was submitted to the General Assembly on 

December 02, 1806. William Davis, Sr. requested that an act of the legislature authorize him to 

build a public warehouse on his lots in the town of Lynchburg, citing that “the warehouses 

erected in the Town of Lynchburg for the purpose of Inspection and Storage of Tobacco have 

hitherto proven insufficient for the accommodation of the Planter or Purchasers.”55 Davis’ 

account provides one of the most detailed accounts of the damage suffered by inspection delays, 

providing a timeline of large quantities of tobacco having “remained in the street and yard near 

the warehouses some perhaps for three or four weeks and often exposed to much rain and snow.” 

The unfortunate result for planters having spent the prior year preparing for harvest, and sale to 

recoup their monetary principle and potential (but not guaranteed) profit, was at times reduced to 

injurious insult “in the Sale by reason of cutting and hewing off such as [illegible] damage after 

having been delivered in the warehouse yard.” Davis also noted the great inconvenience that also 

came to planters for want of having to remain in Lynchburg beyond their expected stay. Despite 

the necessity of tending farms often a day’s journey or more away, inspection delays forced 

many planters to choose between “either return[ing] to their homes and [leaving] their tobacco 

exposed in the street or compelled to remain at the warehouse for several days upon expenses 

and assist as Coopers in order to expedite it's Inspections.” For a growing town desiring to not 

only maintain, but also grow its economic dominance of the tobacco trade, such inconveniences 

 
55 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 
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gave would-be travelers pause and consider other locations to store and sell their harvest. Davis’ 

petition is also valuable in describing the type of warehouse desired to be built. Consisting of 

“brick and stone and covered with slate or tyle,” the structure “would be beneficial to the 

Planting Interest” by mitigating the fires that often rapidly spread across towns, which often 

sourced local timber for construction to meet demands of population growth and reduce 

construction costs.”56 While stone structures increased the cost of construction, Lynchburg saw 

the benefit to making early steps towards prevention of the ever-present threat of fire. 57 

The economic development of Lynchburg during the 1790s and 1800’s was the product 

was undoubtedly a product of self-interest, as well as a stated benefit to posterity. Printed on 

Saturday, May 13th, 1809, in an untitled article of The Press, a local writer detailed the marks of 

patriotism, which when considered in economic terms and applied to Lynchburg, offers an 

additional explanation for which to attribute the progress of improvement. According to the 

author, “Patriotism is commonly… defined, ‘a love and zeal for one’s country.’ This definition, 

however, is not entirely satisfactory….Almost every American calls himself a patriot. But does 

the assumption of that character necessarily make him one? Hundreds of citizens have never 

once inquired into the meaning of the term. Too many are patriots upon the same principles on 

which they take sides with a party. And a great number of party men become such, without 

 
56 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612402. 
 
57 While fire was an ever-present threat to communities, Lynchburg had made early steps towards its 

prevention. According to town records, “The first movement towards supplying the town with water was in 1799, 
when “The Lynchburg Fire Company " obtained leave from the Trustees to sink wells and erect pumps on Main 
street for the convenience and safety of the citizens. They availed themselves of the privilege to a very limited 
extent, although several pumps were placed on the sidewalk, which were used by the public for many years.” The 
Code of the City of Lynchburg, Virginia; Containing the Charter and the General Ordinances in Force July 1st, 
1887. Also, a Digest of Acts of Assembly, and of Ordinances Affecting the Rights and Interests of the City of 
Lynchburg an it's Citizens, Together with a Brief Sketch, Historical and Statistical. Edited by Thomas D. Davis. 
(Lynchburg: J.P. Bell & Co., Book and Job Printers), 219. 
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understanding the distinguishing traits of their respective sides.”58 Communities across the 

United States, split between Democrats, Federalists, and other factions, believed themselves to 

be patriots yet were misguided in their approach. “The conclusion to be drawn from all this,” 

stated the writer, “is, that men are under the influence of emotions, which if properly directed by 

a correct understanding, would assume the form of true patriotism.” Men, otherwise, blind to 

their irrational thinking, were to fall into Reverend Jonathan Swift’s “madness of the multitude 

for the good of a few.” The answer to this complex question, was that, 

True patriotism is a complex idea. Its existence depends on an association of ideas which 
commences with our earliest perceptions. Our first attachment is felt towards our parents 
and the members of their family. As our minds enlarge, we begin to include their friends 
and neighbors. As our views and interests are extended, we begin to feel concerned for 
the safety of that country which contains and protects all that we hold dear to us. The first 
emotions are almost entirely selfish. Those of the second and more expanded grade, are 
considerably more benevolent. And even those of the third are but the commandment of 
patriotic emotion. Nothing short of that grant affection, which consults the safety and 
happiness of all the families and individuals of our common country, can properly 
deserve, the sublime application of patriotism. Let this be admitted, and it will follow 
with the most irresistible conviction, that, all true lovers of their country will avoid 
dissensions and divisions. And such, we trust, will be all our readers.59 
 

It was the true patriot that lived a life of ordered priorities: first, his family; second, his 

neighbors; and third, his country. These spheres of priority aligned with the philosophy, 

theology, and practical habits of those scattered throughout the backcountry. While northern 

statemen often scoffed at the deep sectionalism and civil associations that at times thwarted 

national centralizing efforts, the philosophy of living was central to the lives of the inhabitants of 

the backcountry that required self-reliance, and close communal bonds with neighbors. One 

 
58 “Patriotism.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, May 13, 1809. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, 

VA. Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
59 “Patriotism.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, May 13, 1809. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, 
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realization of this sentiment may be seen within the long span of local improvements fought for 

by the inhabitants of Lynchburg. 

A key function of civil government, one even more critical in the backcountry, was 

settling legal disputes through courts of chancery. In a petition submitted to the General 

Assembly on circa 1809, the inhabitants of Lynchburg and Campbell County requested that the 

legislature complete “the great and good work” of dividing the chancery courts, “thereby 

“bringing justice home to the people, and thereby reducing the expense and loss of time in 

attending the courts.”60 As more settlers inhabited the Virginia backcountry, access to resources 

often plagued new towns that emerged during the late 18th and early 19th century to include not 

only economic, but also legal resources. Inadequate infrastructure and the time needed to travel 

to distant courts to settle both criminal and civil suits proved both impractical and hazardous for 

residents of backcountry towns. Because Virginia citizens were “entitled to equal rights and 

privileges—that justice ought to be speedily administered to all, at the least possible expense,” as 

the memorialist described, “Courts ought to be established in all parts of the state, convenient to 

the people.” Consider the unjust, and often dangerous, situation placed upon backcountry settlers 

to gain access to Virginia’s chancery courts: 

…and we beg leave to ask if it is reasonable or just, that the people from Ohio, the 
Potomac, the Kanawha, and from the borders of Tennessee, shall be compelled to go to 
Staunton, and the people of the counties under the Blue Ridge, be compelled to go to 
Richmond in pursuit of justice: a distance, to many from 100 to 300 miles, over bad roads 
and mountains? Can these people be said to have equal privileges, equal justice and 
convenance, with those who reside in the counties around Staunton, Richmond, and 
Williamsburg? The people in the counties adjacent to those places do not complain nor 
have they any cause; and perhaps the people in the lower country do not complain; they 
have Chancery Courts at Williamsburg and Richmond, within 70 miles of each other—
they have a smooth country, and good roads at all seasons of the year; but how different 
is the situation of the people in the upper country? They have but one court, in a territory 

 
60 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 266, Folder 

47, Record Number 000612590, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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extending near 500 miles from East to West—they have to travel over bad mountains, 
and have bad roads at all seasons. 61 

  
Sufficient access to courts was not the sole institutional impediment for the burgeoning town of 

Lynchburg. Obtaining financial capital also plagued those desiring to build and expand 

commercial opportunities. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 05, 

1810, “the Memorial of the Planters and Farmers, the Merchants, Traders, and Tradesmen of the 

following Counties, to wit:—Campbell, Buckingham, Prince Edward, Charlotte, Halifax, 

Pittsylvania, Bedford, Franklin, Patrick, Henry, Amherst,  Nelson, Rockbridge, Bath, Botetourt, 

Greenbrier, Montgomery, Grayson, Wythe, Washington, Russell, and Kenhaway” requested that 

“the Capital Stock of the Bank of Virginia may be so augmented & extended as to allow a 

Branch of Discount & Deposit to be established in Lynchburg, under such restrictions and 

regulations, as may by law, be deemed most conducive to the public interest.”62 The general 

theme of early legislative petitions to the General Assembly to alleviate local problems, time and 

again, reference the town’s “gradual yet rapid increase of population,” and the need for a local 

bank was no different. The lack of a local bank produced many “grievances, and inconveniences” 

to commerce due to Lynchburg’s “dispersed and remote situation from the Mother Bank, or from 

any branches that Bank” and therefore produced financial losses and risks to the “principle Depot 

and Market, for the greater part of the products and produce” of the region. In particular, despite 

the hardships faced but regional planters and farmers, the “fields and farms” of citizens of 

 
61 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612590. 
 
62 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 357, Folder 1, 

Record Number 000612406, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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Lynchburg themselves, who lived within a town of great potential in location, needlessly 

suffered both real and potential loss.63 

One of the most significant financial problems facing the United States during the early 

19th century was a lack of circulating medium to conduct commercial transactions.64 At the turn 

of the century, banking in the United States was not without risk. Inflation and note depreciation, 

runs on banks, and other maladies were commonplace and often left the most vulnerable—to 

include local farmers scattered throughout the Virginia backcountry—susceptible to great loss 

each year. For these reasons the memorialists wrote that they suffered “all the inconveniencies 

and risks of a Bank, without participating in any of its essential advantages” due to its lack of 

presence in the backcountry. Afterall, “Bank paper is not either gold or silver—it is the shadow 

only, or token, not the Substance which has acquired and with difficulty (for revolutionary paper 

money is still remembered) some credit among us, because of our confidence in the pledged faith 

of the state.” Knowing the “danger and distress” that do come with such a financial system, it 

was believed at the least it “ought to be proportioned and disturbed, in a ratio correspondent, and 

commensurate, with the agriculture, commerce, arts, and trade of the commonwealth.” The 

 
63 The memorialists also spoke of the role and function of government, describing how many “wise 

measures” were adopted by the “General Government” during the period, to include “preserving us from the horrors 
of war, at a time when all the nations of the earth besides, were convulsed, and deluged in human blood.” On the 
state level, benefits granted to the citizens of Virginia were met by “the wisdom of the Gen. Assembly in 
establishing such measures of internal policy as were best calculated to promote the public good, among which may 
be ranked the Bank of Virginia, whereby facility & encouragement have been imparted to the agricultural, and 
commercial interests, of those sections of the state within the immediate scope of its operation ; and more especially 
to the exclusion of foreign Bank paper, but too frequently counterfeit, and at all times difficult to be negotiated, or 
distinguished when genuine.” Such words provide noteworthy commentary on the perceived role and function of 
institutional authority and represented officials in enacting legislation to interests of those whom they were elected 
to serve. Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612406. 

 
64 According to the memorialist: “The whole country is measurably drained of specie, and the utmost 

inconvenience is experienced in the ordinary neighborhood intercourse, not to say one syllabus of commercial 
negotiations, for the want of silver and small change, Virginia Bank Notes, and non less than 5 dollars having 
displaced our gold and silver circulating medium.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, 
Record Number 000612406. 
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prosperity of Lynchburg and the writing memorialists—“distant 120 miles from Richmond”—

relied upon the accepted monetary medium of bank notes or specie for “the purchase of an 

immense produce, now vastly increased and increasing, beyond the measure of former years….” 

The inability to readily access the needed capital, forced to conduct commerce in “short 

intervals” posed an “extreme hazard” to trust, commercial dealings, and local market stability, 

often resulting in the creation of unnecessary debt instruments in place of money (IOUs and 

commodity instruments) that pushed planters deeper into debt. With the interests of the 

memorialists “intimately interwoven” into the creation of a local institution, the memorialists 

provided a list of “advantages that their opinion would result from the establishment of a Bank in 

Lynchburg, (now the center & chief market of a vast track of thick settled fertile country,) under 

liberal & judicious management.” While the original petition is faded, rending two of the five 

numbered advantages illegible, the following numbered points were listed: 

 
1. No enormous Capitalist would then have it in his power to swallow up, for half 

its value, the industry of the laborious husbandman—for the planter, or farmer, would 
then by his own Tobacco Notes and Wheat receipts be enabled to meet all demands, to 
their amount, without sacrifice. 

2. The Competition in the market would be increased, & the merchant and trader 
of acknowledged integrity, and industry, would be placed, measurably, on a footing with 
his more wealthy mercantile competitor. 

3. Agriculture and manufacture [illegible] be fostered & supported—[illegible] 
and accommodations [illegible] increase com-[illegible] 

4. [illegible] 
 5. Vast currency & credit would then be given to Lynchburg Bank Paper, from the 
deposits of specie from the West which is now, and has been for many years back packed 
on horses, to the Atlantic states ; and so familiarized would the planters and farmers soon 
become to Bank Notes that, when they found that on application at the Bank, gold & 
silver, might, on sight. be had for them, the notes would commonly be preferred.65 
 

 
65 Ibid. 
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The noted advantages of a local bank in enabling merchants were “to meet all demands,” 

increase competition through equal access to capital, and by providing an infusion of paper notes 

into the market to facilitate their wider acceptability, and even preference—of even those in the 

Virginia backcountry and points further west—for bank paper as opposed to specie provided 

more than sufficient cause for the petition. To that end, the writers closed with an intent “to state 

this last remark—That the commerce of Lynchburg and of the upper country, without the aid of 

some such Cash Establishment, as that mentioned, cannot be maintained, unless under the most 

disadvantageous, and discouraging circumstances.”66 

Submitted to the General Assembly on December 06, 1810, the “Petition of the 

Merchants and traders of the Corporation of the Town of Lynchburg” described the “extreme 

pleasure” and “great advantage” that had resulted from the Bank of Virginia.67 It was contributed 

by the writers that the “honest and industrious merchant, planter and mechanic” were aided by 

the bank, enabled to engage in dealings with “every member of the community” because of the 

access to capital. The present and forthcoming “great increase in agriculture and commerce—the 

two great sources of wealth of our country,” provided all the more reason for a local branch to be 

established. While the Bank of Virginia was, indeed, a benefit, Lynchburg did “not enjoy an 

equal portion of these benefits, on account of the distance of Lynchburg from any branch….” In 

addition to aiding the “rising prosperity” of Lynchburg, the “vast increase in the commerce, 

 
66 Ibid. 
 
67 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

46, Record Number 000612407, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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wealth and population of their Town,” among the benefits not previously mentioned was the 

“handsome dividend to the Stockholder[s]” that was to result.68 

Foundational Infrastructure 

The first true transportation improvement petitions did reach the Virginia legislature until 

1810. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 10, 1810, “the inhabitants of 

the Town of Lynchburg” requested “to erect a Toll Bridge across James River.”69 According to 

the author, the bridge was to be “at this place that a competition exists as to the person to whom 

the preference may be due.” The proposed bridge was to be “erected across the River above the 

Mouth of Blackwater Creek that the road leading to his Ferry Landing is nearly as near,” 

purported to be a desirous location—the “best path way”—for travel into the town of 

Lynchburg.70 According to local historians Clifton and Dorothy Potter, “The Lynch brothers 

built their ferry service, and eventually a town, on their ability to get travelers across the James. 

There was a ready market for their services as at the onset of the French and India War in 1756, 

settlers began to move westward, looking for new sites to plant tobacco.” John Lynch and his 

siblings soon thereafter established a “tavern to accommodate travelers.”71 Moreover, in this 

instance, the pathway would lead through the town of Madison and stimulate the “present 

 
68 The writers closed with the following: “Your Petitioners therefore pray that, (with the assent of the 

Stockholders of the present Bank) an act of the General Assembly may pass, augmenting the capital stock of the 
Bank of Virginia to the sum of [blank] And that a Branch Bank of Discount and Deposit be established in the Town 
of Lynchburg under such regulations as the General Assembly may deem most advisable. And your Petitioners as in 
duty bound will ever pray.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612407. 

 
69 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

48, Record Number 000612409, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
70 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612409. 
 
71 Clifton Potter, and Dorothy Potter, Lynchburg: 1757-2007 (United States: Arcadia Publishing 

Incorporated, 2007), 7-9. 
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Proprietors Ferry the Town of Madison” located therein, facilitating commercial flourishment to 

the benefit of “a great portion of the community.”72 

Because the ferry landing located near the prospective bridge was where “most or all of 

the produce transported down the River is taken on boats” and requiring an “extensive produce 

from the Western country” to be brought to the location, bridge access quickly accelerated the 

volume of commercial exchange taking place on the James River at Lynchburg.73 It came to be 

revealed that the aforementioned “person to whom the preference may be due” was town 

namesake John Lynch. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 20, 1810, a 

“Memorialist” requested that the legislative body deny the request of John Lynch to build a toll 

bridge across the James River.74 The writer stated the bridge, if built, “is calculated materially to 

affect his rights and injure his private property.” Despite that this previous “petition may come 

signed by a large number of people some interested and many not at all,” the memorialist 

remained “confident” that the interested town residents were to  “be as well or better satisfied 

with a Bridge across the River at his Ferry Landing as any other place and the public as well or 

better served.”75 

 
72 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

48, Record Number 000612409, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
73 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612409. 
 
74 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

50, Record Number 000612411, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
75 It appears that the cause for the memorialists request to decline John Lynch’s proposal comes at the 

personal loss of a prior business dealing. Consider his following reasoning: “Your Memorialist some time last spring 
had propositions made him by some of his friends to subscribe money as shares for the purpose of budling a Bridge 
which proposition he accepted, and directed a certain James [name?] and others to make known to the people of 
Amherst County his intention of petitioning the Legislature for leave to Built the same, whether this information was 
given or not your Memorialist cannot tell But some time after and to his astonishment he saw published in a 
newspaper the petition above alluded to….” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record 
Number 000612411. 
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Improvements such as new bridges would prove useful in facilitating commerce and 

serve as the means of acquiring access to new opportunity. In a similar sentiment, the petition 

submitted to the General Assembly on December 03, 1811, the “Merchants and Traders, and 

sundry inhabitants of the Town of Lynchburg and the adjacent counties” requested for the 

establishment of a Bank in Lynchburg.76 Like previously submitted petitions, the writer observed 

the “rapid manner, which agriculture and commerce—the two great sources of wealth of our 

country, have been improved and extended since the establishment of the Bank of Virginia.” The 

enlargement of the circulating medium provided much needed “facility” to merchants, placing a 

great more proportion of Virginians “on an equality, with those of our Sister States, through the 

happy influence of this excellent institution.” Despite these “manifest advantages” there still 

existed a “great grievance” suffered at their remoteness from either the bank or a branch, 

preventing them from “the enjoyment of that portion of these benefits, to which the growing 

commerce of Lynchburg, and the increasing population of an extensive and fertile country, seem 

justly to entitle them.”77 

Calls for greater access to institutions, such as banks, worked alongside improvements by 

helping to highlight the limited access backcountry Virginians had to commercial resources. 

Improved transportation routes, in part, became one means of achieving greater access to 

resources, while not negating the need for institutional presences further west. Bringing such 

developments to the public attention was the focus and mission of The Lynchburg Press, founded 

 
76 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 357, Folder 2, 

Record Number 000612413, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
77 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612413. 
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in 1809 with its slogan reading, “TRUTH its guide, LIBERTY its object.”78 On May 5, 1814, a 

message from the editors was printed marking the papers five-year anniversary since it “was 

ushered into existence.” The short entry served to “present our sincere thanks to such as were so 

liberal as to afford their aid and encouragement, in an undertaking which was intended to have 

been of public utility.” The support of the community was deemed to be one of “generous 

encouragement, [for which] our most sanguine expectations have been realized. And it shall ever 

be our delight to render the press worthy of so respectable a patronage.”79 

Later that year, Lynchburg’s inhabitants received insight into one of the town’s earliest 

improvements. The original November 05, 1791, petition for a market in Lynchburg was not 

answered for a quarter of a century. After twenty-five years, an article appeared in The Press on 

August 11, 1814, entitled “The Lynchburg Market.”80 The anonymous writer joyously wrote that 

“Our new Market House is now completely finished. And we fondly anticipate the good effects 

that will flow from the erection of this building, and the wise laws which have been adopted by 

the Common Hall, for regulating the market.” With the approval and regulations set, the market 

construction complete, and…the “stalls…rented on Tuesday last, for $138, leaving two vacant, 

for the accommodation of those who bring articles from their Country,” the townsfolk were 

afforded fresh “vegetables, live fowls, butter, eggs, and &c.” Long gone would be the days of 

“that tiresome trapezing from door to door, inquiring who wants to buy, and &c.” It appears that 

a law may have been instituted—a result of the “laws which have been adopted by the Common 

 
78 Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, May 05, 1809. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. 

Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
79 Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, May 05, 1809. Jones Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. 

Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
80 “The Lynchburg Market,” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, August 11, 1814. 
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Hall, for regulating the market”—that thereafter banned the door-to-door sale of goods. Upon 

praising the market for its potential role in helping the seller ascertain “those articles…that they 

are in demand,” the writer stated, “that we are debarred from the privilege of purchasing at any 

other place than the Public Market.” The market’s centrality was to provide not merely an 

opportunity for commodity exchange, but also to have a moral influence upon the town. The 

influence of “see[ing] some of our neighboring gentleman turning their attention to this genteel 

business” was poised to create “such an obvious tendency to promote the prosperity of the town 

and neighborhood” and conducive to the future success of the town.81 

The relationship between the towns, cities, and counties of Virginia and the state 

legislature in Richmond were mutually beneficial. The shipping hubs around the tidewater region 

as well as the growing crop production along the banks of the James River, created a steady 

stream of income for the state, which helped fund the many improvements requested by 

localities. With such growth, however, came the need for increasing revenue laws; so, too, was 

the relationship between the growing federal government and the states. By the early 19th 

century, the federal government began its own expansion as the battle over expressed powers and 

federal reach raged within Congress. Printed on January 12, 1815, in an article entitled “Revenue 

Law,”—likely not a local piece but one reprinted in the local press—the anonymous author 

described his examination of the “Law passed on the 21st alt. ‘imposing taxes for the support of 

Government,’ at a crisis so deeply interesting to the rights and safety of Virginians.”82 The taxes 

being referred to were imposed for the purpose of supporting the war effort against Great Britain 

 
81 “The Lynchburg Market.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, August 11, 1814. Jones Memorial 

Library: Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
82 “Revenue Law.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, January 12, 1815. Jones Memorial Library: 

Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 1. 
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in the ongoing struggling of the War of 1812. Although the treaty was signed in December of 

1814 and went into effect in February of 1815—one month after the revenue article was 

printed—the author gives an interesting perspective into some Virginian perspectives on the 

relationship between state sovereignty and the federal regime. The taxes were deemed as 

“imposed for the safety of the State; that the war is now avowedly carried on by the enemy for 

the division of our territory, and the prostration of our rights of sovereignty at the feet of his 

king….”83 The authors concern for American sovereignty were not without merit. In the Fall of 

1812 alone, British troops occupied Alexandria, occupied Tappahannock in Essex County, and 

crossed the Rappahannock River seeking to march inland into Richmond County, as well as 

blockaded the Chesapeake Bay and Potomac River throughout the war, sinking military ships 

and plundering merchant vessels.84 If “the arrogant ambition of the enemy had not rejected the 

Olive Branch,” it was hoped that peace at Ghent would prevail, despite the British actions that 

“plundered the private property of the living, and disturbed the sacred ashes of the dead….”85 

The British method of war waged against Virginia was deemed to be “atrocious…that he [the 

King] has made it a point to bring the war upon us, and to select us Virginians as the object of his 

vengeance….” In the face of such an onslaught, the writer thought it best to advance the cause of 

the Union through the imposed revenue. Consider his thoughts on the duty of man to heed the 

call to fund the federal fight against the British war to reclaim the American States: 

 
83 “Revenue Law.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, January 12, 1815. Jones Memorial Library: 

Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
84 For more on the War of 1812, particularly in relation to economic and financial consequences, see: Faye 

Kert, Privateering: Patriots and Profits in the War of 1812 (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2015); and Craig B. Hollander, ““The Citizen Complains”: Federal Compensation for Property Lost in the War of 
1812.” Law and History Review 38, no. 4 (2020): 659-698. 
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…and that money will be necessary to effect our salvation.—Hence these Taxes !—To 
enable us to pay them with ease, we must be economical in our personal expenses ; fly 
from debt ; wear out our old clothes before we buy new ones and spend less on ourselves 
that we may spare more for our country.—it is thus only that we can prove ourselves 
worthy of the only Republic on the earth.86 

 
By 1816, Virginia’s internal improvement future was poised to rapidly change. The 1816 session 

of the legislature was significant for not only funding improvements, but also numerous financial 

needs to the state. Only weeks later on February 24, 1816, the assembly passed “An Act 

appropriating the Public Revenue,” which appropriated “the taxes and arrears of taxes, not 

otherwise appropriated,…and all other branches of revenue, and all other public monies, not 

otherwise appropriated by law,…and the surplus of all appropriations heretofore made” into a 

general fund for Virginia’s growing internal interests.87 The stated main service of the fund was 

to be primarily “the payment of interest on the several descriptions of public debt, and of the 

principle and interest of such sum or sums as have been or may be hereafter advanced…by the 

Farmers’ Bank of Virginia.” Additional recipients listed were to be the various offices of civil 

government and public administrative expenditures, in addition to supporting “public education 

and [needs of the] Directors of the Literary Fund.” Finally, the growing internal improvement 

structure of the state was to also benefit from the appropriations. In Section 1 of the Act, funds 

were also to be allowed for use in “the repairs of public warehouses, and allowances to 

Commissioners and Superintendents, four thousand dollars;” which would help to service public 

tobacco warehouses that stretched along the banks of the James River and its many branches.88 

 
86 “Revenue Law.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, January 12, 1815. Jones Memorial Library: 

Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 1. 
 
87 “Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia,” (Richmond,1816): 5-7. 
 
88 “Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia,” 5-7. 
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Moreover, the many internal improvement projects and companies that would spring up in 

Virginia found additional financial support in both practical terms and philosophy of investment. 

According to Section 5 of the Act: 

…so much [funds] thereof, as may be necessary, shall be applied by the said President 
and Directors, as soon as the same shall have been received from the Government of the 
United States, to the purchase of the certificates of the debts aforesaid, amounting to 
seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars, due from the Commonwealth, to the Banks of 
Virginia, and the residue to the purchase of such shares of the stock of the James River 
Canal Company, as may be tendered for sale to the Treasurer of the Commonwealth…; 
and whatever part thereof may not be so invested shall be appropriated by the said 
President and Directors to the purchase of other productive stock….89 
 

The concept of fund appropriation—although officially enacted by the Virginia legislature in 

1816—had philosophical origins far earlier. Arguably one of the state’s most notable statesmen, 

Thomas Jefferson, opined on the subject in a letter to James Madison dated September 06, 1789. 

 
89 The following are selected sections—one and five, respectively—of “An Act Appropriating the Public 

Revenue” passed on February 24th, 1816, for greater context: “Be it enacted by the General Assembly, That the taxes 
and arrears of taxes, not otherwise appropriated, due prior to the 1st day of October last, and all other branches of 
revenue, and all other public monies, not otherwise appropriated by law, which shall come into the Treasury, prior to 
the first day of October next, and the surplus of all appropriations heretofore made, shall constitute a general fund, 
and be appropriated as follows: to the payment of interest on the several descriptions of public debt, and of the 
principle and interest of such sum or sums as have been or may be hereafter advanced, on account, for the current 
expences of the Commonwealth, by the Farmers’ Bank of Virginia; to the expences of the General Assembly, so 
much as the said expences shall according to existing laws amount to; to the officers of civil government,…to the 
expences of representation to Congress and State Senate…; to Clerk’s and Sheriffs’ fees…; to the repair of pubic 
warehouses…; to the Commissioners of the revenue…; to the Officers of the militia…; to the payment of charges on 
the militia fine fund…; to defray criminal charges…; to the expence of removing criminals to the Penitentiary…; to 
defray the internal charges of the Penitentiary…; to pay for slaves executed or transported…; as a bounty on wolf 
scalps…; as a contingent fund…; to the maintaince of the Lunatic Hospital…’ to pensioners…; to the Public 
Manufactory of Arms…; to the expence of collecting and distributing the public arms…; of erecting and preserving 
the public arsenals…; and for repairs of the house occupied by the Governor, and furniture for the same…” 

And be it further enacted, That whatever surplus may remain of the debt due to the Commonwealth from 
the Government of the United States, after discharging the debt due from the Commonwealth, on account, to the 
Farmers’ Bank of Virginia, and defraying the current expences of the year…is hereby appropriated to public 
education and Directors of the Literary Fund…; provided, that so much thereof, as may be necessary, shall be 
applied by the said President and Directors, as soon as the same shall have been received from the Government of 
the United States, to the purchase of the certificates of the debts aforesaid, amounting to seven hundred and fifty 
thousand dollars, due from the Commonwealth, to the Banks of Virginia, and the residue to the purchase of such 
shares of the stock of the James River Canal Company, as may be tendered for sale to the Treasurer of the 
Commonwealth…; and whatever part thereof may not be so invested shall be appropriated by the said President and 
Directors to the purchase of other productive stock….” “Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of 
Virginia,” 5-7. 
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His letter discussed whether “one generation of men has a right to bind another,” which Jefferson 

believed to be of consequence “among the fundamental principles of every government.”90 He 

stated that such obligations cannot be transmitted across generations; famously, “‘that the earth 

belongs in usufruct to the living’: that the dead have neither powers nor rights over it.” Consider 

Jefferson’s thoughts on the application of this philosophy to, for example land ownership, within 

the confines of society: 

The portion occupied by an individual ceases to be his when himself ceases to be, and 
reverts to the society. If the society has formed no rules for the appropriation of it's lands 
in severality, it will be taken by the first occupants. These will generally be the wife and 
children of the decedent. If they have formed rules of appropriation, those rules may give 
it to the wife and children, or to some one of them, or to the legatee of the deceased. So 
they may give it to his creditor. But the child, the legatee, or creditor takes it, not by any 
natural right, but by a law of the society of which they are members, and to which they 
are subject. Then no man can, by natural right, oblige the lands he occupied, or the 
persons who succeed him in that occupation, to the paiment of debts contracted by him. 
For if he could, he might, during his own life, eat up the usufruct of the lands for several 
generations to come, and then the lands would belong to the dead, and not to the living, 
which would be the reverse of our principle.91 

 
Jefferson witnessed firsthand, during his tenor in France as ambassador, that questions of entail, 

“the appropriation of lands given,” or “the charges and privileges attached on lands,” were 

rendered by the authority of the legislature; the present authority could “authorize such 

appropriations and establishments for their own time,” and break free the chains of ancestral 

claims and decisions of the dead. He advised Madison to consider its application to America; 

Madison, given his “station in the councils of our country,” gave Jefferson an opportunity of 

“producing it to public consideration, of forcing it into discussion.” Jefferson suggested that it be 

fit for a “fine preamble to our first law for appropriating the public revenue; and it will exclude 

 
90 “Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, Sept. 6, 1789,” The Founders' Constitution, The University of 

Chicago Press, https://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch2s23.html. 
 
91 “Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, Sept. 6, 1789.” 
 

https://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch2s23.html
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at the threshold of our new government the contagious and ruinous errors of this quarter of the 

globe, which have armed despots with means, not sanctioned by nature, for binding in chains 

their fellow men.”92 (emphasis added) More than a quarter of a century later, the Virginia 

General Assembly heeded Jefferson’s words—although likely unknowingly—to harness the 

power of the living to forge change toward the state’s present interest. With respect to 

improvements, their need was apparent to both harness the God-given landscape and resources of 

Virginia as well as keep Virginia’s economy competitive relative to her sister states. The “Act 

Appropriating Public Revenue” passed during the 1816 session was not the only efforts to 

advance spending on public needs, specifically internal improvements. 

Just weeks earlier, on February 05, 1816, the General Assembly passed “An Act to 

Create a Fund for Internal Improvement,” which solidified the state’s commitment to financially 

support the development of Virginia’s transportation network. To administer the funds, the 

Board of Public Works was simultaneously created for the purpose of “preserving,... 

improving,... [and] disbursing” the funds, which were to be applied “only to the improvement of 

 
92 The last portion worthy of full consideration reads as follows: “Turn this subject in your mind, my dear 

Sir, and particularly as to the power of contracting debts; and develope it with that perspicuity and cogent logic so 
peculiarly yours. Your station in the councils of our country gives you an opportunity of producing it to public 
consideration, of forcing it into discussion. At first blush it may be rallied, as a theoretical speculation: but 
examination will prove it to be solid and salutary. It would furnish matter for a fine preamble to our first law for 
appropriating the public revenue; and it will exclude at the threshold of our new government the contagious and 
ruinous errors of this quarter of the globe, which have armed despots with means, not sanctioned by nature, for 
binding in chains their fellow men. We have already given in example one effectual check to the Dog of war by 
transferring the power of letting him loose from the Executive to the Legislative body, from those who are to spend 
to those who are to pay. I should be pleased to see this second obstacle held out by us also in the first instance. No 
nation can make a declaration against the validity of long-contracted debts so disinterestedly as we, since we do not 
owe a shilling which may not be paid with ease, principal and interest, within the time of our own lives.--Establish 
the principle also in the new law to be passed for protecting copyrights and new inventions, by securing the 
exclusive right for 19. instead of 14. years. Besides familiarising us to this term, it will be an instance the more of 
our taking reason for our guide, instead of English precedent, the habit of which fetters us with all the political 
heresies of a nation equally remarkeable for it's early excitement from some errors, and long slumbering under 
others.” “Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, Sept. 6, 1789.” 
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transportation by water and public highways.”93 Separate from the decision-making powers of 

the assembly, the Board was to be administered by the “President and Directors” with the 

Virginia Governor serving as “President ex officio.”94 What made the Board truly a product of 

state interest was the composition of the Directors, which consisted of the state Treasurer, 

Attorney General, and ten other Virginia citizens, chosen annually by a “joint ballot of the senate 

and the house of delegates.” According to the act, of the ten selected—in an attempt to 

encompass the four distinct regions of the state—“three shall reside westward of the Allegheny 

mountain; two between the Allegheny and the Blue Ridge; three between the Blue Ridge and the 

great post road (along the fall line)...and the residue, between that road and the coast.” According 

to Howard Newlon, Jr., the mechanism of funding comprised “subscribing to stock, overseeing, 

and providing technical assistance to private companies chartered by the legislature. Technical 

assistance associated with the location, design, and construction of the transportation facilities 

would come from the Office of the Principal Engineer.”95 

Numerous historians have pointed out that the origins of the Fund for Internal 

Improvement and the Board of Public Works stretched back several years earlier. In 1812, the 

Assembly appointed commissioners “to view the James River from Lynchburg west, the New 

River, the Greenbrier, and the Kanawha River and report on the practicability and the probable 

 
93 Preston C. Shannon, The Evolution of the Virginia's State Corporation Commission, 14 Wm. & Mary L. 

Rev. 523 (1973), https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol14/iss3/3. 
 
94 Howard Newlon, Jr, “Private-Sector Involvement in Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation 

Improvement Program,” Virginia Highway and Transportation Research Council, 10, 
https://onlinepubs.trb.org/Onlinepubs/trr/1987/1107/1107-001a.pdf. 

 
95 According to Newlon: “During the period 1816-1843 four individuals filled this office: Laommi 

Baldwin, Jr., Thomas Moore, Isaac Briggs, and Claud Crozet. Baldwin and Crozet were of international stature, and 
Moore and Briggs performed significant engineering assignments in the United States. It was intended that the board 
be reimbursed for engineering services, but such was seldom the case.” Newlon, “Private-Sector Involvement in 
Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation Improvement Program, 6. 

 

https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol14/iss3/3
https://onlinepubs.trb.org/Onlinepubs/trr/1987/1107/1107-001a.pdf
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expense involved in making these rivers navigable.” Later that year in the fall session, a 

resolution for an internal improvement fund was first proposed but tabled as a result of rising 

conflict leading up to the War of 1812.96 The proposition and discussion did, however, lead to 

the establishment of a House Committee for Roads and Internal Navigation “for the purpose of 

viewing certain rivers in commonwealth” to connect the eastern and western portions of the 

state, and aimed to be the decision-making arm of the legislature for evaluating the possibility of 

a future transportation program.97 In 1815, after the Treaty of Ghent, and operating under the 

direction of committee leader John Marshall, a report was issued in December that further 

bolstered support to improve the state’s infrastructure. Based upon their assessment of both 

completed and in-progress canal, road, and turnpike projects, the committee determined that state 

aid was needed to connect the state from east to west.98 While notable strides and efforts had 

 
96 Nathaniel Mason Pawlett’s “A Brief History of the Roads of Virginia, 1607-1840” (1977) provides 

interesting insights into even earlier origins, not within the legislature but via newspapers and natural economic 
progress that would ultimately force the issue at the political level: “As the maturation of the public's thinking on 
this subject [of internal improvements] approached, comprehensive schemes began to be broached by the 
newspapers, always leaders in projecting for progress. In 1804 the Richmond Enquirer, the mouthpiece of the then 
dominant political organization called the "Richmond Junto" of whom its editor, Thomas Ritchie, was a leader, 
suggested the problem could be resolved by the construction of a good wagon road from Richmond over to the falls 
of the Kanawha River, to be built and maintained by the state itself. This road would have leading in to it a series of 
feeder roads from the Roanoke Valley, the New River Valley and that of the Holston. North of the James River state 
roads would be constructed from Staunton, Swift Run Gap, and Winchester by way of Culpeper Court House and 
Hanover Court House to Richmond. Another road would run from Alexandria by Fredericksburg to Richmond. The 
keystone of the arch would have been a road connecting the three commercial towns of Richmond, Petersburg and 
Norfolk. The choice of the James-Kanawha route was indicated by the fact that the James was already navigable 
down to Richmond by batteau, and the connecting road between the heads of the rivers was already owned by the 
state. Agitation continued, via newspapers and the stump, for better roads as relations with England worsened and 
the spectre of war raised its head.” Nathaniel Mason Pawlett, “A Brief History of the Roads of Virginia, 1607-
1840,” (United States, Virginia Highway & Transportation Research Council, 1977), 16-17, 
https://www.virginiadot.org/vtrc/main/online_reports/pdf/78-r16.pdf. 

 
97 Richard L. Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements, 1820-38,” Journal of Political 

Economy 25, no. 4 (1917): 354, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1819082. 
 
98 Bruce A. Campbell’s work on John Marshall sheds light on peripheral issues in Virginia that impacted 

the progression of improvement policy. He wrote that during the time of Marshall’s chairmanship of the committee, 
“the Richmond Junto was engaged in developmental activities around Richmond itself, and the farmers of the upper 
James were attacking the James River Company and the Richmond commercial monopoly. These projects and 
events were closely related to one another and form the immediate background of Marshall's Dartmouth College 

https://www.virginiadot.org/vtrc/main/online_reports/pdf/78-r16.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1819082
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been made, with even effective regional improvements in place, the state was too vast with too 

little access to capital to complete the monumental task. The committee proposed instituting “a 

proper body to collect and pre-pare for the General Assembly the facts and information 

necessary to cast upon every application for a portion of the fund [that might be appropriated by 

the Legislature for internal improvement] light enough to guide the sound discretion of the 

Legislature.” Moreover, in order “to allay such local jealousies as might obstruct an agreement in 

favor of any single object of internal improvement, a fund may be previously segregated and set 

apart for the accomplishment of all by one appropriation.”99 According to historian John Larson, 

the committee saw it fit to spend funds in order to “secure a piece of the western trade.”100 In 

comparison to the investments by other states, the committee aimed to “awaken the attention of 

Virginia to that part of it which should naturally belong to them.” In speaking of the benefits of 

their desired object, committee members declared that “no greater blessing than an open, free 

and easy intercourse” can be afforded to the citizens of a nation of such vast distances as in 

America. They continued that, 

…where public opinion exerts a controuling influence, and public virtue should be the 
spring of all public action, they may be considered an important auxiliary, if not a 
necessary ingredient of political liberty. They tend to diffuse more equally the knowledge 
which experience acquires, and the leisure which wealth alone can purchase; they 
strengthen the cords of social union, and quicken that generous feeling of patriotism, 
which is ever ready to exclaim at the contemplation of an extended scene of public 
improvement, “I love my country, because she is worthy of my affection.101 

 
opinion. Together, they sharpened the Chief Justice's perceptions of the Virginia political economy and of the role of 
business corporations in the system.…Thomas Ritchie's Richmond Enquirer, the organ of the Junto and always a 
booster of Richmond commerce, likewise supported the undertaking” advocated by Marshall. Bruce A. Campbell, 
“John Marshall, the Virginia Political Economy, and the Dartmouth College Decision,” The American Journal of  
Legal History, vol. 19, No. 1 (Jan., 1975), 55-56, (Oxford University Press), https://www.jstor.org/stable/844581. 
 

99 Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements, 1820-38,” 354-356. 
 
100 John Lauritz Larson, Internal Improvement: National Public Works and the Promise of Popular 

Government in the Early United States (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 94. 
 
101 Larson, Internal Improvement, 94. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/844581
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Moreover, the efforts of improvement could harness the natural blessings given by God to the 

state of Virginia. The abundance of “happy varieties of climate and soil,” paired with its “many 

navigable rivers” could be fully realized to the benefit of the people. In addition, the legislature 

warned of the social chaos that could occur from the western section of the state. If left cut off 

from the prosperity of eastern markets, a “revolution” was to surely take place; it could be 

through a “connection between the Roanoke, the James, or the Potomac rivers, with the waters of 

the Kanawha or Ohio,” that Virginia could mitigate such an event.102 That same year, the 

gubernatorial message delivered by Governor Nicholas Barbour echoed the sentiments and 

conclusions drawn by Marshall and the committee for “bringing the two sections of the state into 

more friendly relations and for increasing its prosperity.”103 It should be noted that despite the 

widespread support for improvements, the allocation of funds was a political endeavor. The 

concentration of power and wealth in the east naturally desired funding to support projects east 

of the Blue Ridge Mountains. According to historian Bruce Campbell, the “planter majority east 

of the Blue Ridge simply refused to spend large amounts of money on a project which would 

directly benefit primarily the Richmond-Norfolk commercial interests, and the Federalist farmers 

and manufacturers in the western part of the state.”104 

According to Carter Goodrich, the committee recommendations for the act was to 

engross the state’s existing investment holdings into the fund while including “a substantial 

 
 
102 Larson, Internal Improvement, 94. 
 
103 Morton, “The Virginia State Debt and Internal Improvements, 1820-38,” 355. 
 
104 Campbell, “John Marshall, the Virginia Political Economy, and the Dartmouth College Decision,” 55-

56. 
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amount of bank stock owned by the state, together with any future ‘bonuses’ for the extension, 

modification or creation of bank charters.”105 Goodrich, a renounced economic historian of the 

20the century, compiled the following figures on the fund’s beginning holdings (See Appendix, 

Figure 3). 

The holdings transferred into the fund included stock in the Appomattox Company, 

Dismal Swamp Company, James River Canal Company, Little River Turnpike Company, and 

the Potomac Company, as well as stock in the Bank of Virginia, and the Farmer's Bank of 

Virginia.106 According to Howard Newlon’s in his paper “Private-Sector Involvement in 

Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation Improvement Program,” the requisites of the fund 

“was based on four principles”: first, aid was to be given “only in the form of stock subscriptions 

to companies duly incorporated by the legislature”; second, only projects that “could not be 

undertaken completely by private capital were to receive such aid;” third, “the state’s stock 

subscriptions were designed primarily to place particular companies on a sound financial footing 

 
105 Carter Goodrich, “The Virginia System of Mixed Enterprise,” Political Science Quarterly 64, no. 3 

(1949): 355–87, https://doi.org/10.2307/2144805.; To be clear, the initial stocks were already owned by the state. 
According to Nathaniel Mason Pawlett in his “A Brief History of the Roads of Virginia, 1607-1849,” in speaking of 
the fund: “Taking a long look at the financial condition of the state, it predicted that increasing revenues would serve 
to make the project successful. It went on to recommend that a fund be created, to consist of stock already owned by 
the state in various river navigations, banks, canal companies and turnpike companies, and that the income from 
these to be used to subsidise the various internal improvement projects.” Pawlett, “A Brief History of the Roads of 
Virginia, 1607-1840,” 21. 

 
106 Howard Newlon’s research described the state’s ownership of bank stock as a strategic investment to 

help fund improvements. He stated in his paper “Private-Sector Involvement in Virginia's Nineteenth-Century 
Transportation Improvement Program,” that “In 1816 banks had existed in Virginia for only a few years and 
demands for more were increasingly heard. Bank dividends and bonuses were seen (and proved for several years) to 
be significant sources of revenues, as would be fees collected and put into the fund when new banks were 
established. Calhoun's Bonus Bill, previously discussed, was based on the same rationale. Jn this connection it is of 
interest to note that during this period the state of Tennessee created a fund supported by bank stock, stipulating that 
the proceeds were to be used for internal improvements and education. The initial value of Virginia's fund was 
between $1.2 million and $1.3 million….It was envisioned and intended that the fund be self-perpetuating, and 
although the income from the fund, about $100,000, would be less than needed, the anticipated increasing income 
from bank stocks and the "profits" from the initial projects would soon provide sufficient monies to meet the needs.” 
Newlon, “Private-Sector Involvement in Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation Improvement Program,” 6. 
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and were to be withdrawn when profits enabled the company to become self-sustaining;” and 

forth, “the revenue for improvements was to be derived from the profits accruing to the state in 

the form of dividends and bonuses and not from taxes and loans. Modifications occurred apart 

from administration of the fund, but these principles remained essentially intact between 1816 

and 1831.”107 The Virginia legislature’s plans for obtaining private investment varied in two 

distinct ways from other states, particularly in the North. Unlike state supported improvement 

companies in New England, which often sold stock at $500 or $1,000 per share, company stock 

in the aforementioned companies sold from $25 to $50—likely to encourage smaller investors. In 

addition, state subscriptions in these companies were “limited to two-fifths (40 percent) of the 

stock and could be made only after presentation to the board of documentation that the remaining 

three-fifths had been subscribed by private sources and that 20 percent of the private portion had 

actually been paid for.”108 Both of these measures helped to ensure that improvements were 

driven not by a small group of wealthy elite, but that support for Virginia’s growing internal 

improvements were found along multiple economic strata from the eastern tidewater to the 

western backcountry. As described by Carter Goodrich, the fund and initial investments were 

only the beginning. The “income from these securities, together with the returns on the new 

investments, was to constitute a permanent revolving fund for subscription to the stock of 

improvement companies.”109 The enactment of such a relationship solidified a mixed enterprise 

 
107 Newlon, “Private-Sector Involvement in Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation Improvement 

Program,” 6. 
 
108 Ibid, 6-7. 
 
109 Goodrich, “The Virginia System of Mixed Enterprise,” 361. 
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system in Virginia, whereby private enterprise and state interest joined in common cause to etch 

out a secure economic future for both monetary and societal prosperity. 

By 1816, Lynchburg’s growth was in full swing. The population and economy were both 

expanding, and forthcoming internal improvement projects were poised to further inflate the 

commodities shipped from Lynchburg to the benefit of the entire state. Despite the town growing 

prominence as the largest town in southwest Virginia, Lynchburg had yet to receive 

representation in the state legislature. In a petition submitted later that year to the General 

Assembly on November 13, 1816, the “Freeholders of the Town of Lynchburg” requested a 

Lynchburg representative in the General Assembly of Virginia.110 The freeholders first spoke of 

their admiration for the representative body and the importance of Lynchburg by holding a 

“lively sense of gratitude” for the “legislative aid and protection” provided by the General 

Assembly from the early formation of the town up to its present point of continued growth, 

recognizing the “important effects of such aid on the increase and prosperity” of the town as well 

as the “necessity which exists for its continuance.” By virtue of continuing in support of their 

town, “as may be compatible with the public welfare, and general interest of the state,” the 

petitioners noted: 

That from the first establishment of this Town in 1786 to the present period, it has 
increased in wealth and population, with a rapidity to which no other in the State affords 
a parallel. That by a Census of the present year, the number of its inhabitants 
considerably exceeds three thousand, with every prospect of a much greater increase. 
That of the whole number of inhabitants there are nearly two thousand Freeholders. That 
through the industry and enterprise of the mercantile interest, it's acquisition in wealth 
and commercial capital has been at least commensurate to the increase of population. 
That the Town is, and has long been particularly distinguished, for its flourishing trade in 
the article of Tobacco, as a part of which, your petitioners are warranted in saying, that 
the annual exports, to be the…eighteen thousand hogshead. That there are seven 
inspections of Tobacco in this place. That independent of the Tobacco Trade, the 

 
110 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

61, Record Number 000612422, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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commerce of Lynchburg in every article of domestic and foreign growth is not surpassed 
by that of any Town…of a like number of inhabitants in Virginia.111 
 

The success and further potential of Lynchburg in the coming decades was undeniable. Its 

“increasing commerce, its eligible situation and natural advantages” placed it squarely within a 

town of financial benefit to the state, and therefore in need of legislative representation. 

Conclusion 

Records indicate that a “census was taken by order of the Council in 1816 by Richardson 

Taylor, which proved the population of the town to be 3,087, of whom 1,765 were white and 

1,322 colored.” For perspective, it was also indicated that by 1880 the population had only 

increased to be 16,012 total inhabitants.112 The small population of inhabitants in the Virginia 

backcountry, gathered within the fertile lands surrounding the James River, etched out an 

interconnected, forward-thinking community. Successful in most of their petitions, the slow 

growth of the town during this period is displayed in the building of tobacco warehouses, lot 

improvements, toll bridge and turnpike companies, and a branch bank. The following list of acts 

concerning the development of Lynchburg were proposed and passed in the Virginia General 

Assembly between the years 1791 and 1816 (See Appendix, Figure 4).113 

The collective petitions to the General Assembly voiced a palpable desire for the 

economic benefit for the town. The product of distinct values and ethics seen throughout the 

backcountry landscape, a Protestant work-ethic was directed towards the local tobacco trade in 

 
111 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612422. 
 
112 The Code of the City of Lynchburg, Virginia; Containing the Charter and the General Ordinances in 

Force July 1st, 1887. Also, a Digest of Acts of Assembly, and of Ordinances Affecting the Rights and Interests of the 
City of Lynchburg an it's Citizens, Together with a Brief Sketch, Historical and Statistical. Edited by Thomas D. 
Davis (Lynchburg: J.P. Bell & Co., Book and Job Printers), 220. 

 
113 “Annual Report” (United States: Lynchburg, Virginia, 1887) 
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an effort to develop the town for the benefit of the planters, merchants, and other industries that 

harnessed transportation down the James River toward Richmond. These efforts, displayed by 

the assessed petitions, evidence that the desire for these improvements or their desire did not 

emanate from the general government, but rather were the product of local interests.



Chapter 4: Lynchburg Internal Improvements (1817-
1829) 
 
 
 

In the year 1819, the matrons of Lynchburg, were, many of them, 
peculiarly lovely in their walk and conversation. Those who had attained 
middle age, having passed their childhood immediately succeeding the 
years of our Revolutionary war, of course had early acquired habits of 
self-denial and simplicity, now worthy of imitation. The slow modes of 
travel did not, as now, facilitate the ever-changing novelties of costume 
and furniture; so that, in those fruitful sources of disquiet, there existed, at 
this time, no rivalry. 

 
Margaret Anthony Cabell (1858) 1 

 
 
 

Margaret Anthony Cabell (1814-1882), a descendent of Lynchburg’s prominent William 

Cabell, wrote her Sketches and Recollections of Lynchburg, by the Oldest Inhabitant (1858) as a 

means to mitigate “the mouldering hand of Time [that] has partially spread the moss of 

forgetfulness.”2 Upon presenting a history of Lynchburg as well as the stories of both aged and 

passed citizens including Mrs. Henry David, Mrs. Anna W. Anthony, Christopher Anthony Mrs. 

Margaret Daniel, the Irvine Family, the Harrison Family, and others, Cabell wrote of the 

evolution of the town. By the late 1820’s, the city was rapidly expanding alongside the James 

River. In December, 1827, a Masonic ball was held at the Franklin Hotel. The occasion was “so 

brilliant a display of beauty and fashion…never before been seen in Lynchburg.” One interesting 

character described in attendance was John Robertson, known around town as Irish John 

 
1 Margaret Anthony Cabell,  Louise A. Blunt, and William Frederic Holcombe, Sketches and Recollections 

of Lynchburg, by the Oldest Inhabitant (United States: C.H. Wynne, 185), pp vi. 
 
2 Cabell, Blunt, and Holcombe, Sketches and Recollections of Lynchburg, v. 
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Robertson. According to Cabell, Robertson had immigrated from Ireland at a young age, 

choosing “Lynchburg for his home, where, by a long course of frugality and industry, he had 

accumulated quite a large fortune.”3 

The town offered ample opportunity for making money from the tobacco trade. As 

internal improvements such as roads, bridges, and canals opened further opportunities for the 

transportation of materials and goods both to and from Richmond, as well as the establishment of 

municipalities and systems of justice, Lynchburg’s reputation and importance rose throughout 

the antebellum period. The economic and infrastructural development of Lynchburg between 

1817 and 1829 represent the town’s years solidifying its place as a town and region of great 

importance to the Virginia economy. Legislative petitions documenting the rise of more roads, 

bridges, turnpikes, and canal projects ameliorate the continued desire by local inhabitants to 

advance their own interests. As in the town’s advancements within the 1791 to 1816 period, 

these improvements were not the product of either federal policy or a national vision, but rather a 

local vision to establish the region as a haven of economic opportunity in accordance with the 

social values and mores of the people themselves. 

Economic Growth , Prices, and Wages 

By 1817, the town of Lynchburg was quickly expanding in both importance and wealth. 

The James River was creating increasing profits for merchants and planters, alike. As prices 

increased, so too, did the need for salaries to cover the cost of doing business in Lynchburg. In a 

petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 09, 1817, the “undersigned petitioners” 

requested a raising of the salaries for tobacco inspectors. The petition revealed that the present 

number of inspections located within Lynchburg was seven, yet each faced the same financial 

 
3 Ibid, 185. 
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troubles: there existed by law a “great disproportion in the sum allowed” to be charged,” being 

“not sufficient to renumerate therein, for the time trouble and responsibility that they are alleged 

to bestow” in the processing and storing of tobacco. The encompassing nature of the tobacco 

trade in a market destination placed great burdens on inspectors.4 The compounding costs of 

“Rents, Fuel, provision of every kind, and every other necessary” had “greatly increased in their 

prices” and left inspectors to make much with little funds. Raising of the “salaries of the 

Inspectors, at cash Warehouses” to the proposed “sum of Five Hundred Dollars, p annum to cash 

Inspectors would not be more than a just and fair allowance for their services” and relieve the 

present malady.5 

Requests for price adjustments are not surprising to be found during the early 19th 

century. The decades before and after the petition saw large fluctuations across consumer prices, 

wages, and monetary inflation. According to a staff paper printed by the U.S. Department of 

Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistician H. M. Douty entitled “Nineteenth Century Wage Trends,” 

many factors contributed to changing market dynamics. Although wage data for the antebellum 

period is scarce, the most complete data collection set was produced by historian Stanley 

Lebergott.6 His work showed that “the labor force during the first part of the 19th century 

consisted largely of the self-employed, such as farmers, mechanics, and small tradesmen, and 

 
4 Citizens: Petition, Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, December 09, 1817. 

https://lva.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01LVA_INST/altrmk/alma9917818783305756. 
 
5 The petition also reveals that not each inspector was provided the same yearly salary. The memorialist 

wrote that in addition to an increasing of salaries to cover rising prices, “in order to do more ample Justice to the 
proprietors of the Several Warehouses, and to prevent the very [illegible] opposition between the Inspection, threat 
the present dispropriation in the allowances made to the Inspector produces, your Petitioners, are of opinion, that the 
allowance to cash Inspector (as the Several Warehouses) Should be the same….” Citizens: Petition, Legislative 
Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, December 09, 1817. 

 
6 Harry Mortimer Douty, Nineteenth Century Wage Trends (United States: U.S. Department of Labor, 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1970), 6. 
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slaves.” At the turn of the 19th century, it is estimated that only roughly ten percent of employed 

white men were paid in wages. Furthermore, by 1850, this number rose to thirty percent, 

“reflecting the development of transportation, the rise of industry, and the growth of 

urbanization.”7 Across the decades, money wages declined “by 1819 as compared with 1800. 

These years included the great disturbances to trade occasioned by the Embargo Act of 1807 and 

the War of 1812. The closing years of the period were marked by a severe economic crisis, and it 

is probable that much of the decline in money wages occurred during this period. Between 1819 

and 1832, money wages appear to have regained the levels of 1800. A further rise occurred to 

1850 and between 1850 and I860.”8 Of the statistical economic indexes found in the “Historical 

Statistics of the United States (Colonial Times to 1957),” the wholesale building material index 

and the wholesale food index give the most salient insight into the economic trends for both 

living and doing business experienced during the antebellum period. Consider the historical 

indexes complied in by the United States Census Report (See Appendix, Figure 5 and Figure 6). 

The Wholesale Food Price Index shows a bimodal distribution whereby prices remain 

low in 1790 at 35 units and sharply rise across the next twenty years, first in 1705 at 56 units and 

peaking in 1815 at 76 units.9 Next, prices drop down in 1830 to 47 units, prior to rising again to  

65 units in 1840. The Wholesale Building Materials Price Index shows a similar distribution 

whereby prices remain low in 1790 at 104 units and sharply rise across the next twenty years, 

 
7 Douty, Nineteenth Century Wage Trends, 6. 
 
8 Harry Mortimer Douty, Nineteenth Century Wage Trends (United States: U.S. Department of Labor, 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1970), 6. 
 
9 “Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957” (Washington: Government Printing 

Office, 1960), 115-116, https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-
1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf. 

 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
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first in 1705 at 168 units and peaking in 1815 at 187 units. Next, prices drop down in 1830 at 94 

units before rising across the next decade to 107 units in 1835 and 102 units in 1840.10 

Unfortunately, records from this period are scarce, and often data from localities or even whole 

states are unavailable for various periods and within various industries. Other regions, therefore, 

of the same period are often considered acceptable substitutes for ascertaining economic trends. 

While wage data for agricultural laborers is unavailable in Virginia during the period, the 

“Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost of Living” study from the “Sixteenth Annual Report of 

the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of Labor (1885)” offers valid insights into the period that 

may be applicable to Virginia (See Appendix, Figure 7). 

The Wages (per day) for Agricultural Laborers Index shows a similar distribution in the first 

several decades found across the wholesale food prices and wholesale building material prices, 

particularly on the “high” end calculated.11 In 1790, average wages per day was $0.425 dollars 

followed by a sharp rise across the following decades—first in 1705 at $0.75 and peaking in 

1805 at $1.17.12 Breaking from the wholesale food and building material prices, the wage 

calculations did not drop off as dramatically after 1815 as previously observed. The reason for a 

more sustained increase in agricultural labor wages may best be attributed to a variety of factors. 

The reason for price stability may be seen in the observations of Adam Smith in his The Wealth 

of Nations. Concerning wages, he observed that “the demand for those who live by wages, 

therefore, necessarily increases with the increase of the revenue and stock of every country, and 

 
10 “Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957,” 115-116. 
 
11 Carroll D. Wright, “Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost of Living,” Sixteenth Annual Report of the 

Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of Labor [1885.] Chief of the Bureau of Statistics of Labor [Reprint Edition], 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89071501472. 

 
12 Wright, “Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost of Living.” 
 

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89071501472
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cannot possibly increase without it. The increase of revenue and stock is the increase of national 

wealth. The demand for those who live by wages, therefore, naturally increases with the increase 

of national wealth, and cannot possibly increase without it.”13 In addition, Smith believed that of 

wages, it was not simply the richest countries, but rather “those which are growing rich the 

fastest, that the wages of labor are national highest.”14 He used the comparison between England 

and the United States to demonstrate the points; although England has more accumulated wealth, 

it was in North America where wages of labor were higher. 1516 Smith’s keen observations were 

applicable to the emerging economy found in Lynchburg during the late 18th and early 20th 

century. If this analysis is accepted, wage increase may be seen as a product of the regional 

Virginia economy along the James River being dominated by both a steady increase of tobacco 

production as well as internal improvement investment. The observed annual percentage rate of 

inflation change must be considered when discussing economic figures of the period. According 

to calculations made by the Federal Reserve Consumer Price Index, the first two-decades of the 

19th century saw large fluctuations across the annual rate of inflation (See Appendix, Figure 8). 

One can observe a correlative pattern of change between the rate of inflation and the changes 

observed among wages, good prices, and building material prices. The observed distribution for 

the rate of inflation experiences the most rapid changes between 1808 and 1816, fluctuating an 

 
13 Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 104. 
 
14 Ibid, 61. 
 
15 Smith also noted the lower price of good, referred to as “provisions,” in the United States as compared to 

England, explaining that this difference was greater even compared to the disparity in wages of labor. The reason, he 
suggested, was due to the scarcity of labor in relation to the abundance of land. Ibid, 114. 

 
16 For more on wage differences in the United States and Europe, see the work of E. H. Phelps Brown and 

Margaret H. Browne. 
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astounding 26.4 points between 1813 and 1815 with inflation and deflation rates of 13.7% and -

12.7%, respectfully.17 

In addition to the issues concerning inspectors raised in the petition, Virginia law was 

noted to have also required for the inspector to “keep a sufficient number of able bodyed hands 

to cooper and stowaway Tobacco.”18 The present cost of nails and cooperage of each hogshead 

of tobacco was “not sufficient to defray the expence” and placed further burden upon each 

warehouse. The writers, therefore, requested that the legislature “increase the sum to Seventy 

five cents per hogshead” to help make profitable the storage of tobacco.19 

To help fund such price increases to maintain the tobacco warehouses of the town, it was 

deemed necessary by the proprietors to raise rents. In a petition submitted to the General 

Assembly on December 20, 1817, the “undersigned proprietors of Warehouses in the Town 

of Lynchburg” requested state financial assistance as well as the ability to raise rents.20 Due to 

the increased costs experienced in the town to include the “increased value of property…the 

price of labour and materials of every kind…[and] expence to the propriety in keeping their 

warehouses in repair,” it was determined that “the present rents allowed by law, are entirely too 

low.” In addition to such practical needs as justification, the writers note the mutually beneficial 

relationship and the states interest in seeing the prosperity and success of the warehouses, stating 

 
17 “Consumer Price Index, 1800-: Historic data including estimates before the modern U.S. consumer price 

index (CPI)” Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-
policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-. 

 
18 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 357, Folder 

4, Record Number 000612424, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
19 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612424. 
 
20 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

66, Record Number 000612426, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-
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the state’s interest was “to afford such aid to establishments, from which the State derives so 

much Benefit, as will be sufficient to keep them up and support them.” The proprietors, 

therefore, humbly prayed for an act to be passed, “making such further allowance, in addition to 

the present low rents, as your wisdom may think right and proper.”21 

The increasing price of doing business and buying materials in the town caused some to 

reconsider the way in which money was spent and purchases were planned. The boom in the 

tobacco trade, to be sure, had only begun; the integration of the price hikes into tobacco 

investments can be seen in the building of new warehouses, poised to long outlast their 

predecessors. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 16, 1817, “Charles 

Williams an inhabitant of Lynchburg” requested permission to erect a warehouse for the 

inspection of tobacco.22 Williams contended that the state of tobacco warehouses present within 

Lynchburg were “from their age, very much decayed, and location of the ‘principle part’” of 

them in the center of town “insecure in case of fire.” The proposed warehouse, however, was to 

be “of stone, made fire proof, and distant from any other….”23 Moreover, its envisioned location 

 
21 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612426. 
 
22 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

65, Record Number 000612425, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 

23 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612425.; In a printed edition of 
The Press on July 25, 1817, entitled “To The Inhabitants of Lynchburg”, the following editorial was presented 
signed simply by “Z,” calling for the need for fire training to protect the community interest: “I have frequently 
viewed your little growing town with pleasure, the establishment of which has and no doubt will continue to be of 
great encouragement to industry, by which a number of the inhabitants have accumulated great wealth, but alas, 
when you were defenseless situation is brought into view, as relates to fire, it is a matter of astonishment, that so 
many men of enterprise and prudence… Have not excited and [?] a better preparation of defense ; that the male 
inhabitants have not associated in a system of training, so as they may not be found wanting in readiness & 
expertise, should occasions occur, which sooner or later will happen, and without the necessary precaution, your 
tens and hundreds of thousands may be consumed, all owing to neglect ; It seems to be one of the first cares in all 
other towns that we read or have any knowledge of; to be in the best preparation of defense, possible; knowing that 
great danger, they are continually exposed to, in a defenseless situation. It would give pleasure to the writer of this, 
to see Lynchburg better prepared to defend themselves, when a fire should break out, let me beseech you to be up 
and doing. Z.” “To The Inhabitants of Lynchburg.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser,  July 25, 1817. Jones 
Memorial Library: Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 2. 
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“being particularly convenient to the River, being an essential advantage to the planters, and the 

public at large” was to be a net benefit to the community.24 

The increase in prices were not only felt by the proprietors of warehouses, but also the 

merchants and planters that traveled into Lynchburg to conduct business. In addition to the cost 

incurred by the planter to store and cooper their tobacco, the lengthy journey was met with a toll 

fee to cross the James River into Lynchburg, if approach from Amherst county due east. As a 

function to reduce the cost conducting business in Lynchburg, a “free bridge” was proposed to be 

erected. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 18, 1817, affidavits were 

provided in support of a bridge across the James River from the land of Benjamin Schoolfield in 

Amherst to the lands of George Cabell near Lynchburg.25 As written: “These affidavits, who are 

all [illegible] of Amherst County and well acquainted with the geography of the said county, its 

production, its wealth, and the conveniences and inconveniences afforded to planters and farmers 

in the said county of Amherst is the transportation of their grain, tobacco, [illegible] to the 

valuable market which Lynchburg [illegible] to them, are all of opinion, that a new Bridge 

leading across James River from the….”26 

In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 20, 1817, the President of 

the Lynchburg Toll Bridge Company (John Lynch) protested the petition “of the inhabitants of 

Amherst & Lynchburg” for the building of a free bridge.27 Accordingly, the representatives and 

 
 
24 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612425. 
 
25 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

67, Record Number 000612427, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
26 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612427. 
 
27 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

68, Record Number 000612428, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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members of the Lynchburg Toll Bridge Company “beg[ged] leave to remonstrate” that the 

aforementioned petition for a free toll bridge “is incompatible with their rights, and ought not be 

granted.” The Lynchburg Toll Bridge was built by an authorization of the General Assembly in 

1812 and funded by the establishment of a corporation and issuance of stock, “divided into 

share[s] of one hundred dollars each,” whereby the holders of said stock were “made a body 

politic.” The expressed means by which the bridge was built placed heavy burdens upon its 

subscribers, “under circumstances by no means flattering to the Individuals who had (more from 

motives of public convenience than private interest)….”28 Moreover, because “most of the 

original subscribers withdrew from the struggle, the public benefit and convenience of the 

Lynchburg Toll Bridge laid upon the present stockholders, potentially leaving them to “sustain 

all the difficulties and embarrassments” that could have arose from the proposed free bridge.29 

Monetary damage to the Lynchburg Toll Bridge was believed to be likely due to the proposed 

proximity of the free bridge to it. According to Lynch, the abutment of the Free Bridge of 

Amherst was to be “only one hundred and seventy-two poles from the Amherst end of the 

Lynchburg Toll-Bridge;” in addition, the roads leading from each abutment into Lynchburg and 

Amherst “will not exceed Two Hundred and Twenty yards.”30 In addition to its encroachment on 

 
28 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612428. 
 
29 Lynch warned of the future negative consequence to the building of internal improvements, and more 

widely damage to society, that could come from similar injurious circumstances: “With great deference to your 
honorable body—The President, Directors and Company of the Lynchburg Toll Bridge, remark, that there will be an 
end to individual aid in all internal improvements, if so soon as any incorporated company shall put public works of 
great utility and convenience into operation, with prospects of renumeration for their advances, they are to be 
disturbed in their rights by annual petitions to the Legislature, to divide them against private companies, or different 
sections of the country….” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612428. 

 
30 According to scholar Jim Oberly, “1 pole,” which may also be referred to as a “rod” or “perch,” is 

equivalent to “16 feet, 6 inches” on the metric scale. For more, see: “Early American Systems of Measurement,” H-
Net: Humanities and Social Sciences Online, https://networks.h-net.org/node/78185/pdf. 

 

https://networks.h-net.org/node/78185/pdf
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the already utilized bridge, Lynch argued that the newly proposed free bridge was impractical 

based upon its intended path into the town of Lynchburg. It was measured that “from the 

intended abutment of the Free-Bridge in Amherst…the centre of the town of Lynchburg, is 

greater than 140 yards, than it is between the same places, passing over the present Toll Bridge.” 

In sum, the proposed free bridge would be a new construction for a longer route connecting 

Amherst and Lynchburg. Of note are the “rights” that Lynch, the company board, and 

represented shareholders perceived to be violated by the prospect of a new, “free” bridge erected 

within proximity to their toll bridge. Lynch wrote: 

Finally, they submit to your Honorable body their just rights, and whatever claim they 
have upon the implied faith of the Legislature to protect them, in opposition to the build 
of a Free-Bridge ;—but against the building of a Toll-Bridge, whether under the avowed 
intention of partial Toll for any purpose whatever, they solemnly protest, as incompatible 
with their rights, and against the spirit and meaning of the Act authorizing the building of 
the Lynchburg Toll Bridge.31 
 

The small dispute displayed over the 1817 request to build a free bridge across the James River 

is only one example of competitive economic forces driving change in Lynchburg during the 

early antebellum period. Although opposition existed, it should not be mistaken for a rejection of 

infrastructural improvements and economic development, but rather a function of competition 

for tolls and traffic into the town. 

The desire for even more internal improvements was increasing with each year. 

Newspaper editorials flooded the local Lynchburg Press advocating for the prosperity that 

awaited Lynchburg if the town availed itself to further development. One such detailed editorial 

was featured in the December 19, 1817, edition of The Press simply entitled, “For The Press.”32 

 
31 “Early American Systems of Measurement.” 
 
32 “For The Press.” Lynchburg Press & Public Advertiser, December 19, 1817. Jones Memorial Library: 

Lynchburg, VA. Microfiche. Reel 2. 
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Written by “A Friend of Lynchburg,” he made a case that the time had come in the slow growth 

of the American nation for internal improvements to take hold; the language and conversation of 

the day had to shift. Although the “din of war having passed away, Napoleon banished to a 

distant Rock,” it seemed that “newspapers but little noticed;” the ‘Friend of Lynchburg’ implored 

the editor that the time had come for him to display “much more useful information, than 

histories of momentous battles, or “garments roll’d in blood.’” The editor and others in his 

position “have now an opportunity of directing the attention of your readers to internal 

improvements, to repairs of roads, making turnpikes, opening rivers, improving agriculture, in 

short to call off their views from Europe, and fix it up on America, and by degrees, bring it home 

to their own doors.—This is my object.” The writer encouraged the citizens of Lynchburg: 

 
…to embrace the present favorable. For making some public improvement to their town, 
which for its rapid increase, and unexampled prosperity, is certainly without parallel in 
America, where a forest but a few years since afforded shelter to the dear, I now write in 
a serious hotel, surrounded by neat substantial houses, in which millions of property are 
annually disposed of to the surrounding inhabitants, it appears the work of enchantment, 
and even excites surprise in us Europeans, who are accustomed to court patronage, but 
nature has declared this the site for a city, and she is now accomplishing her work, 
unaided (and may I not say opposed) by man.33 

  
The writer revealed that he was not a Lynchburg or local resident, but in fact a European 

observer. Whether he had traveled to Lynchburg, or nearby Richmond, and observed the 

economic boom that had commenced along the James River cannot be known. The editorial 

does, however, suggest that within only the first two-decades of the 19th century, Lynchburg’s 

economic productivity and perceived capacity for long-sustained growth was undeniable. The 

observer continued, that despite the success thus far bestowed upon the town, it had “not a good 

road in any direction. Not a single Turnpike approaches, nor a solitary monument of public spirit 

 
33 “For The Press,” The Press, December 19, 1817. 
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to be seen, you are industrious, and enterprising in individual pursuits, why not combine for 

public utility, where the welfare of the whole town is advanced.”34 

The development of “good turnpikes,” further clearing of the river and its tributary 

branches would only further the “same rapid increase of wealth and population, which has been 

hitherto flowing in upon you….you have a large and fertile country surrounding you, a healthy 

situation, and the finest materials for building, and will be able to present as handsome 

appearance, as any city in the Union.”35 

 
34 “For The Press,” The Press, December 19, 1817. 
 
35 The remainder of the editorial is worth of further reading. The writer reveals his desire to establish an 

import-export business from Europe to capitalize on Lynchburg’s present and projected growth, “exporting produce, 
and importing goods from foreign countries.” To fund the venture, he proposed raising “a capital of $500,000 (in 
500 shares of $1000 each)” and promised of the benefit to Lynchburg: 

“The position I am now about to make will no doubt excite surprise among your old inhabitants, who can 
scarce get realize the present importance of the town, but having witnessed such establishments in Europe, and 
notice the great advantage to the places where they were held. I can assert with more confidence, that the plan of 
establishing a Mercantile City in the interior of a country, on a navigable river, will bear the test of reason, and has 
living examples to support it, my wishes to have a company formed for exporting produce, and importing goods 
from foreign countries, a capital of $500,000 (in 500 shares of $1000 each) would answer for a trial, let the 
institution be managed similar to your banks, with a board of directors, who would appoint agents, clerks, &c. Have 
an Agent here for purchasing produce, one in Richmond, for receiving and shipping, & forwarding goods here. You 
could ship to any part of Europe, and receive such goods as will suit the Western Merchants in return. The goods 
should all be disposed of at public sale semiannually, (Spring and Fall) of which do notice should be given in all 
newspapers, they should be sold by package on liberal credits, for such paper as the board of directors should 
approve of, the certainty of western merchants would have of being able to purchase on fair terms, would induce 
them to come & send their produce here for sale, the numerous company who would attend, would occasion such a 
competition, that there is no doubt the goods would yield a fair average, profit for the company, though not perhaps 
the present market rate of interest, but this cannot last, money is now plenty in Europe, at 3 & 4 pr. cent in 
Massachusetts at 3, In most of the Northern Cities at 6, and soon it will be here. I am so well satisfied the stock 
would be productive, that I would take 25 shares on opening the subscription. Your town merchants need not think 
the establishment would injure their business, 
 As They would sell more to the western traders after the “Company’s Sales,” in completing their 
assortment then they now do all together. The idea that this place must remain dependent upon Richmond, it is 
entirely erroneous, it will be preeminent, and ranked with any City in the Union. 
 I ask any candid man, if you cannot as well ex and import your goods, as the inhabitants of Richmond, and 
if the surrounding and western merchants would not much prefer getting their supplies of you, then as they now do, 
go several 100 miles over a rough road, and often wait here weeks, (with their wagons on expense) for the arrival of 
their roads in boats, your merchants must and will soon become their own ex- and importers. the plan I now propose, 
will only accelerate it, & see you the produce of the Valley, which now goes to Baltimore, a truly enterprising city, 
where a company of this kind is now forming. I sincerely hope some of your citizens will give the subject attention, 
for though I am not an inhabitant, I am as [?] subscriber myself.   A Friend of Lynchburg.” “For The Press,” The 
Press, December 19, 1817. 
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Both at home and abroad, the notable rank of Lynchburg among the emerging centers of 

commerce in the United States was certain. As “A Friend of Lynchburg” had suggested, 

Lynchburg citizens did press forward in taking steps to improve the town’s infrastructure. In a 

petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 28, 1818, the “undersigned petitioners” 

requested that the James River be improved by first offering consideration of “the present 

condition of the navigation of James River.”36 The importance of the James River to the 

economy of the state was well-known and the writer presumed it not necessary to write at great 

length the “importance of this subject.” 

The lands along the James River were “the most fertile and valuable part of the state,” as 

were its many branches and tributaries along which hundreds of towns and cities had developed 

since the time of its first settlement. The improvement of this “principle river” along with its 

branches was poised to “produce the most extensive benefits to the people of the 

commonwealth.” But the condition of the river between Lynchburg—the great tobacco exporter 

of the western part of the state—and Richmond—the destination point for tobacco and other 

goods to be shipped domestically and internationally—had “render[ed] the navigation of very 

little value; the price of freight, being nearly equal to the price of carriage by land.” According to 

the writers: 

A boat navigated by three hands, can in dry seasons, only carry about five or six thousand 
weight and in generally about three weeks in performing a trip ; the price of freight, in 
dry seasons from Lynchburg to Richmond, a distance of about 140 miles, is about one 
dollar per hundred, equal, as your memorialists are informed, to the price of freight from 
Pittsburg to New Orleans.37 

 

 
36 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 357, Folder 

5, Record Number 000612432, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
37 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612432. 
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The writers also calculated that the cost savings of shipping tobacco: 

If the navigation of the river was even such as to admit, in dry seasons, boats drawing 
twelve inches water the price of freight, between Lynchburg to Richmond, could not, as 
your memorialists think, exceed thirty-three cents per hundred ; and of improved, to the 
extend which they are well conceived is practicable, it could not exceed twelve and a half 
cents per hundred.38 
 

The memorialists were placed in a precarious position by the James River Company. Although 

charted by the state legislature for the public benefit for “improving the navigation of the river 

from tide water to the highest practicable point,” the charter provided the company an “exclusive 

right to the water & all privileges relative to the navigation of the river.” To this end the writers 

questioned if the intended right—once deemed “a grant so injurious to the interest of the 

commonwealth” by preventing any further improvement of the river—could have been the 

intention of the state upon granting the charter. While the charter was clear in giving the 

company the sole right and authority to improve the James River, “upon an inspection of the 

charter itself,” the memorialists discovered the right guaranteed only by “this express condition ; 

that the company should make the river well capable of being navigated, from the great falls to 

the highest practicable point, in dry seasons, by boats drawing 12 inches water. And it is therein 

further provided, that unless they commence the work within one year after the formation of the 

company, and complete the same in ten years, that all privileges therein contained, and the tolls 

therein granted, should be forfeited and cease.” 

At the time of the submitted petition, it had been “upwards of thirty years” since the 

incorporating act of the legislature, and the work to improve the river was “not yet finished.”39 

 
38 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612432. 
 
39 In recognition of the lack of improvements made, according to the memorialists, “the river could not at 

any time from the date of the charter, to the present day, have been navigated, in dry seasons, by boats drawing 8 
inches water….” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612432. 
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The General Assembly provided extensions to the James River Company over the decades, 

“from time to time, yet the last limitation, as they are informed expired some years ago.”40 

Despite the company or groups engaged in improving the river, the writers requested that he 

river may be “so improved as to admit boats drawing three feet of water as high up as 

Lynchburg,” the western town of growing exports, most notably tobacco.41 They believed the 

work could be done “for a much less sum, than would be required for the construction of a 

turnpike road, the same distance. That with three feet navigation, a boat to be navigated with five 

hands, could carry Fifty or Sixty Thousand weight and perform a trip from Lynchburg to 

Richmond, and return in ten days—whilst in the present state of the navigation, a boar navigated 

with three hands, can, only carry from five to six thousand weight, and is upwards of 20 days in 

performing the trip.” The undersigned petitioners prayed that the General Assembly would adopt 

such measures to the great benefit to the public, and in particular their current geographical and 

economic situation.42 

 
40 It was observed that, “The General Assembly, might therefore as it seems to them, now resume all those 

rights & privileges, had they been originally granted, & there would be the less cause of complaint, on the part of the 
James river Company, for this resumption in as much as the Company, without having compiled with the charter on 
their part, were permitted, by the mere generosity of the General Assembly, many years ago, to receive full tolls, and 
continue to receive full tolls to the present day. Your memorialists are perfectly satisfied, is an estimate could be 
made of the sums of money expended by them in the excessive high price of freight, for ant of that state & condition 
of navigation, which the James river Company, by the terms of their charter, were bound to have made many years 
ago, it would amount to a much larger sum than has been expended by that company in constructing the Canal at 
Richmond, and improving the navigation above. Neither is the high price of freight the only loss sustained by them ; 
such is and has been for many years the condition of the navigation, that boats are very often wrecked, their cargos 
greatly injured, and not unfrequently totally lost.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record 
Number 000612432. 

 
41 The memorialists “have said thus much upon the subject of the James River Company, not with any wish 

to infringe the rights of the company, if existing rights they have, but merely for the purpose of possessing the 
legislature with a true state of facts upon the subject. Their sole object is the improvement of the navigation of the 
River, and whether this is done by the incorporation of a new company, or by new conditions with the old company, 
is to them very immaterial. Should it be the pleasure of the general assembly to incorporate a new company, it is 
presumed that ample justice may be done the James River Company, by paying them the full value of all works an 
improvements constructed by them, or by incorporating the stick of that company, at its fair value with the stock of 
the new company.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612432. 

 
42 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612432. 
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The “Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works” (1819) was the first 

comprehensive report of the state’s present and future potential of improvement. Formed by an 

act of the legislature three years earlier on February 5, 1816, the Virginia Board of Public Works 

was a state-run body tasked with overseeing Virginia’s internal improvement projects. The 

state’s investments took the form of using revenue to purchase the bonds of private improvement 

companies, which often comprised between 40-60% of Virginia’s capital stock. Thomas Moore 

was tapped by John Mason in 1818 to lead the boards planning efforts as Chief Engineer, with “a 

handsome salary of $3,500 per year plus expenses. As Chief Engineer, it was Moore's 

responsibility to oversee the various public works projects underway in the state, make 

assessments of their progress, and advise the Board with expert opinions. Moore was principally 

engaged in evaluating the viability of the Potomac Canal.”43 Upon Thomas’s death in 1822, the 

board appointed none other than Claudius Crozet as Principal and Chief Engineer. Crozet, a 

French-born U.S. Army officer who taught civil engineering at West Point, later helping to found 

the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) in nearby Lexington, Virginia.44 

Deciding upon the state’s priorities of investment for Virginia’s internal infrastructure 

was no easy task. Many factors contributed to weighing the cost and benefit of implementing an 

improvement plan to include holistic value, favoring the transport of a specific article, distance, 

safety, and more. But beyond these factors, Moore described the “comparative value of the 

 
 
43 “Archives of Maryland, Biographical Series, (Thomas Moore (1760-1822),” 

https://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/015900/015918/html/15918bio.html. 
 
44 Sean Adams, “Claudius Crozet (1789–1864),” Encyclopedia Virginia, 

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864. 
 

https://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/015900/015918/html/15918bio.html
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864
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various kinds of improvement” in three grades of improvement.45 The first grade of 

improvement was local in nature, which enabled farmers to transport their tobacco, flour, and 

homespun goods to market “for such a sum, as added to the cost of production, will leave a clear 

profit, say, of twenty - five per cent. It will follow, that lands of a suitable quality for the 

production of those articles, contiguous to such an improvement, will have an additional value 

conferred on them, in consequence thereof….”46 The second grade of improvement was 

described as affecting those at the distance of one hundred miles from market, whereby the 

“means of transporting a hogshead of tobacco or a barrel of flour, for a sum, which added to the 

cost of production, will leave twenty-five per cent. profit from the sales ; then the effect of this 

superior grade of improvement, is, to raise the value of the farm one hundred miles from market, 

possessing the advantage of using such improvement, to precisely the same, as the land within 

fifty miles of market….”47 Moore described the third (or “still better”) grade of improvement as 

a product of “greater exertion, or the judicious application of natural powers” whereby the 

reduction of the price of transportation is felt “for two hundred miles, to the same as on the first 

for fifty miles, then the land contiguous to the third grade two hundred from market, will become 

equal in value to the land on the first grade fifty miles from market ; and the lands at one hundred 

miles on the third grade, will become much more valuable, than the lands at fifty on the first ; not 

only because the same articles will be carried to market for a much less sum, leaving the 

 
45 “Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works: On the Subject of the Survey of James 

and Kanawha Rivers, and the Intermediate Country, and an Examination of Those Water Courses, and Some of 
Their Branches, with a View to a Further Improvement of Their Navigation; for the Purpose of Facilitating a 
Commercial Communication Between Eastern and Western Waters of Virginia. To which is Subjoined the Report of 
the Additional Engineer, on the Same Subject” (United States: Thomas Ritchie, 1819), 90. 

 
46 Ibid. 
 
47 Ibid. 
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difference to be carried to the amount of clear profit ; but because a great variety of bulky, or 

heavy articles, may be transported by the third grade, that would not pay the price of 

transportation on the first.”48 

These three grades of improvement directly corresponded to what Moore categorized as 

three “classes” of improvement: the first class of improvement “cut through the forests, in a 

newly settled country, by which the scattered population travel to their court house or market 

town, (and with which the members of a denser population often remain too long satisfied);” the 

second class of improvement was comprised of “good turnpike roads, and the improved beds of 

water courses”; and the third class of improvement produced “the best navigable canals and iron 

railways.”49 The decision to choose the means of improvement was often a practical matter. 

Along the James River, the Board of Public Works deemed the third class the “most superior 

grade of improvement,” and the best investment for the greatest good of Virginians.50 

The Principal Engineer Thomas Moore described the “nature, the magnitude, and the 

immense importance of the trade of the James river.”51 It was calculated by Moore that 

improvements along the James River from Richmond, west toward Lynchburg, would profit the 

 
48 “Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works,” 90.; Balancing the local vs regional, vs 

state interests when spending public funds on internal improvements was difficult. The Board of Public Works 
rationalized striking this balance in the following way: “…whenever it becomes quite certain, that the mass of 
benefit, will greatly exceed the mass of injury, and that every individual of the community, will partake, either 
directly or indirectly, of the benefit, in proportion to his advances, then the improvement of whatever grade it may 
be, ought to be adopted, and carried into effect. Or, if the mass of benefit will greatly exceed the mass of injury ; and 
the minority of the community only , are to partake of the benefit ; yet, if the majority, nor no individual of the 
majority receive injury thereby, the majority ought to possess too much magnanimity to prevent the minority from 
helping themselves to a benefit.” “Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works,” 91-93. 

 
49 “Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works,” 91-93. 
 
50 Ibid, 95-98. 
 
51 Ibid, 117. 
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state and its citizens beyond the initial investment. The one-hundred-and-thirty-mile distance 

could be shortened by digging canals costing an estimated $1,178,075 for its completion.52 The 

total sum of projected revenue in tolls was calculated to be $240,000 per year—“equal to the 

interest on $ 4,000,000, or 20 per cent. on the whole expense of the improvement” (See 

Appendix, Figure 9).53  The result of the project was thought to prove a great benefit in reducing 

the cost of transportation and would “render the lands 150 miles up the river as valuable as those 

of equal quality within 20 miles of Richmond.”54 

At the same time the Board of Public Works looked to the James River as their main 

avenue of investment, the inhabitants and citizens of Lynchburg, as well as those of its 

neighboring counties, pressed forward with their interest in improving the region. Concurrently, 

locals contended advancing their economic interests despite growing costs to include tobacco 

storage duties. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 13, 1820, the 

“subscribers, merchants and others of the Town of Lynchburg” requested a reduction of the 

duties on the storage of tobacco inspected in the town of Lynchburg.55 The signed petitioners, 

 
52 Ibid, 5. 
 
53 Moore continued, describing the profitability of the endevour even if initial costs increased in price: 

“However astonishing this may appear, I cannot discover any part of the calculation that can on any reasonable 
ground be controverted . I believe that the sum proposed will effect the object; that the water - power which may be 
spared will amply pay all damages, but if the whole of the land occupied by the canal should be paid for at full price, 
it would affect the general calculation but very little. It will be seen that this calculation is grounded on existing facts 
as it relates to the quantity of articles to be transported , and with regard to the expense of transportation on the canal 
, this is proved by daily experience in every country where canals with towing paths exist. I think it goes to prove, 
that if in the first in stance a moderate sum can be procured and the tolls raised in anticipation of the work , that with 
the aid of small loans occasionally, the work may be carried on as fast as the nature of it will permit , without 
resorting to the plan of creating new stock if it should be thought most desirable to avoid it, and that when finished, 
the means will be ample to refund any loans that may have been obtained, and ultimately to reduce the tolls , besides 
paying a very high interest on the capital.” Ibid, 6. 

 
54 Ibid, 6.; Moore noted that such a system of canals in Great Britain was “probably the legitimate cause of 

the vast accumulation of wealth in Great Britain [since the canal system has been adopted on that island].” Ibid. 
 
55 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

76, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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being “for the most part dealers in Tobacco, inspected at the several Ware Houses in 

Lynchburg,” made note of the towns trade and “comparing its present, with its former situation.” 

They described the “revolution which has occurred throughout the commercial market” and 

rendering profits of their businesses “much more precious than formally,” and having 

“proportionably reduced the amount of its ordinary emolument.” 

As a result of their depressed profits, the petitioners were “induced to petition the General 

Assembly of Virginia, for a reduction of the Storage duties on Tobacco, inspected in the Town of 

Lynchburg.”56 They asserted that it was until “the system of the General Assembly of 1818 and 

1819 [that] the storage duty on Tobacco reached at the inspections in Lynchburg was fifty cents 

per Hogeshead. In the course of that session of the Legislature, this duty was increased fifty per 

cent and has [illegible] since continued at seventy five cents a Hogeshead….” For these reasons 

the petitioners conceived that it fell upon the General Assembly to “maintain some things like an 

equality between” the warehouses and the revenue generated by the proprietors in rent.57 They 

argued that tobacco warehouses were often located in “obscure parts of the town, where the 

value of ground is not considerable.” Moreover, the inexpensive materials used in their 

construction failed to warrant the income many proprietors expected. But what a proprietor 

 
 
56 The writers also stated: “That under these circumstances their business is not competent to discharge the 

hundred imposed on it when the country and the world were differently situated, and to leave to the dealer such a 
project as will justify his continuance in it.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession 
Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 76, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 

 
57 The Petitioners “humbly conceive that it should be an object of the General Assembly, to maintain some 

things like an equality between the intrinsic value of the Ware Houses, and the emolument they produce the 
Proprietor in the way of rent. This is required as well by general policy, as from an equitable regard for the interests 
of the planter and purchaser. It will not—be pretended that this relative equality between the intrinsic value, and the 
annual profit to the Proprietors, has been at all observed: On the contrary, the disproportion has been, and is such, as 
to afford of itself, sufficient evidence of the necessity of the reduction, asked for by your Petitioners.” Legislative 
Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 76, Library of Virginia: 
Richmond, Virginia. 
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“actually receives notwithstanding these circumstances, the annual income to the Proprietor far 

exceeds the annual comparative value of any other property in the town of Lynchburg.” 

For example, at the time of the request the petitioners wrote that the “amount of duties to 

the Proprietor has for the last 19 months, exceeded two thousand dollars, and at two others, 

fifteen hundred dollars; a compensation totally disproportioned to the value of the Ware Houses 

themselves, or the services which they render the public.” In comparison to tobacco warehouses 

in Richmond and Petersburg, “the rate of Duties to the State on storage is believed to be the 

same, as at this place,” despite those locations being “used as places of final Deposit, until the 

Tobacco is shipped for foreign markets; whereas in Lynchburg, they are more temporary 

conveniences, the tobacco imported here, being generally shipped for Richmond almost as soon 

as received.” The petitioners, therefore, finding “sufficient evidence of the necessity of the 

reduction” sought to remedy this disproportionate condition and requested a “reduction of the 

duties on storage which accrue to the Proprietor….”58 

In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on January 01, 1821, the “owners of 

Tobacco Warehouses in the Town of Lynchburg” spoke against a prior petition to decrease the 

rents for the storage of tobacco in the town.59 In understanding the role of the legislature to 

produce policy “most conducive to the promotion of public spirit, and [for] the advancement of 

the general good,” the writers argued that the 1818 “price of storage of a Hogshead of Tobacco, 

in a fire proof Warehouse for one year” of fifty cents was “a sum which was found to be utterly 

inadequate compensation to the owner, for the immense sums expenced in building and repairs.” 

 
58 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

76, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
59 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

79, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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The legislatures response to increase the “storage to the sum of seventy five cents in fire proof 

warehouses, and to sixty five and a half cents in others on each Hogshead” helped to stem the 

increasing cost of doing business. Given the price inflation that took hold of Lynchburg during 

the period, to the extent that there were numerous instances of warehouses “afford[ed] no profit 

to the owners, at the present price of storage,” the proprietors were in need of raising rents, even 

beyond that which took hold by the act of 1818. (emphasis included) Even in 1820, two years 

after raising the General Assembly authorized the raising of rents, the petitioners described that 

“few instances” exist in Lynchburg where the cost of labor and maintenance “match the 

expenditures made in pursuance of the act,” which added onto the proprietors an obligation to 

make fireproof all warehouses in the town.60 

Disputes over the cost of storage was not the only issue plaguing Lynchburg’s tobacco 

economy. A pervasive evil had taken hold that threatened the reputation of the town’s quality 

product seeking market in the east. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 

20, 1820, the “undersigned petitioners” requested an amendment to the tobacco inspection laws 

to prevent the “evil” of the fraud called “nesting.”61 The petitioners described that not only was 

the prosperity and importance of the Town of Lynchburg attained at the present time “almost 

entirely from the extend and value of its Tobacco inspections,” but also that “its future prosperity 

depends as much upon the character which it's tobacco sustains in foreign and domestic markets, 

as upon the quality which it receives.” To such end the maintenance of a “high reputation” of the 

tobacco inspections of the town, the petitioners sought to obtain “the interference of the General 

 
60 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

79, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
61 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

77, Record Number 000612436, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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Assembly,” which was deemed to be “essentially necessary” to combat the growing concern for 

fraud in the tobacco trade. The practice referred to as “nesting” involved cutting the tobacco of a 

hogshead with inferior leaf or inserting objects in the center of the hogshead to falsely inflate its 

weight and volume. It was hoped, and often the case, that tobacco inspectors inspected “an unfair 

sample, and consequently…impose[d] bad tobacco on the purchaser.” 

“Frauds to a considerable and increasing extend, have been successfully imposed by this 

means upon the purchaser, who in consequence is liable to suffer, both in fortune and 

reputation,” wrote the petitioners. “Success in this infamous practice, as your Petitioners believe, 

has been assisted by the manner in which Tobacco is inspected, or as it is commonly called, 

broke. A uniform mode of brokeing, a Hogshead of Tobacco has been observed, which by 

acquainting those planters disposed to avoid detection.” If left unchecked, the “practice that for 

some time pervaded to a certain extent with some of the Planters who use the Lynchburg market” 

was feared to spread and result in “the most injurious affect upon the character of its tobacco 

inspections, and most ultimately eventuate in a local destruction of its credit, and in the most 

serious injury to the town itself.” The petitioners sought a new law against the fraudulent practice 

and punishment for involved parties—to “guard against…this evil, and protect the innocent 

purchaser from impositions which he now frequently suffers—proposing that “every Inspector 

[be] required to broke a Hogshead of Tobacco, at least three times.”62 

Such harmful practices were not the only matters of legality that concerned the citizens of 

Lynchburg. Other concerns over the lack of a local Superior Court poised to harm the growing 

town’s progress and quality of life. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on 

 
62 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

77, Record Number 000612436, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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December 11, 1822, the “undersigned, citizens of the Town of Lynchburg” requested for a law 

establishing of a Superior Court of Law in the town of Lynchburg. Like the other petitions for 

the same outcome, the writers spoke of the great inconveniences that resulted from the lack of a 

nearby Superior Court. Those previously summoned as jurors for the Superior Court of Law for 

the County of Campbell, some “fifty to sixty of the inhabitants of the Town” of Lynchburg, were 

required to travel “a distance of twelve of thirteen miles.”63 According to the writers, a 

“considerable portion of…the citizens, from whom Grand Jurors are…men and summoned, are 

mechanics, in moderate circumstances, and but few of them owners of horses, and consequently 

are compelled in obeying the process of the Court, to submit to great personal inconvenience, as 

well as a sacrifice of their time and money. In short, the burden and expense of the Citizens, 

arising from this state of things, can only be known, and estimated, but those who have been 

compelled to bear them.” The undersigned provided “another circumstance” in favor of 

establishing a Superior Court of Law in the town of Lynchburg: “The Superior Court of the 

County [of Campbell], has been for several years past, and will probably continue hereafter to 

be, almost exclusively occupied in disposing of the criminal business of the court; a great past of 

which originates in the Town of Lynchburg. In consequence of which, the civil docket has 

increased to an extent, which forbids even the hope that the suits now depending upon it can be 

tried in any reasonable space of time without a new organization of the Superior Court of the 

County, or the establishment of a Superior Court of Law in the Town of Lynchburg. There are 

now depending upon the docket very many plain cases, which have been at [illegible] for years, 

 
63 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 357, Folder 

6, Record Number 000612441, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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but which, owing to the mass of business of the character before mentioned, have not even been 

called in the progress of the docket. Your Petitioners as in duty bound will pray &c.”64 

Within due time the citizens of Lynchburg requested alterations to better improve their 

situation. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 15, 1823, the 

“inhabitants of the Town of Lynchburg” requested a law extending the jurisdiction of the 

Superior Court of Law in Lynchburg for civil cases.65 They referenced that a law had been 

passed by the legislature on January 11, 1823, establishing the Superior Court of Law in 

Lynchburg, “with a Jurisdiction in civil cases similar to that given to the Hustings Court of the 

said Town.” The jurisdiction for said cases, however, extended “only to cases originating 

between those resident within the limits of the said town and half a mile without and around the 

same.” The petitioners, therefore, requested that an extension of the jurisdiction be made beyond 

the current limits as it would be “a great convenience to the Citizens of the town who are often 

dragged a distance of 12 miles to defend suits, which might be more conveniently done, if the 

Jurisdiction of the said superior court were thus extended.”66 

Again, short time had passed before the citizens of Lynchburg requested further 

alterations to better expedite the town’s settlement of lawsuits, which could depress active actors 

within their growing economy. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 13, 

1824, the “certain citizens of Lynchburg” requested a law giving further jurisdiction to the 

 
64 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612441. 
 
65 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

88, Record Number 000612445, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
66 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612445. 
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Superior Court of Law of the town of Lynchburg.67 They pointed out that by expanding the 

town’s jurisdiction, local plantiffs and witnesses would be conveneinced by limiting travel, as 

well as being “beneficial for the defendant, because he would be at home, and not objected to 

travel aboard on expenses to make his defence.” 

According to the petitioners: “At present the plaintiff not residing in Lynchburg is 

compelled to sue an inhabitant of Lynchburg in the county or superior court of law of Campbell. 

This is a very large country, and the courts crowded with business, so that causes are of 

necessity, continued from term to term on the dockets, and sometimes for years, much to the 

hindrance of justice, and effect to the entire loss of the plaintiffs rightful cause of action. whereas 

the jurisdiction of the Superior Court of Law of Lynchburg is so limited, that with the increase of 

it, now suggested, it would be but limited still, so that this court might regularly determine all the 

causes that would probably be brought before it at each term. Again, the arrangement now 

suggested could prejudice no one—the same judge presides in Campbell and Lynchburg 

Superior Court—The only person whose interest could possibly be affected simply in a 

pecuniary point of view, is the clerk of the county and superior court of Campbell-But he is 

Clerk of both these Courts and each court has so much and more to do, than is regularly done 

from term to term; his interest could be but slightly affected—and perhaps beneficially—for a 

quick docket, where the business is done, is more valuable to a clerk, than a sleeping docket, 

where the business cannot be done; and the four cause that would be transformed to the 

Lynchburg Court, would so far tighten the burden of the docket in Campbell. It is not known or 

believed that the Clerk of Campbell is opposed to this measure—But if he is, your petitioners 

 
67 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

90, Record Number 000612447, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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beg leave to submit, that court are not established for the emolument of Officers, but for the 

convenience of society generally, and for the benefit of these who are specially subjected to their 

jurisdiction. Your petitioners therefore pray that a Law may pass giving further jurisdiction to the 

Superior Court of Law of the Town of Lynchburg as is above set forth.”68 

As changes to the regions legal system and infrastructure was altered to better suit the 

growing town of Lynchburg, so too continued the slow but persisting progress of transportation 

improvements across the decade. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 

16, 1822, the “citizens of the Town of Lynchburg, and its vicinity” requested for a law 

authorizing a bridge across the James River and a road leading to it.69 They described that “some 

years ago” the idea for a bridge was conceived by local inhabitants “from across [the] James 

River above the Toll Bridge conducive to the convenience and prosperity of the Town and the 

[illegible] country,” many of whom became subscribers to “the erection of a free bridge under an 

 
68 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612447.; The awareness 

of backcountry inhabitants in antebellum Virginia should not be underestimated. The aforementioned alteration 
requested and achieved by Lynchburg citizens to improve their locality were not the only legal concerns observed. 
In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 19, 1825, the “inhabitants of the Town of Lynchburg” 
requested a law to discern whether a convention should be held to amend the state’s constitution. The brief request 
provided below offers evidence that being geographically removed in the backcountry from Richmond did not 
produce nor encourage disinterest in weighty matters of governance. Lynchburg residents found themselves deeply 
connected to the conversations that sought to implement changes throughout the Commonwealth; the rising town of 
Lynchburg was seen, at the time, to undoubtedly play a role in shaping the state’s future as its location relative to the 
fertile tobacco fields of the region secured its place as a needed economic constituency. 

“We, the undersigned inhabitants of the Town of Lynchburg being convinced that the people 
ought to be heard upon every question which concern their own government; and also, believing that a 
large a respectful portion, if not a majority of the good citizens of this commonwealth, are convinced that 
the present constitution of Virginia required amendment, by a Convention empowered to frame and to 
submit to the judgement of the people, such amendments thereof as to the Convention may seem just and 
expedient; all or any of which amendments, if approved by a majority of the people, shall become a part of 
the Constitution. 

We do, therefore, respectfully petition, that the necessary facilities be afforded by law, or 
ascertaining the sense of the people at their next spring elections, whether there shall be a Convention or 
not. And as in duty bound we will ever pray.” Ibid. 

 
69 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

85, Record Number 000612442, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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act of the Legislature….” Unfortunately, after “considerable advances in money” were made, the 

“undertaker after having nearly completed the work failed, and with him all the hopes of 

realizing the anticipated benefits from the bridge.” 

The petitioners described the scene that sustained them both a “loss of their money 

advanced and the many advantages which would result to them in common with the adjacent 

country from a use of the bridge unless your honorable body should convert the said free bridge 

into a Toll one.” They continued: “Your petitioners are ignorant of any principle either of policy 

or justice by which their convenience and interest and that of the people of a large section of 

country around it should be sacrificed, and the great expense already incurred in the erection of 

the bridge rendered totally unavailing—they therefore humbly pray that a law may be passed 

authorizing the speedy completion of this bridge and the road leading to it upon such terms and 

in such manner as may be conducive to the ends mentioned and do equal justice to those who 

had subscribed or engaged in its erection—and as in duty bound will ever pray….”70 

The following winter another petition was advanced. In a petition submitted to the 

General Assembly on December 09, 1823, the “petitioners residing in the Town of Lynchburg, 

as well as subscribers to the free bridge,- as others” requested for a law authorizing a bridge 

across the James River and a road leading to it.71 Much like the petition submitted nearly one 

year prior, the petitioners “beg[ged] leave to state, that the establishment of the bridge across 

James River above the old one would tend greatly to their convenience and advantage as the 

means of facilitating intercourse with a rich and populous Country, lessening the price of the 

 
70 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612447. 
 
71 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 

87, Record Number 000612444, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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essential article[s]” of goods. Although first undertaken by Capt. William Mitchell and an act of 

the legislature, the petitioners and subscribers “were sensibly mortified” of the situation that 

“frustrated its completion.” Despite the delay, progress was being made to build a structure “of 

the most durable Materials put together with great skill and care,” of which “very little remains 

to be done to open a safe and convenient road to it.” In arguing that neither the principles of 

“policy or Justice” would serve in making waste of the great sacrifice and expense “already 

incurred in the erection of this bridge”—and in its current state “rendered totally unavailing”—

they hoped that a law would be passed for “the speedy completion of this bridge and the road 

leading to it….”72 

Extensive Infrastructural Improvements 

The second half of the decade showed an exclusive petition interest in turnpike, river, and 

water work improvements. By the mid-1820’s Virginia had moved into an age of modern 

commercial agriculture. The Panic of 1819 created widespread economic volatility across the 

United States and in particular the planters of the South; in response, farmers diversified and 

developed a new earnestness for market accessibility and economic progress to reach further into 

the South and backcountry. 73 The first local petition from the second half of the decade was 

submitted to the General Assembly on December 22, 1825, the “President and Directors of the 

Lynchburg & Blue Ridge Turnpike Company” requested that a law be passed incorporating a 

joint stock company for the purposes of constructing a turnpike road from Lynchburg to the 

 
72 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612444. 
 
73 William G. Shade, Democratizing the Old Dominion: Virginia and the Second Party System, 1824-

1861 (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996), 30-33. 
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lower end of the Blue Ridge Canal in Bedford County.74 The petition was specific and shows the 

calculation taken into consideration in planning Lynchburg’s transportation routes. The turnpike 

was to run along “that second or Main Street in the town of Lynchburg” because “in this street 

mainly all the commercial business of the place is transacted….” In this spot, “Main Street is 

entered above the said Turnpike Alley by Six alleys and one Street, and by the same number of 

alleys and one street below the said Turnpike alley, which in combination to its proximity to the 

Blue Ridge Canal would ensure its thorough use by both merchants and townsfolk.”75 

It must not go unnoticed that disputes over internal improvements remained. For 

example, in a separate petition submitted to the General Assembly on January 26, 1826, a Mr. 

William B. requested for protection against possible fraud in the form of land speculation found 

in a recent petition requesting the General Assembly to establish an arm off of the Lynchburg & 

Salem Turnpike. Mr. William B., a benefactor of the estate of the late John Lynch, was informed 

that there was “a petition presented to your Honorable Body by Sundry citizens of the upper end 

of the Town of Lynchburg, praying that an arm of the Lynchburg Salem Turnpike road may be 

extended from some point on said road below the first gate to some point on Locke Street, [and 

that it] has been signed by Mary Lynch and Edward Lynch….”76 Mr. William B. aimed to assure 

the General Assembly that Mary Lynch had “no interest whatsoever in any of the lots in the town 

through which the said road probably intends to pass,” and therefore the Lynch name—nor 

speculation of the estates desire to purchase said land through which the extension may need to 

 
74 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

26, Record Number 000612477, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
75 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612477. 
 
76 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 
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pass through—should not be deemed an interested party, not having any “right to grant any 

privileges in said land….”77 

In 1827, additional support emerged for the continued improvement of the James River 

Canal. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on December 10, 1827, the “citizens of 

the Lynchburg and its vicinity” requested a continuation of the James River Canal or the 

improvement of the bed of the river by locks and dams.78 The petitioners found themselves 

“deeply interested” in the river improvements, having looked at plans adopted by the General 

Assembly with a “lively interest.” Having read of the numerous surveys and reports conducted 

by the Principle Engineer of the Board of Public Works, “and that he is decidedly of opinion that 

the present trade of the River between this and Richmond is more than ample to justify the 

prosecution of the improvement either by a continued canal or by Locks and Dames so as to 

introduce the use of larger vessels in the navigation of the River, propelled wither by Horse or 

 
77 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612456.;  One topic of 

interest among the questions that arise during discussion of internal improvement is, what people worked and 
labored to build the infrastructural projects? A glimpse is seen in a petition submitted to the General Assembly on 
December 21, 1827, whereby the “undersigned Commissioners of the Arm of the Lynchburg and Salem Turnpike 
Road” requested a law authorizing the Lynchburg Hustings Court to allot hands to work on the road and keep it in 
repair. It is unclear as to whether the proposed circumstance constitutes forced labor, however, the juxtaposition of 
the road being constructed by “voluntary subscription, at considerable cost,” and the request for the Hustings Court 
of Lynchburg to pass a law to “allot such hands to work on said road and keep it in repair under the direction of your 
petitioners,” raises questions of the type of labor desired to be utilized. Consider the following text: “…That your 
petitioners have completed the said road and opened the same as a public highway and that it now forms one of the 
chief inlets to the Town of Lynchburg, this road having been constructed by voluntary subscription, at considerable 
cost, and having entirely superseded the uses of another public road leading into Town, to which it runs parallel, the 
greater part of its length, your petitioners deem it but unusable, that is should be put on the footing of other public 
roads, and kept in repair by the hands, who have heretofore been allotted to the roads which it has superseded, as 
however, the Hustings Court of Lynchburg have [?] whether under the existing roads laws, they have power to a lot 
hands to this road your petitioners pray. That a law may pass authorizing the said Hustings Court to allot such hands 
to work on said road and keep it in repair under the direction of your petitioners, and their successors as 
Commissioners of the same, as the said court in its discretion may think proper, and as in duty bound your 
petitioners write….” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, 
Folder 9, Record Number 000612461, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 

 
78 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

8, Record Number 000612460, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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Steam power,” the memorialists sought to encourage the legislatures speed at completing the 

project. The memorialists asked to indulge the legislative body as to the reason for proceeding 

with the improvement: to increase the speed and efficiency of “promoting the wealth and 

prosperity of a country,” as well as creating a “safe speedy and cheap means of Transporting the 

products of its sort and industry to a market….”79 

The other petition submitted that same year to the General Assembly was on December 

10, 1827, by the “inhabitants of the Counties of Alleghany, Botetourt, Rockbridge, Amherst, 

Bedford, and Campbell, and the Town of Lynchburg” and requested that a turnpike be 

constructed from Lynchburg to Covington.80 The petitioners were “thoroughly convinced by 

practical observation” that the turnpike, if built, would be counted among the “beneficial effects 

of Internal Improvement on the prosperity, of a state and they highly appreciate the wisdom of 

that policy, which prompted a former Legislature of their State to set apart and consecrate a 

permanent fund for so useful a purpose.” Afterall, the fund was created as a mechanism of 

benefit by “the fruit of the common contribution,” and, therefore, should be directed toward 

improvements of “common purposes…the general good of the state, and the production of the 

greatest quantum of prosperity to the people at large in contra destination to the arrangement of 

local and private interest only.” The writers lamented that “their section of Country” was not a 

beneficiary of benefits arising from “any improvement projected or accomplished by the State, 

under the auspices of the common fund.” The only “scheme” of the state that offered the hope of 

benefit was the ongoing improvement of the James and Kanawha Rivers, which was described as 

 
79 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612460. 
 
80 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 8, Folder 6, 

Record Number 000389666, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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“a work originating wholy in motives of general policy, and intended for general purposes, and 

which has been so conducted, as not only, not to benefit but has as yet actually resulted in a 

positive injury to them by being made the pretext for [illegible] their Staple article Tobacco, with 

an augmented tariff of toll without the least equivalent in the improvement of the navigation….” 

Despite the significance of Lynchburg as the “principle market for their whole section of the 

country,” the limited improvements eminating from the central fund needed to be augmented by 

the proposed turnpike from Lynchburg to Covington.81 

The next year, in 1828, an additional turnpike request was made. In a petition submitted 

to the General Assembly on December 02, 1828, the “citizens of Lynchburg, and of the counties 

of Campbell, Buckingham, Charlotte, and Prince Edward” requested to incorporate a company to 

construct a turnpike from Chilton's Tavern to Lynchburg.82 The petitioners described Lynchburg 

as “the market to which the produce of the surrounding counties” are carried to Lynchburg, a 

large portion of which was carried “by the road leading from Chilton Tavern to said Town and 

which is part of the great stage road from Richmond to the west by way of Lynchburg.” The 

condition of the travel conditions along this route was described by the petitioners as “broken, 

hilly country” and insufficient “to meet the just demands of the community for a good road to 

market.” During the winter and spring months when snow and rain wreaked havoc along dirt 

backcountry roads, the route became “almost unpassable for loaded wagons.” Such impediments 

to growth of travel and trade between the towns required the construction of a turnpike where the 

 
81 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000389666.; An identical 

petition was submitted on December 04, 1828 (Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, 
Accession Number 36121, Box 8, Folder 10, Record Number 000389669, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 

 
82 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

11, Record Number 000612463, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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dirt road presently sat, which constituted the distance of fourteen miles that could be reduced to 

less than twelve miles, if straightened. In addition to offering justifications for trade, the 

petitioners conveyed to the legislators that the country through which the road cut provided “in 

great abundance all the natural materials for a turnpike….” Moreover, they believed that “said 

road would ensure in reasonable Tolls, a handsome profit to those who might expend their 

money in Lynchburg….”83 

Of great significance in not only Lynchburg’s progression, but also for such 

infrastructural projects of its kind throughout the nation, was the beginning of Lynchburg’s 

efforts to construct a local water works. In a petition submitted to the General Assembly on 

December 23, 1828, the “Common Council of the Town of Lynchburg” requested for an act 

remitting the toll fee on the cost of transporting iron pipes, machinery, and materials used in the 

erection of the Lynchburg Water Works.84 The construction of such an “important public work, 

estimated to cost forty thousand dollars,” was to have helped ensure a reliable supply of water 

for “daily use” purposes and “for the more ready extinguishment of fire.” The process of 

building the water works system required “upwards of one hundred fifty ton of cast iron 

pipes…and materials” from both Philadelphia and New York, which had been shipped south and 

transported along the James River. As such, tolls were incurred on the transported goods to the 

tune of “one Dollar and fifty cents per ton,”—on all items “from paper, machinery, and 

materials, used in the erection” of the work—and the Common Council believed such tolls were 

to be remitted because of the public benefit and utility for which the materials were to be used, to 

 
83 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612463. 
 
84 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

13, Record Number 000612465, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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the benefit of both Lynchburg and the state. According to the writers, the water works were 

erected for “the ample security it will afford in protecting from the destructive elements of fire 

the large quantity of Tobacco, at are times stored in the Pubic Warehouses in Lynchburg and for 

the further consideration of encouraging the spirit of enterprise which has prompted the citizen of 

our Town to advise the erection of this one of the most important public work now in progress in 

Virginia and the only one of the kind ever undertaken in the state.”85 

The General Assembly agreed with the petitioners, and on February 13, 1829, An Act 

Concerning the Lynchburg Water Works was passed that allowed for “cast-iron pipes, machinery 

and other materials” to pass “toll-free, along the waters of the James River.” 86 In addition, any 

 
85 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612465.; According to 

town records, “In 1811, the Council granted to John Lynch the privilege of conveying water in wooden pipes 
through the streets from the springs on his farm at the head of Horseford Branch. These springs still exist on the 
squares lying between Madison, Federal, Sixth and Seventh; then they were in a secluded forest of original growth. 
For the use of this water Lynch was authorized to charge the citizens, the town reserving the right to use so much of 
it as was necessary to extinguish fires. The better to avail themselves of this privilege, in 1813 the town authorities 
built a small reservoir on Ninth street, between Main and Court, close to the line of Court. This structure was twelve 
feet square and ten feet deep, and was kept full of water to meet the emergencies of a fire. It seems to have leaked 
badly, and there was much complaint that the street in its neighborhood was made almost impassable thereby. Four 
fire-plugs were erected at the same time, from which the little fire engine the town then boasted could be supplied. 
John Lynch sold out his interest in these primitive water works in 1817 to James Wade, and to them alone did our 
people look for water until 1827; when, after much violent agitation, it was determined by a vote of the people to 
build a pump- house, dam, and the reservoir on Clay street, at a cost of $50,000. To meet this expense the first debt 
of the town was created. The reservoir was constructed under the supervision of Albert Stein, Esq., a civil engineer 
of dis tinction, and was finished in 1830, when it was inaugurated amidst great enthusiasm by a very elaborate civic 
and military procession. The reservoir of 1830 seems at the time to have been regarded by our fore fathers as large 
enough to meet the demands of an indefinite future; but the growth of the town, very soon after its completion, 
developed the need of a further supply.” Thomas D. Davis, ed., The Code of the City of Lynchburg, Virginia; 
Containing the Charter and the General Ordinances in Force July 1st, 1887. Also, a Digest of Acts of Assembly, and 
of Ordinances Affecting the Rights and Interests of the City of Lynchburg an it's Citizens, Together with a Brief 
Sketch, Historical and Statistical (Lynchburg: J.P. Bell & Co., Book and Job Printers), 219. 
  

86 Acts Passed At A General Assembly Of The Commonwealth Of Virginia, Begun And Held At The Capitol, 
In The City of Richmond, On Monday, The First Day of December, In The Year Of Our Lord, One Thousand Eight 
Hundred And Twenty Eight, And Of The Commonwealth The Fifty Third. (Richmond, 1829), 
http://www.waterworkshistory.us/VA/Lynchburg/1829VAchap82.pdf. 

 

http://www.waterworkshistory.us/VA/Lynchburg/1829VAchap82.pdf
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“tolls already paid for the transportation thereof,” were to be “refunded to the Common Council 

aforesaid, on the warrant of the Second Auditor….”87 

 
87 Ibid; Research of the Lynchburg Water Works revealed numerous mentions in period publications. In the 

August 1, 1829, edition of Boston’s Columbian Centinel newspaper, the following entry was printed: “Lynchburg, 
(Va) July 23.- This important work has so far progressed, that on Saturday last the machinery was put in motion, and 
a column of water, nine inches in diameter, was propelled through the main pipes from the pump house to the 
reservoir, a distance of 2200 feet with an elevation of 245 feet.  We know of no works in Europe or America, where 
water is raised to so great an elevation.  The machinery was again put in motion on Monday last, and operated about 
one hour.  The experiment made is highly satisfactory.  The machinery operates with great regularity and trueness -- 
and the labour of lifting so great a column of water is performed with apparent ease -- by these experiments the 
pump and pipes have been subjected to all the pressure they are designed to sustain -- and the fact that in all the 
range of pipes not a leak is discoverable, and the water was raised to its distant point on the first application of the 
power, without the occurrence of the last casualty -- a circumstance no in the history of any work of similar kind, 
reflects great praise on our able and persevering Engineer, Mr. Albert Stein.” “Lynchburg Water Works,” 
Columbian Centinel (Boston, Massachusetts, 1829), 2.;  

In travel writer and pioneering journalist Anne Royall’s 1830, “Mrs. Royall's Southern Tour, Or, Second 
Series of the Black Book,” she detailed the marvelous work that was the Lynchburg Water Work: “Lynchburg 
Water Works were commenced in 1826, under the superintendence of a committee of the Town Council, called the 
Water Committee; Albert Stein, Esq. Engineer. The water is raised from a pump-house, on the margin of the river, to 
a reservoir, 245 feet above the surface of the water in the river, a distance of 2000 feet! The pump is a double 
forcing pump—diameter of the pump barrel, nine inches—it operates with a stroke of the piston, of four and a half 
inches—by a breast water wheel, 17½ feet diameter; length of buckets, 8 feet. Under a useful head of water of 7 feet 
9 inches, and fall of 2 feet 6 inches, the water is raised thro' cast-iron pipes 7 inches in diameter from a quarter to 
three-quarters of an inch thick, varying according to the degree of pressure they have to sustain. The weight of water 
on the piston by the pump, is about 8000 lbs.—makes ten strokes a minute, and raises into the reservoir 10,000 
gallons of water per hour. The leading, main pipe from the reservoir to the principal street, is 8 inches in diameter; 
the pipes of conduit through the different streets, are three and four inches in diameter, all of cast-iron.—At the 
intersection of each street and alley, fire plugs are erected; and so great is the head of water, that with the use of hose 
it can throw over the tops of the highest houses, without the aid of an engine. The reservoir contains upwards of 
300,000 gallons of water, and is divided into two apartments. The water is thrown into A, and when sufficiently 
settled, it is drawn off into B, whence it is distributed through the town. The cost of the works, say, pumps, pipes, 
canal, dam, &c. &c. was about $36,000. The sum paid for water power, and site for reservoir, pump house, &c., 
about $5,000. To finish the pump-house in a handsomer style, and improve the lots on which the house and reservoir 
are situated, will cost from eight to ten thousand dollars more. The funds to effect this work, were obtained by the 
corporation, on loan, bearing an interest of six per cent, per annum, the principal not redeemable until 1850, and 
afterwards, at the pleasure of the corporation. The loan was taken by a citizen of the town, J. D. Murrel, Esq. at par. 
This is the only work of the kind in Virginia, and the height to which the water is thrown, is greater than in any other 
place in the United States ; that of Philadelphia being only 92 feet, and Cincinnati, 175 feet. 
Albert Stein, Esq., (Engineer) the projector and executor of this important and useful work, has done himself much 
credit.— He is said to be a man of great industry, science and skill, and I was sorry I had not the pleasure to see 
him.” Anne Newport Royall. Mrs. Royall's Southern Tour: Or, Second Series of the Black Book (United States, 
1830), 112-113.; 

In his 1887, Sketch Book of Lynchburg, Va. Its People and Its Trade, editor Edward Pollock provided a 
useful chronology of the evolution of public water: “The first movement towards supplying the town with water was 
in 1799, when 'The Lynchburg Fire Company' obtained leave from the trustees to sink wells and erect pumps on 
Main Street for the convenience and safety of the citizens. They availed themselves of the privilege to a very limited 
extent, although several pumps were placed on the side walks and were used by the public for many years. 
In 1811, the Council granted to John Lynch the privilege of conveying water in wooden pipes through the streets 
from the springs on his farm at the head of Horseford Branch. These springs still exist on the squares lying between 
Madison, Federal, Sixth and Seventh; then they were in a secluded forest of original growth.  For the use of this 
water Lynch was authorized to charge the citizens, the town reserving the right to use so much of it as was necessary 
to extinguish fires. The better to avail themselves of this privilege, in 1813 the town authorities built a small 



 244 

The final improvement petitions of the decade sought to erect tobacco warehouses to aid 

in housing the soils of the growing tobacco market. In a petition submitted to the General 

Assembly on December 26, 1828, “Gustavus A. Rose of the town of Lynchburg and Jacob Haas 

of the County of Amherst” requested permission to erect a public warehouse for the inspection of 

tobacco in the town of Lynchburg on the property of G. A. Rose.88 The proposed location of the 

warehouse was to be “in a central part of the town, and is admirably adapted for the purpose 

contemplated.” Although numerous public warehouses had been built in the previous decades, 

the petitioners argued that “true policy dictates the encouragement of competition in their, as in 

all other pursuits, or branches of business, in which the community are interested. This principle 

is the more especially true, and applicable to the object under consideration, as Tobacco is the 

Staple of that portion of the state surrounding Lynchburg and as a very large proportion of the 

tobacco made in the state is inspected at Lynchburg.”89 An additional petition was submitted to 

the General Assembly for the same purposes on December 11, 1829, by “Gustavus A. Rose and 

Jacob Haas” that requested permission to erect a “fireproof warehouse” for the reception and 

 
reservoir on Ninth Street, between Main and Court, close to the line of Court. This structure was twelve feet square 
and ten feet deep, and was kept full of water to meet the emergencies of a fire. It seems to have leaked badly, and 
there was much complaint that the street in its neighborhood was made almost impassable thereby. Four fire plugs 
were erected at the same time, from which the little fire engine the town then boasted could be supplied. John Lynch 
sold out his interest in these primitive water works in 1817 to James Wade, and to them alone did our people look 
for water until 1827, when, after much violent agitation, it was determined by a vote of the people to build a pump 
house, dam, and the reservoir on Clay Street, at a cost of $50,000. To meet this expense the first debt of the town 
was created. The reservoir was constructed under the supervision of Albert Stein, Esq., a Civil Engineer of 
distinction, and was finished in 1830, when it was inaugurated amidst great enthusiasm by a very elaborate civic and 
military procession. The reservoir of 1830 seems at the time to have been regarded by our forefathers as large 
enough to meet the demands of an indefinite future; but the growth of the town, very soon after its completion, 
developed the need of a further supply.” Sketch Book of Lynchburg, Va. Its People and Its Trade, editor Edward 
Pollock (1887): 93-95, https://archive.org/details/sketchbookoflync00poll/page/92/mode/2up?view=theater.  

 
88 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

15, Record Number 000612467, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
89 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612467. 

https://archive.org/details/sketchbookoflync00poll/page/92/mode/2up?view=theater
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inspection of tobacco.90 This request again emphasized the importance of competition among the 

town’s warehouses, noting that of the opposition to their proposal raised by some unknown 

individuals, “their real object is to retain to themselves the monopoly they now enjoy” to the 

detriment of and “loss to the public.” Moreover, the warehouse itself planned to be made 

fireproof for the protection of the community’s most valuable commodity.91 

Conclusion 

The relatively small population of Lynchburg, even by 1829, had achieved immense 

progress in establishing themselves as an economic force not only in the Virginia backcountry, 

but also throughout the state. The fertile soil surrounding the James River was in desperate need 

of shipping outlets to move tobacco east at the outset of the 19th century, and Lynchburg and 

other regional inhabitants saw the opportunity as a boon to their own interests. What was a slow 

growing town in the first years after the turn of the century, became a booming and prosperous 

destination of economic value to the state. The continued construction of bridges, turnpikes, 

roads, and bank branches were accompanied with new dam projects. In addition, this period 

 
90 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 

16, Record Number 000612468, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
91 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Record Number 000612468.; A third petition 

of the same nature was submitted to the General Assembly on January 18, 1830, by “Gustavus A. Rose and Jacob 
Haas” and requested for the establishment of a warehouse for the inspection of tobacco in the town of Lynchburg. 
The content of the petition was nearly identical by the version submitted on December 11, 1829, with slight 
additional context given regarding opposition to their request within a remonstrance submitted to the General 
Assembly: “That your Memorialists presented to your Honorable body during your present session, a petition 
praying the establishment of a public ware house for the inspection of Tobacco, on a lot of ground designated in said 
petition, the property of your memorialist Gustavus A. Rose, and situated in the Town of Lynchburg- Your 
memorialist had anticipated no objection from an quarter to what they regarded as a most reasonable request, but 
contrary to their great expectations, they learned that a remonstrance sent by proprietors of the public Warehouses 
for the inspection of Tobacco, already established in the said Town has been forwarded to your Honorable body 
resulting the prayers of your memorialists in certain grounds therein stated. By reference to this remonstrance it will 
be seen that the exhibitors of it ostensibly found their opposition to the prayer of your memorialist on the grounds of 
alleged inconvenience and loss to the public, their real object is to retain to themselves the monopoly they now 
enjoy.” Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 265, Folder 19, 
Record Number 000612471, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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shows drastic structural changes to Lynchburg’s legal and social structure, all of which served 

the betterment of the economy and lifestyle longed for in the town. New local courts were 

accompanied by a Union society and a charity school. Damns, turnpikes, and even a 

manufacturing company were created prior to 1830. The following acts concerning the 

development of Lynchburg were proposed and passed in the Virginia General Assembly between 

the years 1817 and 1829 (See Appendix, Figure 10).92 

 
The collective petitions to the General Assembly give immense insight into the thinking 

and reasoning for the development of Lynchburg during the antebellum period. Embraced were 

the Jeffersonian philosophies that aligned with the long tradition of Virginian politics, both at the 

state and federal level. The inhabitants of Lynchburg—and the state legislatures that approved 

their petition requests—were undoubtedly shaped by both the prevailing political philosophies 

that dominated the Upper South, but also their local mores and values. The rise and development 

of Lynchburg Virginia between 1719 and 1829 serves as a testament to the self-determinized 

sectionalism that comprised the American backcountry, forging prosperous communities from 

their own free will and work ethic.

 
92 “Annual Report” (United States: Lynchburg, Virginia, 1887), 183-185. 
 



Conclusion 
 
 
 

The rise and development of Lynchburg, Virginia is not a singular story, but rather a 

microcosm of political economy in early America. This paper has sought to assess the growth of 

‘the hill city’ between 1791 and 1829 through the lens of internal improvements, which 

ameliorates the attitudes and vision towards economic progress. In so doing, the principles of 

federalism, sectionalism, and other points of political contention that underlie political economy 

come to light. 

Federalism was a deeply rooted principle at the outset of the American founding but had 

taken centuries to develop in western thought. Johannes Althusius’ Politica (1603), a work 

drawn from the “doctrine of resistance” found among his Calvinist and French Huguenots 

influences, was the first to explicate what constitutes modern federalism.1 According to scholar 

Daniel J. Elazar, it was “the first book to present a comprehensive theory of federal 

republicanism rooted in a covenantal view of human society derived from, but not dependent on, 

a theological system. It presented a theory of polity-building based on the polity as a compound 

political association established by its citizens through their primary associations on the basis of 

consent rather than a reified state imposed by a ruler or an elite.”2 A treatise on human 

association existing within a period of state building across 17th century Europe, which as a 

whole adopted the centralizing political philosophy of Jean Bodin and his theory of indivisible 

 
1 Andreas Follesdal, “Federalism”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), 

Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/federalism/. 
 
2 Johannes Althusius, Politica. An Abridged Translation of Politics Methodically Set Forth and Illustrated 

with Sacred and Profane Examples, ed. and Trans. Frederick S. Carney. Foreword by Daniel J. Elazar (Indianapolis: 
1995 Liberty Fund). 

 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/federalism/
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sovereignty, the federalism of Politica had a second change in America. Montesquieu’s The 

Spirit of Laws (1748) posited these associations as units of political confederations, which 

created the political means to thwart tyranny while retaining republican virtue through separation 

of powers. Within the framing of the American constitutional republic, both the Declaration of 

Independence and the United States Constitution recognized this power as not retained by either 

the federal mechanism or the confederated states themselves, but rather “the people” of the 

several states. Federalism has often been described by modern scholars as a linear concept, and 

by consequence, has framed historical events within a binary. For example, the adoption of state-

sponsored internal improvement projects at the local and state level by Jeffersonians, while 

rejecting internal improvement projects at the federal level, has been described as a failure to 

uphold a coherent philosophy of political economy. This paper has sought to engender an 

alternative narrative, which shows the complex web of thought behind the assumed 

contradiction. 

Causation & Correlation of Growth 

The question whether internal improvements were a natural outgrowth of communities 

(the next logical step), an intentional effort to create something new, or a product of social and 

economic mania are not either, or, questions. In the case of Lynchburg, the Scots-Irish and 

English settlers in that region of the Virginian backcountry were the beneficiaries of several 

developmental inputs. Jack P. Green’s developmental model best describes how the flow of 

Scottish Enlightenment philosophies, as well as a host of other learned knowledge, flowed down 

the class structure of the tidewater elite and west up the James River. Subsequently, writings of 

the well-known Scottish and English philosophers who permeated 18th and 19th century thinking 

concerning human action and work-ethic, to include their own commonly held protestant work-
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ethic found among the overwhelmingly reformed settlers, provided encouragement and 

justification to seek economic improvement. In addition to its reach into the backcountry, 

inhabitants of western Virginia were often the progeny of—and in select cases immigrants 

from—areas of Scotland and Ireland, which witnessed generations of economic development. 

One cannot discount the connection between the farmers forced to etch out their own way in the 

fields of the Highlands and Ulster and the inherited tradition of economic progress that extended 

into the United States.  

Local newspaper headlines throughout the backcountry ran weekly stories of the 

immense excitement and benefit citizens across the states expected from improvements. The 

Lynchburg Press documents both publicly and privately funded road, bridge, and canal 

endeavors throughout New England at the turn of the turn of the 19th century and forward. Prior 

to and in addition to these modes of encouraging improvement, internal improvements in 

Lynchburg may also be characterized as a natural outgrowth of the town—undoubtedly 

influenced by its aforementioned philosophical and intellectual roots. The Lynchburg petitions to 

the General Assembly document this desire to forge an economic betterment in both the 

immediate and future, striking a balance between enriching themselves and their posterity. 

In contrast to the Whigs of the period who sought to build something new into the New 

England landscape, the Jeffersonians saw politics and internal improvements as tools to be 

utilized for the betterment of the community. Politics was simply another area of life within 

which human existence took place and did not constitute the existence itself. Jeffersonians, 

therefore, did not recognize a contradiction by using politics to advance local interests while 

simultaneously holding objectives to political power at higher levels of government. This 

distinction was often seen, and may be best analogized within the period paradigm, in low-
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church environments as compared to high-church environments, whereby the division between 

the outside and inside world is blurred as the level of abstraction rises. This blurring of lines 

occurs because social and economic associations are not linear, but rather form a complex web of 

duties and obligations, each of which are individualized, tailored, and ever-changing in relation 

to one another. 

Unlike the moral distinction often falsely attributed to private-public relation prevalent 

among libertarian scholars fearful of Frederik Hayek’s Road to Serfdom, localities viewed such 

relationships as merely practical toward achieving their desired ends. In comparison to 

Jeffersonians in Virginia, the Whig’s were driven by an ideological commitment to a national 

vision and grand design, which existed at a level of abstraction too high for many in the 

backcountry to see. Likewise, localities often operated at too low of an abstraction for the 

national legislature to comprehend, thereby viewing local interests as a threat to federal power. 

This false line of demarcation existed between Aristotle and both Adam Smith and David 

Ricardo—all of whom influenced leading thinkers of the late 18th and early 19th centuries—

whereby the former posited politics as supreme while the latter saw the being as supreme. 

Jeffersonians and Whigs were both Aristotelian at their core, seeing human beings as 

social creatures drawn toward each other—not spinning apart thru centripetal force, but drawn 

together through centripetal force. Brought to America early on by the New England Puritans, 

who themselves were Aristotelian, mankind was viewed as separated by sin and nature and thus 

looked to government to create unity through one human function. But while the Greeks talked 

about philosophy, the Puritans talked about theology and saw the various planes and planks of 

society through a different lens. Opposite of the societal lens conveyed by the German 

sociologists, Jeffersonians in the 18th and 19th centuries saw community as more than what 



 251 

constitutes society; community was a composition of distinct social relationships, each abiding 

by and requiring varied rules of engagement—a medieval concept influenced by their own 

theology to include the trinitarian doctrine, i.e., spatiality and associative unification. The 

Scottish philosophers such as Adam Smith and David Hume described this complex web of 

interaction as the economy, while early American Jeffersonians discovered that the invisible 

hand was not one thing, but rather everything. Moreover, while the former saw government and 

society in a constant struggle for supremacy, the latter saw the necessity for society to achieve 

victory. In other words, while Adam Smith described the invisible hand, the Jeffersonian 

attempted to describe the fingers and further clarify the praxeological implications that emerge 

within a society as well as the most practical parameters for governance. For the Jeffersonians, 

there was no hypocrisy or contradiction to accept, and even deeply advocate, for internal 

improvements at the state level while opposing such improvements at the federal level. 

While Alexander Hamilton, Albert Gallatin, and Tench Coxe comprised the spectrum of 

economic philosophy in America that accepted and advocated for cooperation between the 

federal government and public finance, the Jeffersonian position remained deeply opposed. 

Jefferson was not, however, alone in these beliefs, which encompass a nuanced political 

philosophy. Jeffersonianism was a philosophy of governance found among the Anti-Federalists 

during the ratification period and later the Democratic-Republican Party, thereafter. Co-founded 

by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in 1792, the party championed the ideals of 

republicanism to include individual liberty, state sovereignty, and a strict-constructionist 

interpretation of the federal constitution. It is no surprise that among the Jeffersonians at the 

federal level that the most prominent and ardent supporters served as representatives to the state 

of Virginia. As a British colony, Virginians adopted the first bi-cameral legislature in the New 
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World, dividing the upper and lower houses of the General Assembly. The state produced four of 

the first five Presidents to include George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and 

James Monroe, whose collective achievements include solidifying key constitutional principles 

and policies that solidified the nation’s standing on the world stage.3 Numerous Virginia 

statesmen carried on the Jeffersonian tradition during their tenor of public office. Often and 

unfortunately less known than their presidential counterparts, the careers and writings of John 

Taylor of Caroline, John Randolph of Roanoke, Philip Pendleton Barbour, and St. George 

Tucker offer a comprehensive understanding of the Jeffersonian worldview within the Early 

National Period (1789-1830). Each of these four men served within prominent political offices at 

the state and federal level and contributed to carrying on the legacy first established by the 

Jeffersonian Republicans during the first years of political formation in the United States. 

Moreover, their writings help ameliorate the political philosophy—to include political 

economy—of many backcountry, rural settlers throughout the state. Many other Virginians 

played prominent roles at the state and federal level, representing the states-rights, strict-

 
3 According to scholar Donald Livingston, Virginia’s contributions to forming the political landscape of 

American political society prior to the Civil War are unparalleled. But Virginia was not alone in the principles it 
upheld. The Jeffersonian principles—embodied in the “Revolution of 1800”—were held throughout southern 
society, to include the state legislatures and federal representatives. As Jeffersonianism reached across southern 
statesmen, so too did southerners in their domination of American political life at the federal level. “Consider the 
following: As of 1860, Americans had elected nine presidents from the South, only five from the North, but during 
this period, five Southern presidents served two terms. No northern president ever served two terms. In the first 
sixty-four years, fifty-two of those years saw the election of southern Presidents, and had William Crawford not 
suffered a stroke, which he survived but weakened his campaign, it is likely he would have won over John Quincy 
Adams—that's a speculation but I think that's plausible. And if he had, then in the first sixty-four years, only eight 
years would have been under northern presidents. So, northerners elected southerners as presidents because they 
articulated this Jeffersonian Americanism in a very compelling way. 
… 
Let's go to attorney generals: As of 1860, the South who produced fourteen, the North, five; Supreme Court justices, 
the South, seventeen, the North, eleven; Speakers of the House, the South, twenty-one, the North, twelve. 
Southerners were crucial in securing independence from Britain and informing the constitution. All the territory 
acquired by the United States beyond the original thirteen states was acquired by southern administrations. By 1848, 
the North began to industrialize and to demand the use of the central government to subsidize its interests; that was 
incompatible with the founding Jeffersonian America and gave rise to the secession of eleven southern states.” 

Donald Livingston, “When the South Was America” (Abbeville Institute, 2016), Lecture. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RW4M46JXXzE&t=1288s. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RW4M46JXXzE&t=1288s
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construction, Jeffersonian tradition including Thomas Cooper, Thomas R. Dew, William Branch 

Giles, and Spencer Roane. 

Governor John Floyd 

Governor John Floyd (1830-1834) served as an apt representative for the nuanced 

political views of antebellum Virginia that walked a cautious balance between nationalism and 

states’ rights as well as national flourishing and sectional interests. John Floyd (1783-1837) was 

born in Floyd Station, Kentucky and later settled in Montgomery County, Virginia as a trained 

physician. Before his move to Montgomery County, Floyd lived for several years in Lexington, 

Virginia—about 30 miles north of the town of Lynchburg. He was elected to the Virginia 

General Assembly in 1814, representing Montgomery County. In 1817, he was elected to 

Congress where he served until 1829, thereafter serving as Virginia governor from 1830 to 1834. 

It is also critical to note the interconnectedness of Virginian politics during the era. As Governor, 

Floyd was preceded by William Brach Giles (1827-1830)—a ardent supporter of the Kentucky 

and Virginia Resolutions as well as campaigner against both Albert Gallatin’s national bank and 

Henry Clay’s American System. Moreover, Floyd’s governorship was proceeded by Littleton 

Waller Tazewell (1834-1836), a Virginia statesmen and state improvement advocate, first 

appointed (and reelected) to the Senate after the death of John Taylor of Caroline in 1824. 

Despite his role as a leading figure boycotting northern manufacturing and the American System, 

Tazewell, like many other Virginias, saw no contradiction in supporting local and state internal 

improvements. Jeffersonian political philosophy was not the exception in Virginia, but rather the 

rule. 

Floyd’s tenor as governor was during a critical transition. By 1830, the North was 

overtaken by internal improvement projects and investment as was vast swaths of the South. 
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According to the capital account figures for the Virginia Fund for Improvements (1816-1861) 

collected by Howard Newlton, Jr., total holdings and net worth of the fund nearly doubled by 

1830. In 1816, the following figures represented the fund: bank holdings, $1,128,000; holdings 

in other improvements, $126,661; total holdings in improvements, $123,661; total holdings, 

$1,251,761; and net worth, $1,251,761. By 1830, the fund grew to the following figures: bank 

holdings, $1,337,200; holdings in other improvements, $779,257; total holdings in 

improvements, $779,257; total holdings, $2,116,457; net worth, $2,116,457. For context, the 

fund rapidly expanded as the age of railroads came into maturity. By 1840, the fund’s total 

holdings in improvements were $6,363,119 and its total holdings $7,746,824; by1850 the fund’s 

total holdings in improvements were $9,940,967 and its total holdings $11,099,817; and by 1860, 

the fund’s total holdings in improvements were $39,343,808 and its total holdings $40,452,292.4 

According to Floyd’s biographer, historian Charles Henry Ambler described Floyd as being “in 

thorough sympathy with the interests and demands of his section on the subject of internal 

improvements.” Speaking of Virginia, he wrote 

Blessed, as it was with many navigable rivers, the Tidewater had consistently refused to 
tax itself for the construction and maintenance of roads and canals for the use of the 
uplands and the sections beyond the mountains. But Floyd thought that the future 
greatness of the Commonwealth lay in her ability to render available her natural 
resources and to bind her inhabitants together by the ties of common interest. In his 
annual messages to the General Assembly he, therefore, recommended that immediate 
steps be taken to these ends. The debates then waging regarding the comparative values 
of railroads and canals were of little concern to him; action had become imperative.5 

 

 
4 Howard Newlton, Jr., “Private-Sector Involvement in Virginia's Nineteenth-Century Transportation 

Improvement Program,” Transportation Research Record, Virginia Highway and Transportation Research Council 
(Virginia: Charlottesville), pp 10, https://onlinepubs.trb.org/Onlinepubs/trr/1987/1107/1107-001a.pdf. 

 
5 Charles Henry Ambler, The Life and Diary of John Floyd, Governor of Virginia: An Apostle of Secession 

and the Father of the Oregon Country (United States: Richmond Press, Incorporated, Printers, 1918), pp 60-61. 
 

https://onlinepubs.trb.org/Onlinepubs/trr/1987/1107/1107-001a.pdf
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Floyd’s improvement beliefs raise a further perceived contradiction among historians. According 

to Floyd and other Jeffersonians of the period, there stood a stark difference in using the state 

and public funds to “bind her inhabitants together by the ties of common interest” at the state and 

federal level. According to the Jeffersonians, who captured the overwhelming majority of 

Virginian political philosophy, three core objections were continually raised: first, the federal 

government had no constitutional authority to “bind” together the states, particularly through 

federal taxation; second, that sections of the nation—the North and the South—were comprised 

of varied economic interests that could only be bound by benefiting one section at the expense of 

another; and third, each state held a varied political and social culture—seen most distinctly 

within the northern and southern distinction—that maintained what scholar Donald Livingston 

called “incompatible visions” of the United States.6 Thomas Jefferson described these sentiments 

in his description of “ward republics” to friend Joseph C. Cabell. In a letter dated February 02, 

1816, Jefferson wrote “the way to have good and safe government, is not to trust it all to one, but 

to divide it among the many, distributing to every one exactly the functions he is competent to.”7 

In this view, the national government would act in the realms of national defense and 

foreign relations, the state governments would act in the realms of that which “concerns the State 

generally” such as civil and legal administration, and the “counties with the local concerns of the 

counties, and each ward direct the interests within itself.”8 In sum, the “elementary republics of 

 
6 Donald Livingston, “When the South Was America” (Abbeville Institute, 2016), Lecture. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RW4M46JXXzE&t=1288s. 
 
7 “Thomas Jefferson to Joseph C. Cabell, Feb 02, 1816” The Founders' Constitution. Volume 1, Chapter 4, 

Document 34. The University of Chicago Press, http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html. 
 
8 “Thomas Jefferson to Joseph C. Cabell, Feb 02, 1816” The Founders' Constitution. Volume 1, Chapter 4, 

Document 34. The University of Chicago Press, http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RW4M46JXXzE&t=1288s
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html
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the wards, the county republics, the State republics, and the republic of the Union, would form a 

gradation of authorities, standing each on the basis of law, holding every one its delegated share 

of powers, and constituting truly a system of fundamental balances and checks for the 

government.”9 The view of government held by both Floyd and Jefferson were in contrast to 

those held by leading Federalists such as Henry Clay—described by scholar Thomas DiLorenzo 

as the political son of Alexander Hamilton—whose American System was widely accepted 

among his constituents and fellow statesmen.10 As described by former Senator Robert Byrd, 

Clay “argued that a vigorously maintained system of sectional economic interdependence would 

eliminate the chance of renewed subservience to the free-trade, laissez-faire ‘British System,’” 

which was largely adopted by Congress in numerous programs of economic development 

between 1816 and 1828.11 

Governor John Floyd was, indeed, a Jeffersonian whose legislative ambitions and actions 

for Virginia comported with this nuanced view of government, despite being often 

misunderstood by scholars. At the December 5, 1831, session of the House of Delegates of the 

 
9 “Thomas Jefferson to Joseph C. Cabell, Feb 02, 1816” The Founders' Constitution. Volume 1, Chapter 4, 

Document 34. The University of Chicago Press, http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html. 
 
9 “Thomas Jefferson to Joseph C. Cabell, Feb 02, 1816” The Founders' Constitution. Volume 1, Chapter 4, 

Document 34. The University of Chicago Press, http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html. 
 
10 DiLorenzo cited 19th century playwright Clarence Darrow described Clay’s economic philosophy as 

follows: “Clay was the champion of that political system which doles favors to the strong in order to win and to keep 
their adherence to the government. His system offered shelter to devious schemes and corrupt enterprises…. He was 
the beloved son of Alexander Hamilton with his corrupt funding schemes, his superstitions concerning the 
advantage of a public debt, and a people taxed to make profits for enterprises that cannot stand alone…. The Whigs 
adopted the tricks of the pickpocket who dresses himself like a farmer in order to move through a rural crowd 
unidentified while he gather purses and watches.” 

Thomas J. Dilorenzo, Hamilton's Curse: How Jefferson's Arch Enemy Betrayed the American Revolution—
and What It Means for Americans Today (United States: Crown Publishing Group, 2009), 120-121. 

 
11 Robert C. Byrd, The Senate, 1789-1989: Classic Speeches, 1830-1993 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1994) 
 

http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s34.html
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Commonwealth of Virginia held in Richmond, the records include lengthy remarks from the 

Governor to his “fellow-citizens of the Senate and of the House of Delegates” on the present 

state and prospects of internal improvements. The situation and climate of Virginia produced 

ideal soil conditions “capable of producing much to increase the exports of the State, yet too 

distant and with too limited means to make it available” for shipment to its most eastern ports 

“unless aided by the fostering care of the government.” The question posed by the governor, and 

asked by Virginians, was whether it was in the interest, power, and purview of the State to invest 

in “constructing such public works as may be deemed most beneficial” for the state’s wealth and 

population. “The means of perfecting these useful and necessary improvements, are perfectly 

within our power,” stated Floyd, “and to neglect or fail to accomplish that which our constituents 

so much need, and so strongly demand, would be hazarding much and incurring a fearful 

responsibility. For the want of these facilities, the wealth of our mountains is doomed to remain 

inactive and unknown, contributing nothing to the comfort or improvement of our commerce.” 

The improvement of the James River, “great improvement to the West,” and the various 

plans for locks and dams, canals, and even railroads were rapidly increasing the efficiency of 

communication and reducing the cost of transporting goods. For example, the improvement of 

the James River had by 1830 not only proved beneficial to armers, but also to investors and 

holders of stock. The great success had “made it now among the most valuable stock of the 

country, and no doubt is entertained, that in a few years it will be considered cheap, as stock, at 

the price of its original construction.” The response from the Virginia Governor and elected 

officials was clear: “The great commercial advantages which the State would derive from these 

improvements, are in themselves sufficient to induce the undertaking, but there is another which 

no prudent State ought ever to disregard. Not only was the coming railroad revolution poised to 
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“reap a due portion of the benefits” by an even larger cost savings to farmers, planters, and 

merchants—in a “topographical situation of the country is highly favorable to such an 

improvement”— but also its potential benefit during time of war. An insufficient system of 

travel often plagued expansive political states, and “in case of any sudden or serious 

invasion…an appalling interval would intervene before the troops could be assembled on the 

eastern frontier , from the western marches.” Virginia’s far stretching geography with needs to 

protect both its eastern and western borders left it vulnerable to defeat in such an event. 

But the state was not concerned for its future solely by threat of military invasion. An 

even greater risk was posed by the expanding federal power located in Washington, D.C., and in 

keeping with the Governor’s constitutional duty “to communicate to the Legislature, at every 

session, the condition of the Commonwealth,” Floyd turned his attention to the state of federal 

relations. Within his eloquent exposition of the duties of the General Assembly and its history in 

having “never failed to keep a watchful eye over those rights which were reserved to the States, 

and the people” of Virginia, Floyd pointed the present chief of “the numerous evils which must 

ensue” from a general government as being that of the tariff law.12 The tariff issue to which 

 
12 Floyd’s fuller remarks, stated: “The General Assembly have never failed to keep a watchful eye over 

those rights which were reserved to the States, and the people, by the Compact or Constitution , when the several 
States, for their own benefit and convenience, created the Federal Government. That Government, merely the Agent 
of the States, and only allowed to exercise those powers which were intended to operate externally , and upon 
nations foreign to those composing the confederacy, has too often transcended the limits prescribed to it , and 
evinces an increasing disregard to the rights of the States , by the passage of unconstitutional acts, and by 
propositions for others, if it be possible , of a still more unwarrantable character. The com plaints, memorials and 
protests, of some of the Sovereign States of this Confederacy, have been unnoticed or disregarded, and the 
Constitution seems about to be merged in the will of an unrestrained majority. No one can now doubt the tendency 
of that Government, or the numerous evils which must ensue, unless speedily arrested in its downward career . If the 
will of that majority is unrestrained, and that Government is suffered to search through their own re cords for 
precedents, upon which to found their claim to power, and thus melt away the solder of the Federal chain, by making 
that constitutional now, because heretofore the same acts have been done by themselves, it is equivalent to the actual 
destruction of that instrument, and the substitution of a Government unrestrained in its powers, and unlimited in its 
sway . It is even now strongly insinuated, that the States cannot interpose to arrest an unconstitutional measure : if 
so, there is already no limit to Federal power, and our short experience has shewn us the utter insufficiency of all 
restraints upon parchment. 
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Floyd referred was at the heart of the nullification crisis. First introduced by Martin Van Burren 

into Congress in 1828 and passed in July of 1832, it was quickly given the epithet of the ‘Tariff 

of Abominations,’ and described by economic historian F. W. Taussig as “the object of the most 

violent attack by the opponents of protection.”13 The tariff imposed numerous onerous 

provisions that adversely impacted the southern economy to include raising duties on raw 

material exports and imported finished goods. The tariff also negatively impacted the North as it, 

too, placed burdens on northern manufacturing. 

Floyd’s concluding remarks are among the most informative by placing Virginia’s 

improvement efforts into a larger, federal context of self-preservation. There was little doubt by 

the mid-antebellum era that the battle between the divergent cultures and societal visions of the 

North and South manifested in economic terms. The Federalist Party sought ever-expanding 

 
Virginia resisted the usurpations of England, and encountered the hazard of war for political existence, and 

sought to guard against oppression, that her citizens might enjoy the liberty which belonged to them , and 
appropriate to their own use that which their labor had earned . The Tariff law , of which all the Southern States so 
justly complain, is calculated to take from our citizens , the profits they have earned by their industry, and is also a 
violation of the Constitution . Not only has this been done, but laws have been passed , appropriating the public 
money for purposes foreign to, and unwarranted by, the Constitution . Agents have been appointed to negotiate 
treaties without consulting the Senate ; and propositions have been made to seize upon the surplus revenue in the 
Treasury of the United States , to be divided among the States according to representation, though some of them 
export nothing, and consequently contribute little to that fund; which is, in reality, reducing the States to the 
condition of vassals and pensioners, paid by funds illegally ex acted from them. 

If these laws, these acts, and this claim to power, be constitutional, the Constitution of the United States has 
been misunderstood, and is insufficient to accomplish the objects for which it was designed , that of preserving our 
liberties and our rights. If they are unconstitutional, the Federal Government has usurped the rights of the States ; 
and by constituting itself the sole judges of its powers, has created a new political system , subversive of that , to 
which allegiance is due. 

If legislative expediency is to triumph over constitutional rights, and the obligation of oaths be disregarded, 
then all human means for the security of liberty will avail us nothing, and freedom is gone forever.” 

Journal of the House of Delegates of the Commonwealth of Virginia (United States: Commonwealth of 
Virginia, 1831), 13-14. 

 
13 F. W. Taussig, “The Early Protective Movement and the Tariff of 1828,” Political Science Quarterly 3, 

no. 1 (1888): pp 25, https://doi.org/10.2307/2138984.; For more on the Tariff of Abominations, see: Robert V. 
Remini, “Martin Van Buren and the Tariff of Abominations,” The American Historical Review 63, no. 4 (1958): 
903–17. https://doi.org/10.2307/1848947. 

 
 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2138984
https://doi.org/10.2307/1848947
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constitutional powers to the benefit of their section and to the detriment of the southern 

economy. Its usefulness, however, to fund northern industry could still have been harvested in 

the form of a funding mechanism via tariffs. Such laws were the legislative products of “States 

combining to advance their own local interest, and using their power to oppress the minority 

which would then be without redress. These considerations ought not to be disregarded, at least 

by the Southern States, who are the minority, but the producers and exporters of the products, 

which bring into the Treasury the wealth, to obtain which, all the safeguards of liberty are about 

to be crumbled to pieces.” The “scheme” of the public debt, for which the tariff was voted in 

place to fund, sought to distribute surplus revenue, which “could [not] be devised more ruinous 

to us, and the other Southern States than this.” Consider the believed political and economic 

implications: 

 
Should it be adopted, all hope of relief from this oppressive system of measures will have 
vanished, as each year will show results which will present the strongest allurements to 
their increase. Those who contribute least, will be tempted to urge forward the most 
oppressive expedients, to increase their portion of the spoil; while those who pay most, at 
best receive back but a small portion of what themselves contribute ; thus producing the 
combination of large States, to tax the smaller for local purposes, and to draw money 
from the pockets of one portion of this confederacy to enrich another.14 
 

It was clear to both John Floyd and the Virginia legislature that the tide of federal politics would 

no longer a benefit to the sectional interests of their state. On the contrary, the southern (and 

Virginian) staples of tobacco and wheat would be subjugated to taxation and directly fund the 

“local purposes” and expedient political interests of the northern states. One may deduce that it 

rested upon the people of Virginia and their elected representatives to direct and fund 

improvements that sought to solidify their own economic interests and future while doing so 

 
14 Journal of the House of Delegates of the Commonwealth of Virginia (United States: Commonwealth of 

Virginia, 1831), 7. 
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remained politically and economically viable. While the general government sought national 

funding projects, such as the National Road to connect Cumberland, Maryland to the Ohio River, 

paid for by federal tariffs, the trajectory of antebellum politics suggested that all roads led to not 

only the national interest, but also the Federalist sectional interests at the expense of the southern 

states.15 

Virginia and a New Economic Era 

Claude Crozet was a staple figure within the history of Virginia’s internal improvement 

era. A French-born civil engineer by trade turned professor at West Point, he served as Principal 

Engineer of the Virginia Board of Public Works, first from 1823-1832 and again from 1837-

1843. During the 1830’s, Crozet also co-founded the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) in 

Lexington, Virginia—the previous home location of John Floyd, only 30 miles north of the 

growing town of Lynchburg.16 He developed a high interest in establishing internal 

improvements in the western portions of Virginia. According to scholar Sean Adams, Crozet’s 

exit from the Virginia Board of Public Works is what “earned him a national reputation as the 

chief engineer for the Blue Ridge Railroad Company (later part of the Chesapeake and Ohio 

Railroad Company). On the planned railroad route extending from Charlottesville to Staunton, he 

tested many of his ideas concerning the construction of railroad tunnels through mountainous 

terrain.”17 Crozet saw that the trend and use of canals to connect the eastern and western portions 

of the state were passing by with the rise of the railroad. By 1831, one year prior from leaving 

 
15 Ibid, 10-14. 
 
16 Sean Adams, Dictionary of Virginia Biography. "Claudius Crozet (1789–1864)" Encyclopedia 

Virginia. Virginia Humanities (22 Dec. 2021), https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864/. 
 
17 Sean Adams, Dictionary of Virginia Biography. "Claudius Crozet (1789–1864)" Encyclopedia 

Virginia. Virginia Humanities (22 Dec. 2021), https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864/. 
 

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864/
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/crozet-claudius-1789-1864/
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his nearly decade of service to the Virginia Board of Public Works, Claude Crozet reflected upon 

the “three modes of improvement spoken of between Richmond and Lynchburg.” In his 

reflection upon connecting eastern and western waters, lock and dam improvements, and 

continuous canal projects to the James River improvement and early efforts to build railroad 

infrastructure, Crozet identified a transitionary period for the state and future of transportation 

for the nation. 

The economic benefit—if it “is to have a great weight in the decision of the question, and 

the present sectional exigencies of the trade up to Lynchburg only”—of connecting Lynchburg to 

Richmond was by the construction of lock and dam systems along the waterways. “But if it is 

wished to adopt, at once,” stated Crozet, “that style of improvement best adapted to secure to 

Virginia the great and extensive advantages she can command by her geographical situation, a 

rail-road is undoubtedly the system I should prefer.” Specifically, if the state of Virginia aimed 

to spend an estimated $3,000,000 for improvements to the Blue Ridge Mountains, then “it is 

certainly not to a canal I should wish to see them applied.” Cost of investment to return 

calculations and reliability had already been proven in several cited examples such as in the 

Baltimore and Ohio railroad as well as the Liverpool and Manchester railroad. In addition, the 

centrality of the line, “being in a direction which will invite travelling, the improvement would 

derive from this source an additional revenue, not to be expected on the canal.” But according to 

Crozet the “principal and most decisive consideration I have to offer is, that uniformity in the 

mode of transportation is highly desirable ; it saves the expense and other inconveniences of 

translation every where, and in this particular instance, may save the whole trade.”18 

 
18 Consider Crozet’s further considerations on the subject: 

“The danger of such a contingency may not be immediate, but it may, it will come ; and will the 
state make a canal now , at great cost, with a prospect of being placed hereafter under the necessity of 
converting it into a rail -road in self defence ? Certainly not; she will prefer to make that work at once, 
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Lynchburg in 1829 & Beyond 
The decades proceeding 1829 show a distinct change in direction from the time of 

Lynchburg’s founding. The transition into locomotives did not occur overnight, and turnpikes 

and canals remained projects of interest to many localities within Virginia. Lynchburg records 

detailing the local improvements made between 1829 and 1839 show a slower transition than 

figures such as Claude Crozet may have liked. Advancing in technology and adapting to the 

needs of the growing town, which was not incorporated as a city until 1852, Lynchburg’s 

development continued to meet the region’s needs. New canals, turnpikes, and bridges remained 

sources of new growth; in addition, new banks, manufacturing companies, and railroads began to 

add to the infrastructural and economic base of the Lynchburg economy. The following acts 

 
which, while it will best guard her interest, will procure her an uninterrupted and uniform line of 
transportation ; which will cost no more than an ordinary canal, produce more revenue, give greater celerity 
and momentum to her commerce, facilitate travelling and intercourse, save much useful time to industry; 
which neither frosts nor droughts can impede, and whose ramifications may so easily be extended in every 
direction, and even search the tide-water district, so well adapted to it, and infuse into it the life of trade. 
Activity of capital is wealth, and it is best promoted by this particular system. Moreover, canals have done 
their best; rail roads, now at least equal to them, are still advancing towards perfection. 

Persons who have not watched the progress of things, may be disposed to tax me with mutability 
of opinion, but a short enquiry will convince them, that new circumstances, by modifying my data, have 
necessarily introduced corres ponding modifications into my opinions, and that I have invariably adopted , 
without hesitation, whatever has become best, in consequence of the rapid improvements of the age.  

In 1826, when only navigation was thought of, the advances made in steam -engines, induced me 
to investigate their application to a system of navigation hitherto untried; and I demonstrated, I think, that 
on a broad river, with a very small fall, as is James river up to Lynchburg, the use of steam- boats, on an 
improvement by locks and dams, would possess several advantages. Steam -boats have since been brought 
to greater perfection, which is still more favorable to the system ; and human invention is constantly 
directed to the substitution of steam to other power.  

At that time, I could not advocate rail -roads : neither the power, nor the vehicles used then were 
advantageous ; the velocities obtained being small, and the loads carried light. It is now hardly two years 
since the important improvements in this mode of conveyance have been made : they have been rapid and 
astonishing. 
… 

The considerable diminution of resistance on one hand , on the other, the fortunate application of 
the beautiful and cheap power of locomotive engines, capable alike of an energy and velocity which set 
animal power and speed at defiance, and withal , perfectly under controul, are new circumstances to which 
the most obdurate obstinacy only could refuse conviction. The rail - road system is the triumph of the age ; 
the ultimate effects of its introduction are incalculable, and , with the certainty that it will produce 
important changes in the commercial and even political world, its early adoption, is safer than its rejection 
in favor of another system , from which no farther developements are to be expected. Such are my opinions 
and such their motives.” “Annual Report of the Board of Public Works to the Legislature of 
Virginia.” (United States: Thomas Ritchie, 1830), 406-408. 
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concerning the development of Lynchburg were proposed and passed in the Virginia General 

Assembly between the years 1829 and 1839 (See Appendix, Figure 11). 

The collective petitions to the General Assembly have shown Lynchburg to be a notable 

and useful case study in the rise and impact of internal improvements in antebellum Virginia. A 

product of the confluence of economic need and desire, cultural and religious philosophies, 

political instincts, and geographical position, Lynchburg flourished as a regional economic 

power via the tobacco trade that was felt not only across the state, but the growing nation. 
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Appendix
 
Figure 1. Signatures from November 11, 1791, Petition (Lynchburg, Virginia)1 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 2, 

Record Number 000612363, Library of Virginia: Richmond, Virginia. 
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Figure 2. Virginia Tobacco Prices and Exports (1760 – 1789)2 
 

Year 
Average 

Price per Lb. 

Average 
Price 

per Cwt. 
Pounds 

Exported 
1760   55,000,000 
1761  22s     6d 55,000,000 
1762 11d  55,000,000 
1763 2d  55,000,000 
1764  12s     6d 55,000,000 
1765 3d  55,000,000 
1766 4s  average 
1767 3s     10d  average 
1768  22s     6d average 
1769  23s average 
1770  25s average 
1771  18s average 
1772  20s average 
1773  12s     6d average 
1774  13s average 
1775 3-1/4d  55,000,000 
1776  12s 14,498,500 
1777  34s 12,441,214 
1778  70s 11,961,333 
1779  400s 17,155,907 
1780  1,000s 17,424,967 
1781  2,000s 13,339,168 
1782  36s 9,828,333 
1783  40s 86,649,333 
1784  30s     10d 49,497,000 
1785  30s 55,624,000 
1786 19d  60,380,000 
1787 15d  60,041,000 
1788  25s 58,544,000 
1789 15d  58,673,000 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Melvin Herndon, Tobacco in Colonial Virginia (Williamsburg, Virginia. 1957) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/27117/27117-h/27117-h.htm. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/27117/27117-h/27117-h.htm


 267 

Figure 3. Virginia Internal Improvement Investments (as of 1816)3 
 

Shares Company Dollar Investment 
7,947 Bank of Virginia $794,700.00 

3,334 
Farmers Bank of 

Virginia $333,400.00 

250 
James River 

Company $50,000.00 

125 
Appomattox 

Company $12,500.00 

70 
Dismal Swamp 
Canal Company $17,500.00 

70 Potomac Company $31,111.11 

125 ½ 
Littler River 

Turnpike Company $12,550.00 
Total Holdings $1,251,761.11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Goodrich, “The Virginia System of Mixed Enterprise,” pp 360-361. 
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Figure 4. Acts Concerning the Development of Lynchburg (Proposed and Passed) in the 
Virginia General Assembly (1791-1816)4 
 
1791- An Act Establishing Spring Hill Warehouse  
1793- An Act Giving further time to improve lots 
1797- An Act Giving further time to improve lots5 
1801- An Act Giving further time to improve lots6 
1805- An Act Establishing Liberty and Union Warehouses  
Jan. 28, 1811- An Act Authorizing Jon. Lynch, senior, to build a toll bridge across James River 
at Lynchburg 
1811- An Act Incorporating the President and Directors of the Lynchburg Toll Bridge Company 
1811- An Act Giving further time to improve lots7 
Feb. 18, 1812- An Act Incorporating the President and Directors of the Lynchburg and 
Lewisburg Turnpike Company 
Mar. 13, 1812- An Act Authorizing branch of Farmers' Bank at Lynchburg  

 
4 “Annual Report” (United States: Lynchburg, Virginia, 1887), 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-
LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OAR
W80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-
z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQL
DvB8. 

5 A petition from some of Lynchburg’s leading citizens including John Lynch, Caleb Tate, and John Ward 
submitted on December 11, 1797, petitioned additional time to improve their lots of land. The request came as there 
were “yet a few lots remaining unimproved whereby they have become forfeited to the citizens who hold them, not 
withstanding they have discharged their consideration honoring the same—that the time allowed them for the 
purpose of improving thereon, by an act of the Assembly…” 

Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 14, 
Record Number 000612375, 
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/QTAXAHXJCBKNC6Q4YNPTLFPD91PGE75Q7MPP6G9HANLPK2E82D-
04899?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000107&set_number=431061&base=GEN01-LVA01. 

6 An additional petition was submitted to the General Assembly on December 19, 1804, the “inhabitants of 
the Town of Lynchburg” requested that a law be passed extending the time for owners of unimproved lots in the 
town of Lynchburg. The records indicate that this request was denied as no act allowing for extensions to improve 
lots in Lynchburg was passed by the General Assembly in 1804, 1805, or 1806. 

Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 34, 
Record Number 000612395, 
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/EXH57N4J4I3IBE65TCMJ2UIUDFMJRV4NA1AGXRR8SGMM3ATKBM-
01115?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000109&set_number=432827&base=GEN01-LVA01. 

7 In a petition was submitted to the General Assembly on December 10, 1811, the “Inhabitants of the Town 
of Lynchburg and other” requested for additional “time to improve their lots….” The population growth of 
Lynchburg necessitated an expansion of housing and land improvement by a law passed by the General Assembly. 
According to the writer, there were “several lots yet unimproved…and that the time permitted by law for improving 
the same may probably expire before such building can probably be erected that would be of advantage to the 
town….” The notation of an advantage to the town provides insights into period developments. The forthcoming 
structures are written to have differed from “the number already built of wood, “which often posed a “manifest 
danger of fire” in the town. The new houses would “be built of brick or stone, although more expensive and 
require[d] more time.” 

Legislative Petitions of the General Assembly, 1776-1865, Accession Number 36121, Box 264, Folder 53, 
Record Number 000612414, 
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/B4QN2FJJCETV7MSJVXYUUS68GKXY9THXHYH3PRR25G51SRG3C3-
03122?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000113&set_number=437250&base=GEN01-LVA01. 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/QTAXAHXJCBKNC6Q4YNPTLFPD91PGE75Q7MPP6G9HANLPK2E82D-04899?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000107&set_number=431061&base=GEN01-LVA01
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/QTAXAHXJCBKNC6Q4YNPTLFPD91PGE75Q7MPP6G9HANLPK2E82D-04899?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000107&set_number=431061&base=GEN01-LVA01
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/EXH57N4J4I3IBE65TCMJ2UIUDFMJRV4NA1AGXRR8SGMM3ATKBM-01115?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000109&set_number=432827&base=GEN01-LVA01
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/EXH57N4J4I3IBE65TCMJ2UIUDFMJRV4NA1AGXRR8SGMM3ATKBM-01115?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000109&set_number=432827&base=GEN01-LVA01
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/B4QN2FJJCETV7MSJVXYUUS68GKXY9THXHYH3PRR25G51SRG3C3-03122?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000113&set_number=437250&base=GEN01-LVA01
http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:8881/R/B4QN2FJJCETV7MSJVXYUUS68GKXY9THXHYH3PRR25G51SRG3C3-03122?func=results-jump-full&set_entry=000113&set_number=437250&base=GEN01-LVA01
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Feb. 27, 1816- An Act Increasing the tolls of the Lynchburg and Lewisburg turnpike  
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Figure 5. Wholesale Food Price Index8 
 

Year Price 
Unit9 

1790 35 units 
1795 56 units 
1800 51 units 
1805 58 units 
1810 59 units 
1815 76 units 
1820 58 units 
1825 50 units 
1830 47 units 
1835 52 units 
1840 65 units 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 “Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957,” pp 115-116, 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-
chE.pdf. 

9 For unit measurement information, see: George F. Warren and Frank A. Pearson, Prices (John Wiley and 
Sons: New York, 1933), pp 11-13, 25-27. 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
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Figure 6. Wholesale Building Materials Price Index10 
 

Year Price Unit 
1790 104 units 
1795 168 units 
1800 157 units 
1805 162 units 
1810 139 units 
1815 187 units 
1820 109 units 
1825 100 units 
1830 94 units 
1835 107 units 
1840 102 units 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 “Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957,” pp 115-116, 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-
chE.pdf. 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-1957/hist_stats_colonial-1957-chE.pdf
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Figure 7. Wages per day for agricultural laborers (dollars per day)11 
 

Year High Low 
1790 .425 .333 
1795 .75 .393 
1800 .424 
1805 1.33 .617 
1810 1.17 .639 
1815 .868 
1820 1.00 .50 
1825 .992 .50 
1830 no data available 

(1831) 1.00 .75 
1835 1.00 .75 
1840 no data available 

(1845) 1.00 .90 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 Carroll D. Wright, “Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost of Living,” Sixteenth Annual Report of the 

Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of Labor [1885.] Chief of the Bureau of Statistics of Labor [Reprint Edition], 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89071501472. 

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89071501472
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Figure 8. Price Payment Index Estimates (Consumer Price Index)12 
 

Year 
Annual Average 

Index 

Annual Percent 
Change 

(rate of inflation) 
1800 51 …… 
1801 50 -2.0% 
1802 43 -14.0% 
1803 45 4.7% 
1804 45 0.0% 
1805 45 0.0% 
1806 47 4.4% 
1807 44 -6.4% 
1808 48 9.1% 
1809 47 -2.1% 
1810 47 0.0% 
1811 50 6.4% 
1812 51 2.0% 
1813 58 13.7% 
1814 63 8.6% 
1815 55 -12.7% 
1816 51 -7.3% 
1817 48 -5.9% 
1818 46 -4.2% 
1819 46 0.0% 
1820 42 -8.7% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
12 “Consumer Price Index, 1800-: Historic data including estimates before the modern U.S. consumer price 

index (CPI)” Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-
policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-. 

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/about-us/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator/consumer-price-index-1800-
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Figure 9. Board of Public Works Cost Estimate (James River Canal Improvements)13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13 Report of the Principal Engineer of the Board of Public Works: On the Subject of the Survey of James 

and Kanawha Rivers, and the Intermediate Country, and an Examination of Those Water Courses, and Some of 
Their Branches, with a View to a Further Improvement of Their Navigation; for the Purpose of Facilitating a 
Commercial Communication Between Eastern and Western Waters of Virginia. To which is Subjoined the Report of 
the Additional Engineer, on the Same Subject” (United States: Thomas Ritchie, 1819), pp 117. 
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Figure 10. Acts Concerning the Development of Lynchburg (Proposed and Passed) in the 
Virginia General Assembly (1818-1829)14 
 
Feb. 11, 1818- An Act Fixing terms for corporation courts 
Feb. 28, 1818- An Act Authorizing the erection of a free bridge across James river 
Feb. 3, 1818- An Act Establishing Williams' warehouse 
Feb. 7, 1818- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg and Salem Turnpike Company 
Feb. 21, 1817- An Act Incorporating a turnpike from Lynchburg to the upper end of the 
Manchester turnpike  
Jan. 31, 1819- An Act Authorizing the Hustings Court to appoint a commissioner 
Feb. 22, 1819- An Act Increasing salaries of inspectors at Lynchburg 
Feb. 14, 1820- An Act Concerning the Lynchburg and Salem turnpike 
Feb. 24, 1821- An Act Concerning re - assessment of real estate 
Jan. 1821- An Act Providing for holding Hustings court 
Feb. 28, 1822- An Act Concerning the Lynchburg and Salem turnpike 
Feb. 16, 1822- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg Union Society 
Feb. 14, 1823- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg Charity School 
Feb. 17, 1823- An Act Concerning Lynchburg and Salem turnpike 
Jan. 9, 1824- An Act Changing the time for holding Supreme Courts 
Jan. 24, 1824- An Act Authorizing branch of Bank of Virginia at Lynchburg  
Mar. 1, 1826- An Act Authorizing the extension of an arm of the Lynchburg and Salem turnpike 
to West street  
Feb. 27, 1827- An Act Amending last act 
Feb. 28, 1827- An Act Authorizing Council to erect a dam across James river  
Feb. 25, 1828- An Act Authorizing Wm. L. Cahell to erect a dam across James river 
Feb, 22, 1828- An Act Concerning the Lynchburg and Charlottesville road  
Feb. 25, 1828- An Act Concerning arm of Lynchburg and Salem turnpike  
Feb. 9, 1829- An Act Rendering Justices for Campbell eligible to the town council 
Jan. 3, 1829- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg and Concord Turnpike Company  
1829- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg and Blue Ridge Turnpike Company 
Feb. 29, 1829- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg Manufacturing Company 
Feb. 13, 1829- An Act Exempting from toll on James River Canal machinery from Lynchburg 
Water Works 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
14 “Annual Report” (United States: Lynchburg, Virginia, 1887), 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-
LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OAR
W80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-
z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQL
DvB8. 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
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Figure 11. Acts Concerning the Development of Lynchburg (Proposed and Passed) in the 
Virginia General Assembly (1829-1839)15 
 
Feb. 13, 1829- An Act Exempting from toll on James River Canal machinery from Lynchburg 
Water Works 
Mar. 26, 1831- An Act Concerning Lynchburg and Blue Ridge Turnpike Company 
April 5, 1831- An Act Incorporating Lynchburg and New River Railroad Company 
April 6, 1831- An Act Authorizing Common Council to subscribe to the stock of the Lynchburg 
and New River railroad 
Dec. 15, 1830- An Act To revive inspectors of tobacco at Spring ware 
Dec. 14, 1830- An Act Concerning pay of inspectors at Union warehouse 
Jan. 29, 1830- An Act Authorizing Council to raise money by lottery  
Mar. 2, 1831- An Act Amending last act  
Mar. 16, 1832- An Act Incorporating the James River and Kanawha Canal Company 
Feb. 18, 1832- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg and Concord Turnpike Company 
Feb. 10, 1832- An Act Amending charter of Lynchburg Toll Bridge Company 
Jan. 12, 1832- An Act Amending charter of Lynchburg Manufacturing Company 
Jan. 10, 1833- An Act Changing time of Supreme Court of Lynchburg 
Mar. 5, 1834- An Act Amending charter of Lynchburg and Concord Turnpike Company 
Mar. 11, 1834- An Act Concerning Lynchburg Toll Bridge Company 
Jan. 15, 1834- An Act Concerning Lynchburg Manufacturing Company 
Dec. 7, 1833- An Act Authorizing Council to subscribe to stock in James River and Kanawha 
Canal 
Feb. 2, 1835- An Act Concerning the Lynchburg Manufacturing Company 
Mar. 12, 1835- An Act Authorizing Council to appoint Weighmasters 
Mar. 18, 1836- An Act Changing time of Superior Court 
Mar. 11, 1836- An Act To incorporate the Lynchburg and Tennessess Rail road Company, and 
to authorize them, or the James River and Kanawha Company, to construct a Railroad from 
Lynchburg to Richmond 
Mar. 16, 1836- An Act Subscribing for State to the Pittsylvania and Lynch burg Turnpike 
Company 
Mar. 16, 1836- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg and Campbell C. H. Turnpike Company 
Mar. 17, 1836- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg Female Academy 
Mar. 23, 1836- An Act Providing for repairing roads in the town of Lynchburg 
Mar. 26, 1838- An Act Incorporating the Citizens' Savings Bank at Lynchburg 
Mar. 10, 1837- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg and Buffalo Springs Turnpike Company 
Mar. 24, 1837- An Act Incorporating the Lynchburg Young Men's Society  
Apr. 9, 1839- An Act Granting the Lynchburg and Tennessee Railroad further time to receive 
subscriptions and begin their road 
 

 
15 “Annual Report” (United States: Lynchburg, Virginia, 1887), 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-
LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OAR
W80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-
z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQL
DvB8. 

https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
https://books.googleusercontent.com/books/content?req=AKW5QaeGe0OAfBfqK_LV97zay1OLGaajudDfyp5N-LPrFbv1biL32M3_9Q8aray9tO8Sc_XNl0YmmQrVPowS9mB8Vu8l3KvGlfjpjlnBYX7GuErLyJFtKXXWW0OARW80S5hlDHrIFewUKy7jPZ3cxsOqkC4vHhnfsLXG-8reJbc_Ja56M27j-z_KqMI3aWBeWdo5PTFBOhm13j1Iol35_OHwwgKtpzuzUGFMP7_oncRRyYEUTgiEIVHkMiYi8tj44suFHTQLDvB8
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