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In this eye-opening book, Professor James Bennett guides readers through centuries of one of the most underrated yet widely used aspects of American life: roads. Relying on history and economic data, and with a humorous and oftentimes sharp tongue, Bennett explains how important America’s highways and byways have been to everything from policymaking to everyday life. Crafting them took persuasion, planning, and more taxes than any politician could have dreamed of. And far too often their realization—thanks, in Bennett’s view, to flawed interpretations of the power of eminent domain—required destruction, sometimes on a massive scale, of long-established neighborhoods and important cityscapes. Likewise, the upkeep of America’s highways has been the center of many a policy battle, waged by Republicans and Democrats alike. We all want roads in good working condition, but just how and who will pay for them remain contentious questions. Bennett argues persuasively that the road forward just might be a second, but more serious, sustained look at, and local experimentation with, private roads and toll roads. Agree or disagree with him, Bennett has written a significant contribution to America’s ongoing debate about how her citizens should traverse, from “sea to shining sea,” its fruited plain.
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Praise for Highway Heist


“In Highway Heist, James Bennett provides vital, new, intellectual infrastructure for a timely and authoritative critique of pork barrels, potholes, and political privilege.”


—George Gilder, bestselling author, Wealth and Poverty, Life After Google, Telecosm, Knowledge and Power, and other books


“James Bennett’s indispensable book Highway Heist critically examines the corruption, waste, and runaway costs of government transportation infrastructure. He reveals how interest groups have long exploited infrastructure spending policies to enrich themselves while subjecting the public to such recurring failures as traffic congestion, dangerous conditions, crumbling roads and bridges, and pork scandals. Instead of such unnecessary problems from government monopolies, Highway Heist shows the viability of private, market-based, enterprising systems in directly serving transport needs, with real accountability, innovative benefits and enormous savings.”


—Rand Paul, U.S. Senator; Ranking Member, Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship


“Whatever your views on highway construction, the remarkable and indispensable book Highway Heist will improve it. Who knew for example that Transportation Secretary John Volpe saved New Orleans’ French Quarter in the 1970s? This fascinating book could not be timelier as state Departments of Transportation throughout America, keeping social objectives in mind, start ramping up infrastructure spending with new Federal funds.”


—Diana Furchtgott-Roth, former Deputy Assistant Secretary for Research and Technology, U.S. Department of Transportation; Adjunct Professor, George Washington University


“One can never know enough history. From Mancur Olson, we know that given enough time, there will be coalitions that prompt interest-group formation and success. So much for the ‘public interest.’ From James Bennett’s book Highway Heist we now have a very readable and informative complement to Olson’s insight, a lively account of how the U.S. highway lobby came to be and what it delivered. The good as well as the bad. We went from muddy roads to the Interstates. And back again. We now have potholed roads in too many places alongside pork projects and congested arteries. Political allocations seemingly end up that way. I cannot think of a better guide to U.S. transportation policy and politics than Highway Heist.”


—Peter Gordon, Emeritus Professor of Public Policy, University of Southern California; co-editor, The Voluntary City: Choice, Community and Civil Society


“James Bennett and the Independent Institute offer a provocative and timely challenge to state and federal policymakers. In the important book Highway Heist, we are treated to both a history lesson of how ‘infrastructure policy’ has evolved and the key question facing us as we look to the future: Can’t a nation of innovators agree upon a better way to build, maintain and pay for necessary internal improvements? Bennett raises all the appropriate questions. Who will be willing to respond and lead?”


—John M. Engler, former Governor of Michigan; former President and CEO, Business Roundtable


“The fascinating and timely book Highway Heist provides a comprehensive account of the economics, politics and history of government ‘infrastructure.’ A true joy to read, this compelling book vividly shows how real economic, social and environmental progress requires innovative, market-based, entrepreneurial, transportation systems without the cronyism, corruption, boondoggles, profligacy and waste from the interest-group politics of Big Government. Highly recommended!”


—Peter F. Schweizer, President, Government Accountability Institute; bestselling author, Clinton Cash, Red-Handed, Profiles in Corruption, Secret Empires, and other books


“The lively and entertaining book Highway Heist underscores an important rule of thumb: the more government is involved in infrastructure, the more likely it is to be crumbling. The solution, the book clearly shows, is not to spend more government money on infrastructure, but to spend less of our tax dollars and rely instead on user fees and private ownership.”


—Randal O’Toole, Director, Thoreau Institute; author, Gridlock: Why We’re Stuck in Traffic and What to Do About It and Romance of the Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the Transportation We Need


“Convenient, quality, efficient and inexpensive transportation infrastructure systems are irreplaceable for economic, social and environmental progress. However, the meaning of ‘infrastructure’ has been twisted politically into a deceptive buzzword to cover up massive and flagrant corruption, pork and waste that Americans are compelled to fund. James Bennett’s timely and essential book Highway Heist now vividly exposes how today’s government transportation boondoggles have come to dominate, but also how innovative, competitive, private, entrepreneurial systems can and should be adopted. Highway Heist is required reading for policymakers, business and civic leaders, educators and students, and the general public in order to secure our vital transportation needs.”


—Michael S. Lee, U.S. Senator; Ranking Member, Joint Economic Committee; Member, Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation


“In Highway Heist, Bennett makes sense of highway provision in America. Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in the 1830s, during the toll-road era, and celebrated local management, including voluntary financing and private management of toll-road companies. That approach continued through much of the 19th century and across the nation. But later the imperious Progressive mentality extended itself throughout public life. Activists for ‘Good Roads’ showed little concern, Bennett writes, that ‘centralizing the administration of roadwork would drain the lifeblood from the local body politic.’ That, too, is Tocqueville to a T. American highways have traveled the road that Tocqueville foresaw. Into the 20th century, highways were almost thoroughly governmentalized. The ride up to the present day has been bumpy, but now in Highway Heist we have a guide that is a real delight even during the worst stretches of the journey.”


—Daniel B. Klein, Professor of Economics; JIN Chair, Mercatus Center; George Mason University; co-author, Curb Rights: A Foundation for Free Enterprise in Urban Transit


“James Bennett’s Highway Heist offers readers an excellent history of the politics and economics behind the development of the nation’s transportation network. Everyone can see the roads. Bennett reveals the cronyism, corruption, boondoggles, and waste that accompanied their construction, and explains how entrepreneurial market-based transportation alternatives can improve the system.”


—Randall G. Holcombe, DeVoe Moore Professor of Economics, Florida State University


“I betray no secret when I note that politics is the art of wealth redistribution, with all of the perverse incentives, massive resource waste, and absurd outcomes that are the inexorable features of the modern administrative state. Water projects that foul streams and rivers. Bullet trains to nowhere. Highway projects that destroy old and functioning communities. All so that the usual suspects can receive large subsidies: labor unions shielded from competition from minority firms, state and local governments in hot pursuit of ‘free’ federal dollars, government bureaucracies interested in budgets ever-larger, local interests pursuing enhanced economic activity at the expense of others. ‘Infrastructure’ projects—in principle, investments in public capital, but almost always far more, or, rather, less—lend themselves perfectly to this perverse game because infrastructure spending more-or-less is site-specific, and so can be used to buy the votes of specific politicians. But as James T. Bennett demonstrates in his important book, Highway Heist, infrastructure does not have to be this way. Investment in public capital can be achieved by harnessing the incentives inherent in entrepreneurial capitalism for the delivery of maximum value at a minimum of resource cost. This is a book that offers crucial lessons at a time when ‘infrastructure’ has come to be defined as ‘anything that politicians can dream up.’ It will stand the test of time.”


—Benjamin Zycher, Resident Scholar, American Enterprise Institute


“In Highway Heist, Bennett concisely summarizes important US and European research indicating that taxpayers and users often receive considerably less infrastructure than promised and that megaprojects have a dismal record of attracting projected usage. He cites no less a public figure than former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown who seemingly endorsed such results, suggesting that ‘If people knew the real cost from the start, nothing would ever be approved.’ It is no wonder that taxpayers and users have so little faith that their taxes and user fees are well spent.”


—Wendell Cox, Principal, Wendell Cox Consultancy/Demographia; former Member, Los Angeles County Transportation Commission; former Member, Amtrak Reform Council


“James Bennett’s book Highway Heist provides a most informative history of the politics and economics of how we got to where we are today where government dominates highway transportation. In America’s early years there was considerable debate over whether the federal government should play any role at all. No such authority was granted in the U.S. Constitution save a power to establish post offices and post roads. Over time, though, a desire to improve communications across the land and the belief that the federal government ought to build and operate roads overwhelmed strict constructionist objections. However now, the inequities and inefficiencies of government ownership and operation of highways combined with technological solutions to how better match benefits with payments opens up an opportunity to improve things going forward. The most obvious evidence of the inefficiencies and inequities of government-owned highways is traffic congestion which inflicts an enormous waste of time on everyone who travels. As a result, market-based privatization of highways is now more feasible and necessary than ever. Bennett suggests that Americans and their political leaders should be reconsidering whether it has been wise to allow government to take over this vital sector of the economy when a more productive and equitable private-sector option is available. A useful next step for making this happen would be for as many of them as possible to read the incisive book Highway Heist.”


—John H. Semmens, former Senior Planner, Arizona Department of Transportation


“Highway Heist is a fascinating, brilliantly written political history of government-built infrastructure (roads, bridges, canals) since the founding of the republic. The book’s title tells the story: the lack of critical thinking, the frenzy for more building and spending, and the lamentable squandering of so much federal and state money to benefit the interest groups. Hope lies in growing public acceptance of express lanes, tolls, public-private partnerships, and private roads, along with opposition to eminent domain, massive government spending, and the idea that government must own, operate, and maintain highways.”


—E. S. Savas, Presidential Professor Emeritus and former Director of the Privatization Research Organization, Baruch College, CUNY; co-author, Privatization and Public-Private Partnerships


“Although politicians and pundits often claim that ‘crumbling’ infrastructure is a major problem, James Bennett shows that our infrastructure problems run much deeper. Pork barrel politics influences the construction, financing, and placement of roads and other forms of infrastructure that users rarely pay market prices to access. The result is soul-crushing congestion in some places and bridges to nowhere in others. Highway Heist traces these problems through more than 200 years of U.S. history but also shows us how increased reliance on privatization and market forces could ‘build back better’ a more efficient system of infrastructure in the future.”


—Benjamin Powell, Professor of Economics and Executive Director of the Free Market Institute, Rawls College of Business, Texas Tech University


“James Bennett’s book Highway Heist is a provocative and extensively researched book that makes a powerful case for more private-sector involvement in our nation’s roads and highways.”


—Ronald D. Utt, Founder, Potomac Renovations, Ltd.; former Associate Director of Privatization, Office of Management and Budget; former Senior Research Fellow, Heritage Foundation


“Highway Heist by James T. Bennett is a much-needed tell-all book about the ugly reality of transportation infrastructure policy in the United States. Even if one accepts, as Adam Smith did, that constructing roads and bridges is a legitimate role for government, we still have a problem. What kinds of roads and bridges? And where? Without authentic market prices to guide decision-making, we are left with a politicized process where the best-organized and loudest special-interest voices are heard—while the weakest and quietest among us get our homes and businesses condemned to satisfy the latest transportation fad favored by the elites. Meanwhile, those of us who simply want to drive to work are left to navigate roads that look increasingly like a moonscape as government fails to perform even its most basic functions.”


—Robert A. Lawson, Clinical Professor, Jerome M. Fullinwider Centennial Chair in Economic Freedom, and Director, Bridwell Institute for Economic Freedom, Cox School of Business, Southern Methodist University; co-author, Economic Freedom of the World: Annual Reports


“In Highway Heist, James Bennett has written a comprehensive, informative, and entertaining history of federal infrastructure programs from before the Constitution through President Biden’s massive infrastructure bill. Any American who pays taxes should read this book to find out how their money has been spent, and largely wasted, on infrastructure, which now includes far more projects and programs than it ever has in the past. Bennett does not just talk about the problems, he also prescribes solutions, including greater privatization and reducing the gas tax, which would quite properly give the states more responsibility for infrastructure spending.”


—Thomas A. Schatz, President, Citizens Against Government Waste


“I have greatly enjoyed reading James Bennett’s important book, Highway Heist. It describes, analyzes, and suggests policies for efficient and equitable investment and operation of highways, bridges, and canals. The book provides historical development of such facilities in the U.S. from the beginning of the 19th century until 2021. It explains the federal and state roles in funding and managing these infrastructures, and the need to implement user fees and private ownership to replace government funding and thereby to improve social performance. Interestingly, the author claims and proves that such a move is merely a return to 19th century practices.


“Privatization of highways is facilitated by tolling roads, and the fact now of electronically collecting tolls makes the transaction costs minimal. The direct relationship between the producers and consumers, and the funding by the users of the roads rather than by taxpayers, makes the provision and use of the roads both efficient and equitable.


“The author uses his immense knowledge of history, public finance, and public choice to blend it all into a coherent story which is widely supported by relevant examples. The historical review concludes with the description and analysis of President Biden’s infrastructure bill, showing how interest groups benefit from it at the expense of taxpayers. Private toll roads serve better social welfare than government-funded free highways and cannot be objected on constitutional grounds. Indeed, the Republicans have suggested that a significant part of Biden’s allocation for highways, bridges, be done via public-private partnerships instead of by taxpayers’ money. By tolling, the benefactors of the roads pay for their use rather than the taxpayers. The users who are clearly identified, and where electronic collection of fees is cheap, should pay for their use like any other private good. Moreover, Bennett’s examples show that congestion pricing is indeed common in private highways and such prices improve traffic flow and reduce pollution. Easy-to-read and very well-documented, Highway Heist is a must-read globally by transportation planners, policymakers in transportation, and by anyone concerned with improving efficiency and equity in government spending.”


—Simon D. Hakim, Professor of Economics and Director, Center for Competitive Government, Temple University; editor, Handbook on Public-Private Partnerships in Transportation


“James Bennett’s wonderfully readable book Highway Heist recites the history of controversy over transportation issues from the early controversies over roads and canals to President Biden’s 2,700-page proposal to spend $1.2 trillion from the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act. Throughout this insightful book, one central point rings clear: government is a source of division and not unification. The philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment recognized this property of political power at the time of our nation’s founding, but this wisdom has been long erased through the fight for power and wealth within the federal political commons. Reading Highway Heist will help us both to understand better how those liberties have been lost and then to show us how to regain them.”


—Richard E. Wagner, Holbert L. Harris Professor of Economics, George Mason University; author, To Promote the General Welfare: Market Processes vs. Political Transfers


“James Bennett’s Highway Heist is a highly readable and engaging history of the arguments for and against federal involvement in infrastructure development from the founding era to the present. Those who enjoy a non-polemical review of American history, or who enjoy thinking about what is good policy instead of presuming they already know, will particularly enjoy it. In the founding era, the debate focused upon whether the federal government should support the construction of roads, bridges and canals—what the proponents and opponents of such spending called either ‘internal improvements’ or ‘infernal improvements’ depending upon which side of the argument they took. The book principally focuses upon the question of federal funding for roadways, as it has been a constant in American history for over two hundred years. (There was not a lot of discussion then on electric charging station infrastructure, just as there is not now a lot of discussion about canal building.) One learns that a strong case can be made that federal involvement in funding highways and other infrastructure is unconstitutional except in limited instances. We see that while some key founders were making the case against federal funding and arguing that it is unconstitutional, others, including Washington and Adams, were arguing that it was constitutional and were ardent in their advocacy. Highway Heist takes us through two hundred-plus years of American history to the present, and we note that while the particulars of what is being debated have changed, the essential framework of the arguments for and against federal involvement in highway construction—and infrastructure development more broadly—have remained the same. The pro-federal-spending interests have always had the financial edge. Just think about it in connection with the interests on the receiving end of Biden’s $1.2 trillion infrastructure blowout. If to get their hands on a slice of this spending, these interests were willing to invest just 1% of their sought-for payout in advocacy, that would equate to $12 billion being made available for advertising, lobbying and political contributions to move the public and buy political support. Those on the other side of the argument had no resources to bring to the debate except their reason, voice and pen. Bennett allows us to hear the voices and arguments of those who saw there are other ways to do things: ways that could provide better infrastructural development, faster and cheaper for the public while being less corrupting of the federal government and its office holders.”


—Bret D. Schundler, former Mayor, Jersey City, New Jersey; former New Jersey Commissioner of Education; former Chief Operating Officer, King’s College in New York City
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INDEPENDENT INSTITUTE is a non-profit, non-partisan, public-policy research and educational organization that shapes ideas into profound and lasting impact. The mission of Independent is to boldly advance peaceful, prosperous, and free societies grounded in a commitment to human worth and dignity. Applying independent thinking to issues that matter, we create transformational ideas for today’s most pressing social and economic challenges. The results of this work are published as books, our quarterly journal, The Independent Review, and other publications and form the basis for numerous conference and media programs. By connecting these ideas with organizations and networks, we seek to inspire action that can unleash an era of unparalleled human flourishing at home and around the globe.
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Introduction



INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS—altered by critics to the hellish-sounding infernal improvements—was the term used nearly conterminously with the republic’s founding to denote public works, with an emphasis on those facilitating transportation. Thus roads, bridges, and canals were the most prominent early examples thereof, along with lighthouses and various improvements to waterways and harbors.


Deployed early, an especially useful polemical theme that persists to this day is the identification of internal improvements with progress and the branding of skeptics as mossbacks and reactionaries. Are you a progressive? Prove it by supporting state subsidy of our road, our bridge, our canal. Farmers, many of whom saw internal improvements as a racket, a scam by which mercantile interests pilfered the pockets of husbandmen while waxing grandiose about their big visions, magnificent dreams, and progressive mindset, saw only tax bills and, in the case of toll roads or waterways, charges to travel byways and waterways that they had theretofore traversed for free. But the narrative designed by the internal improvements crowd held that these carpers and cavilers were sticks in the mud, unimaginative rustic dolts, and, in the case of those who in the mid-twentieth century would object to the state seizing and demolishing their homes to make room for highways, NIMBYs—selfish embodiments of a Not-In-My-BackYard spirit.


That these improvements were artificial adornments to or offenses against nature was a theme that would not be played with any success by internal improvement opponents until the middle years of the twentieth century, when the destruction wrought by such highwaymen as Robert Moses—the obliteration of city neighborhoods, venerable structures, ethnic enclaves, and vital communities, all done with huge exactions of taxpayer money—aroused middle-class and college-educated reformers and set the government-subsidized engineers on their heels. Infrastructure is the rather unlovely term that replaced internal improvements; for in the twentieth century, the canals emptied and humble roads became highways, and the national government took on a larger—though not majority—share of spending thereon. Infrastructure in the form of roads and highways has often been seen as an economic boon, enabling producers to reach wider markets, get their products to market more quickly and cheaply, and expand their choice of suppliers; it also gives employees a broader range of choices in where to work and live, and expands options for consumers as well. It is, obviously, essential to a modern economy. But it is not so obvious that these avenues of conveyance need planning, building, and support by government, whether at the federal, state, or local level. Locating such responsibility in the public rather than the private sector means, perforce, their politicization, and consequently the misapplication of resources due to political pressures exerted by and on behalf of influential political actors—in other words, that porcine metaphor for all seasons, the pork barrel.


Moreover, there is a related definitional problem. Advocates of increased public spending on infrastructure love to use—in fact, they caress—the word investment. It sounds responsible, wise, above reproach. Yet governments are not like private enterprise: they do not keep capital budgets or assess rates of return for projects they may undertake. They “take no account of that which is not seen,” to borrow a phrase from the nineteenth-century French economist Frédéric Bastiat; they do not consider alternative uses of taxpayer monies.1 Their decisions are the result of political, and not economic, calculations, and thus to use the word investment in discussion thereof is a solecism.


The Congressional Budget Office has laid out seven infrastructure categories: highways, public transit, wastewater treatment, water resources, air traffic control, airports, and municipal water supply.2 This book focuses on a broadened version of the first and, in many ways, most visible and historically significant category: roads and bridges, as well as their aquatic kin, the nineteenth-century canal. Also examined is US transportation policy from the Constitutional Convention through the presidency of Donald Trump—that is, from “internal improvements” in antebellum America to the current trope of “crumbling infrastructure.”


Concentrating on debates over government subsidies necessary to promote roads and canals, Chapter 1 explores the most contentious, and consequential, transportation issues of the early nineteenth century. These include the 1808 report of Thomas Jefferson’s secretary of the treasury proposing a major expansion of government’s role in facilitating the movement of goods and people; New York State’s building of the Erie Canal, the first major state-level internal improvement; the contrasting visions of Presidents John Quincy Adams, who advocated the construction of magnificent, federally assisted public works, and Andrew Jackson, who insisted that any such works must pass strict constitutional muster; and the rise and fall of turnpikes, an early example of a mixed public/private roadbuilding venture.


Chapter 2 reviews the origin and growth of the “Good Roads” movement, which began as the project of bicycle enthusiasts grouped around the upper-crust League of American Wheelmen and expanded to include a coalition of progressives, engineers, and business leaders whose primary obstacle, once constitutional objections to their program were overcome, was persuading recalcitrant farmers to relinquish local control of road maintenance and cede authority to more remote centers of power, up to and including the new state departments of transportation. This chapter also surveys early efforts by the states and the federal government to extract taxes and fees from automobilists, as well as the formative experiences of such later architects of US highway policy as Dwight D. Eisenhower and Thomas H. MacDonald of the Bureau of Public Roads.


Chapter 3 outlines the genesis, development, and eventual enactment of the National System of Interstate and Defense Highways, which is commonly referred to today as the grandest public works project in the history of the nation, if not the world. Special attention is paid to the handful of often cogent and prescient critics of the aborning interstate, who ranged from budget-conscious conservatives to social critics and philosophers who cautioned against the massive destruction and displacement that construction of the interstate would entail.


Chapter 4 recounts the comparatively abrupt about-face in public attitudes toward the interstate and the roadbuilding project in the 1960s and 1970s. The cession of power from localities and small-scale democratic entities to centralized bureaucracies had produced not only the extraordinary achievement of a forty-one-thousand-mile system of impressively engineered roadways, but also the razing of hundreds of thousands of homes and businesses and the displacement or uprooting of over one million Americans, in many cases by the government exercise of eminent domain.


Chapter 5 documents the revival of the public works movement, which had taken to calling its bailiwick “infrastructure” and emphasizing both the alleged deterioration of America’s physical plant, especially its roads and bridges, and the rosy employment possibilities of sharply increased federal spending thereon. The twists and turns of infrastructure politics and policy up through the Trump administration are followed, as are contemporary reform proposals, particularly the widespread tolling of highways and the prospects for their full or partial privatization.


And now, as a rhapsodist of the open highway once said, let us go on the road …





1



Internal—or Infernal?—Improvements: A New Nation Confronts Infrastructure


THE CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION, meeting in the sweltering Philadelphia summer of 1787, agreed without debate that among the powers granted Congress in Article I, Section 8, would be “to establish post offices.” Even the strongest critics of what they perceived as the centralizing tendencies of the new Constitution conceded that function to the national government. But the appendage to that grant, “and post roads,” which was the hook on which internal improvements were hung (back in the day when constitutional limits were more scrupulously recognized than they are today1), made it into the final document by the skin of its teeth, or by the thickness of a postcard. Over the meanings and nuances of the terms establish and post roads would flare a constitutional dispute that would endure into the early twentieth century.


On August 16, 1787, as the convention was racing down the homestretch before its adjournment one month hence, Massachusetts delegate Elbridge Gerry, best known for lending his name to the manipulation of election districts (“gerrymandering”), offered an amendment to tack onto the congressional power to establish post offices the right also to establish—whether that meant to authorize, to finance, or to build was not made clear—post roads.


Two members of the small-government faction at the convention, New York’s decentralist duo of John Lansing and Robert Yates, kept journals of the conclave’s actions, but each had left Philadelphia long before August 16, suspecting its leading lights of harboring excessive ambitions for a powerful United States government. So James Madison, author of the Virginia Plan, which became the convention’s mark-up document, left us the only account of what transpired on that date, and Madison’s notes are, with respect to post roads, exceedingly sparse. We know only that Mr. Gerry made the motion and that it passed by the narrowest of margins, 6–5, with the quintet of nay votes coming from the two states whose delegations were most protective of state vis-à-vis national powers (New Hampshire and North Carolina) as well as Connecticut, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.2 (Two centuries hence, no congressional delegations were more avid, more ravenous, more rabid for federal highway construction money than those of Pennsylvania and New Jersey.)


In the waning hours of the convention, Benjamin Franklin, the éminence grise of the gathering, proposed to further stretch the power to “establish post offices and post roads” to include also “a power for cutting canals where deemed necessary.”3 Roger Sherman of Connecticut, a moderate who signed not only the Constitution but also the Declaration of Independence and the Articles of Confederation, objected that “the expence [sic] in such cases will fall on the U. States, and the benefits accrue to the places where the canals may be cut.”4 In other words, forcing the new union as a whole to pay for projects that aided only constituent parts. Was the Constitution to be a mechanism by which the largest and most politically influential states could shake down their smaller partners in union?


Rebutting Sherman was James Wilson of Pennsylvania, a fervent nationalist who was a dependable partisan on the side of expanding the central government’s reach. “Instead of being an expence to the U.S.,” said Wilson, canals “may be made a source of revenue.”5 Their subsidization might well be a wise and even profitable policy of the national government. This disagreement foreshadowed much of what was to come. Wilson emphasized “the importance of facilitating by canals, the communication with the Western settlements.”6 The triumvirate of Franklin, Wilson, and their supporter James Madison, so prepotent at other points of the convention, was soundly routed on the matter of federal subsidy of canals. They went down by a vote of 8–3, winning only Pennsylvania, Virginia, and far-flung Georgia, which was eager to ease communication with her sister states. (As was the case with the post roads issue, states voted as a unit, and New York lacked a quorum while independent-minded Rhode Island never sent a delegation.)


James Madison, fittingly, sponsored the federal government’s maiden venture into the subvention of internal improvements: the Lighthouses Act of 1789, which the Father of the Constitution proposed in April 1789, just one week into the life of the First Congress. The act, as passed—it was just the ninth piece of legislation enacted under the new Constitution—provided for the transfer of the dozen extant lighthouses from the states to the federal government, which henceforth would be responsible for their “support, maintenance, and repair,” as well as that of lighthouses yet to be built.7 Because such aids to seafaring navigation were more common along the rocky coastlines of the Northern states, the measure enjoyed greater support in the North than it did among Southern members of Congress, who counted just two lighthouses—those at Charleston Harbor in South Carolina and Tybee Island in Georgia—within their region.8 Nevertheless, it passed and was signed into law in August by President Washington. Internal improvements—infrastructure—had gained its first beachhead.


(In a classic 1974 paper, Ronald H. Coase made a powerful case for private provision of lighthouses, which had long been thought to be a public good that, of necessity, must be provided by government.9 His examples were drawn primarily from the tradition of private lighthouses in Great Britain.10)


Madison also moved to use the post roads provision that Elbridge Gerry had succeeded in adding to the document. In 1796, Madison proposed a survey of the main post road stretching the length of the eastern United States, from Maine to Georgia. He was chastised by none other than Thomas Jefferson, who, as the historian Joseph H. Harrison Jr. of Auburn University has written, “thought the power to establish post roads was merely that of choosing between roads already in existence.”11 Jefferson told Madison that a federal power to do anything with respect to roads beyond such choosing would be “a source of boundless patronage to the executive, jobbing to members of Congress & their friends, and a bottomless abyss of public money.” Moreover, it would set off an “eternal scramble among the members who can get the most money wasted in their State; and they will always get most who are meanest.”12


Jefferson, it seems, foresaw the pork barrel before the first stave was in place or the first pig had been slaughtered or even before the first log had been rolled. His archrival, Alexander Hamilton, had in his Report on Manufactures (1791) expressed his wish that “the National Government … lend its direct aid on a comprehensive plan” to assist “the transportation of commodities.”13 Thus the battle lines were drawn early on, though they would often be blurred by sectional dustups, for when government funds were at stake, principles became unusually—though not inevitably—malleable.


Direction of the earliest appropriations for internal improvements went to projects in the territories, as the constitutionality of direct aid to the states was a matter of contention. In 1796, speculator Ebenezer Zane, eponym of Zanesville, Ohio, was granted three sections of land in the Northwest Territory through which he cut Zane’s Trace, a horse trail and footpath running from Wheeling in what later became West Virginia to Limestone (later Maysville), Kentucky.14 This seems to have been “the first instance of local subsidy by the Federal Government,” according to that same federal government.15


American roads in the infancy of the republic were rude and primitive, often unfriendly to wheels, cleared of stumps and big rocks but seldom surfaced with the gravel or “pounded stone” that covered some of the busier roads near cities.16 Such trails as Zane blazed, for horse and foot, carriage and wagon, would often become, over the generations, highways, rather as early documents, as they are written over many times, become palimpsests.


They were crude, rutted pathways from settlement to settlement trod by horses and oxen carrying wagonloads of the bounty of the harvest, or dry goods, or necessaries. They turned to slush in the springtime melt, then mud, then dust in summer, and quicksand in the rainy autumn, and returned to frozen and impassable, if not impossible, ruts in winter. Potholed, rutted, hard on horses, hard on oxen, hard on their drivers: a desire to improve such rudimentary roads surely was reasonable.


The states found that it was easier to issue edicts than it was to smooth the roads. The Ohio state legislature, for instance, handed down the difficult-to-enforce law that roads should not contain stumps more than one foot in height.17 The leveling of the Buckeye State’s paths, however, was left to men largely without any formal training in the viatical arts. They did the best they could.


In the early republic, West Point, established in 1802, was the only school in which engineering was taught, but its focus was war, not stump-cutting and path-blazing in order to get things to market. The first civilian “school of civil engineering, which has had a continuous existence, to be established in any English-speaking country” was an American academy, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, New York, founded in 1824 as the Rensselaer School.18 Thus, passing few early American roads were built by trained engineers; they were the work of amateurs, relying on generations of received wisdom and practice. Some states appointed a principal engineer whose task was to send the most up-to-date information on methods, cost, and optimal location of road construction to the builders of roads, as well as best drainage practices. But, often, those in the field were on their own.


Gallatin and Jefferson Discover the Joys of Loose Construction


Thomas Jefferson and a considerable number of his namesake Jeffersonian Republicans shed their strict constructionist skin once the levers of power were in their hands. The Louisiana Purchase was the most spectacular example of this shift, though among the many smaller instances was Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin’s proposal that one-tenth of the revenue from public land sales within the soon-to-be state of Ohio be used to construct “a turnpike or other roads, leading from the navigable waters emptying into the Atlantic to the Ohio, and continued afterwards through the new state.”19


Ohio was cash poor but land rich. So attached to her entry into the union was a provision that one-twentieth (rather than Gallatin’s suggested one-tenth) of the proceeds of Ohio land sales be allocated to road construction, with 60 percent of this sum set aside for roads within Ohio and the remaining 40 percent dedicated to interstate roads going through Ohio. Using language previously associated with the consolidationist Federalists, Gallatin wrote of this venture “cementing the bonds of union between those parts of the United States, whose local interests have been considered as most dissimilar.”20 This was, charged the Federalists, a constitutionally dubious method of building roads at public expense in the Republican states of Virginia and Pennsylvania. How the tables had turned!


The Federalists were the party of loose, or expansive, construction, but in this instance, as would often be the case when it came to transportation policy, sectional interests trumped ideology. Thomas Jefferson, who barely a lustrum ago was deploring federal roads policy as containing the germ of rampant corruption, signed the Ohio legislation, as he also endorsed the Cumberland Road, the first major federal internal improvement, and one that would eventually receive almost $7 million from the federal treasury. His volte-face was almost complete when, in his Sixth Annual Message to Congress of December 2, 1806, President Jefferson proposed to apply the proceeds of the impost on foreign luxuries “to the great purposes of the public education, roads, rivers, canals, and such other objects of public improvement as it may be thought proper to add to the constitutional enumeration of federal powers. By these operations new channels of communication will be opened between the States; the lines of separation will disappear, their interests will be identified, and their union cemented by new and indissoluble ties.”21


Note that while Jefferson now supported federal aid to such endeavors, he insisted that this aid be consistent with the enumerated powers in the Constitution. He was not unaware of the gap between his libertarian, strict constructionist philosophy and his presidential actions, and therefore he sought to at least justify his departures from principle with a constitutional amendment clarifying the federal government’s power—“in time of peace”—to expend funds on “rivers, canals, roads, arts, manufactures, education, and other great objects within each State.”22 The proposed amendment came a cropper; as John Lauritz Larson writes, “Die-hard Federalists who would gleefully oppose such a gift to Jefferson’s government abounded, while ‘Old Republicans,’ clinging to the original Spirit of ’98, opposed any step toward ‘consolidation.’”23


The amendment would never come close to being appended to the nation’s charter, in part because the colorful strict constructionist John Randolph of Virginia, adamantine defender of a minimal federal government, chaired the committee to which the revision was assigned. And in time, advocacy of such an internal improvements–enabling amendment would be a sign of archaism and anachronism, as if a modern man took to wearing a peruke or pince-nez. It was at best an amusing affectation, but more likely a sign of odd, even eldritch, tendencies.


But in antebellum America, it was impossible to ignore the views of men such as Randolph. He scoffed at the anchorage of internal improvements on what he believed to be an exiguous constitutional hook; as Russell Kirk explained, the legendary Randolph of Roanoke condemned “latitudinarians of constitutional interpretation, who took the authority to establish post roads as signifying authority to build post roads.”24 Randolph lectured the US House of Representatives: “Gentlemen say we have the power, by the Constitution, to establish post roads, and, having established post roads, we should be much obliged to you to allow us, therefore, the power to construct the roads and canals into the bargain …. [S]upposing the power to exist on our part—of all the powers that can be exercised by this House, there is no power that would be more susceptible of abuse than this very power.”25


The fiercest fighting over the Cumberland (aka National) Road concerned its course rather than its constitutionality. The Cumberland Road joined the Potomac with the Ohio Valley. It would be known by any number of names over the years, whether the Cumberland Road, the Great Western Road, Ohio’s Road, Uncle Sam’s Road, or the National Road.26 It was to be built according to the most up-to-date specifications, beginning with the requirement that it must be four rods wide, with a roadbed of thirty feet, and surfaced with broken stone.


Over which territory would this National Road run? The Pennsylvanians and Virginians promoted routes beginning in Philadelphia and Richmond, respectively, but in December 1805, a special Senate committee chaired by Uriah Tracy (F-CT) endorsed a route that satisfied solons of neither the Old Dominion nor the Keystone State. Its starting point was to be Cumberland, Maryland, near one of the northern notches of the Potomac River, whence it would wend its way 156 miles to Wheeling, Virginia, on the Ohio River, from which it was envisioned, over subsequent years, to take a route through Ohio and the future states of Indiana, Illinois, and Missouri, to the apposite terminus of Jefferson City. The House passed the bill in March 1806 by a vote of 66–50, with heavy support from the West and from the Federalists, who approved of internal improvements on principle. As John Lauritz Larson notes, while Republicans split over the bill, “nearly all of the 38 Republicans voting nay came from Virginia or Pennsylvania.”27 Richmond and Philadelphia would not stand for this slight! Protecting the interests of one’s state and district superseded ideology, not for the last time.


President Jefferson was pleased; he wrote Gallatin that the “road from Cumberland to Ohio will be an important link in the chain to St. Louis” from Baltimore.28 The job-creating possibilities of road construction went unmentioned, as they would, by and large, until the 1930s. Construction of the road would span seven years, from 1811 to 1818; it would later be extended through Indiana and Illinois, stopping at the Mississippi River, before in 1838, Congress vouchsafed its final appropriation for the National Road.29


Big thinkers, visionaries, and grand conceptualizers, or at least those who fancy themselves such, go for overarching strategies. They scorn the piecemeal. And so in 1808, Secretary of the Treasury Gallatin eagerly and at great length responded to a Senate resolution of the year previous requesting him:


to prepare and report to the Senate, at their next session, a plan for the application of such means as are within the power of Congress, to the purposes of opening roads, and making canals; together with a statement of the undertakings, of that nature, which as objects of public improvement, may require and deserve the aid of government; and also a statement of works of the nature mentioned, which have been commenced, the progress which has been made in them, and the means and prospect of their being completed.30


Gallatin’s response bore the title Report of the Secretary of the Treasury, on the Subject of Public Roads and Canals. “The general utility of artificial roads and canals, is at this time so universally admitted, as hardly to require any additional proofs,” declared the secretary of the treasury, seeming to shut off any discussion of first principles. The only debate, then, should center on who would build them and where. Large-scale works, he asserted, were beyond the ability of private enterprise to undertake, and yet their social and economic utility were so great as to be legitimate objects of public subvention. As Gallatin wrote, “Good roads and canals, [would] shorten distances, facilitate commercial and personal intercourse, and unite by a still more intimate community of interests, the most remote quarters of the United States. No other single operation, within the power of government, [could] more effectually tend to strengthen and perpetuate that union, which secures external independence, domestic peace, and liberty.”31


Only the “General Government” has resources “amply sufficient for the completion of every practicable improvement.”32 Moreover, only that same government has the farsightedness, the ability to transcend the merely parochial, to choose projects based on merit rather than a grimy and venal political calculus. Echoing the hopeful theories of James Madison and Alexander Hamilton in The Federalist Papers, Gallatin averred, “The national legislature alone, embracing every local interest, and superior to every local consideration, is competent to the selection of such national objects.”33 This confident asseveration has not, to be charitable, been vindicated in later centuries.


Gallatin, with a contribution from Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the architect who designed the US Capitol, described the progress, challenges, cost, and other details of nearly two dozen canals, turnpikes, and river improvements. Some were going concerns; others were merely on the drawing board. They included canals in New York, Ohio, Massachusetts, Virginia, and elsewhere; “improvements” to such rivers as the Susquehanna, Potomac, James, and Santee; and roads connecting Nashville to Natchez, Cincinnati to St. Louis, and, most spectacularly, a “great turnpike,” 1,600 miles in length, “extending from Maine to Georgia.”34


There was nothing penny-ante or mingy in this lineup. The secretary admitted that “the expense seems to be the primary object of consideration” with respect to the Maine-to-Georgia road,35 though the wonder of it all is that this Herculean feat of federal enterprise was being proposed by the administration of Thomas Jefferson, who in his first inaugural address extolled “a wise and frugal government, which shall restrain men from injuring one another, shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned.”36 Seven years at the helm of a national government can alter one’s view of the proper role of said government. While conceding that the consent of the states through which roads and canals pass is necessary before any work can be done, it was “highly probable,” Gallatin assured the senators, that such consent would be obtained easily.37 A constitutional amendment could render moot any other pettifogging objections.


Gallatin estimated the expense of these improvements at $16.6 million; throwing in an extra $3.4 million for “local improvements” in those states that do not figure prominently in the report’s major projects, he came up with a nice round figure of $20 million, which, he pointed out helpfully, “would accomplish all those great objects in ten years” with an annual appropriation of just $2 million.38 (To view this in perspective, total federal outlays in 1808 were $9.7 million, so this would require a more than 20 percent increase.39)


As Larson recounts, the Gallatin report was translated into a bill offered by Rep. Peter Porter (R-NY) and Senator John Pope (DR-KY), which “committed the federal government to buying one-third of the stock of private companies chartered in the states to build every major project named in Gallatin’s report,” save the Potomac Canal.40 Rep. Porter, who hailed from the frontier of western New York, argued that federal aid was essential if farmers were to find markets beyond the merely local; canals and roads would be incentives to increase production.


The Porter bill sank, done in by Federalist opposition as well as that of old Jeffersonians such as Rep. John Wayles Eppes (DR-VA). In any event, the impost revenue necessary to fund these projects had shrunk due to Jefferson’s Embargo Act of 1807 aimed at Great Britain and France. Later, the War of 1812 put the quietus to Gallatin’s plan. The secretary, as his biographer Henry Adams wrote, discarded “all his old hopes and ambitions, all schemes for discharging debts and creating canals, roads, and universities,” and dedicated himself to “the single point of defending the Treasury,” for Gallatin “regarded the habit of borrowing money with horror”; as war impended, he insisted that “expenditure should not exceed revenue” except in the direst circumstances.41


In his seventh annual message to Congress of December 5, 1815, President James Madison, who for three decades had vacillated between an expansive view of the powers of the federal government and a zealous regard to the rights of the states, sounded a Gallatin-like note:


Among the means of advancing the public interest the occasion is a proper one for 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. 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.42


Perhaps sensing an opening, a weakening of old Jeffersonian rhetoric or even conviction, Rep. John C. Calhoun of South Carolina made a bold move. In 1817, Calhoun, an ardent War of 1812 hawk who would later be known as the prophet of disunion, proposed to “bind the Republic together with a perfect system of roads and canals” by means of the Bonus Bill of 1817.43 This legislation would have dedicated $1.5 million that the federal government was set to receive from the Second Bank of the United States, as well as future bank dividends due the government ($650,000 annually, or so it was estimated), to the purpose of funding unnamed internal improvements. The assumption was that the Gallatin plan might offer a useful guide.


Calhoun, who apparently held more benign views of nationalism early in his career than later, exulted over the cohering possibilities of extensive federal subsidy of internal improvements. Constitutional permission to embark on this adventure he discovered in the general welfare clause. And the Cumberland/National Road was nearing completion; wasn’t that a substantial precedent? “Let us conquer space,” Calhoun enthused metaphysically, sounding like an antebellum version of Newt Gingrich or Jerry Brown.44


Again, those loyal to the old Jeffersonian faith revolted. Louisiana Republican Rep. Thomas Bolling Robertson charged that the Bonus Bill would lead to “one grand, magnificent, consolidated empire.”45 He succeeded in attaching an amendment to Calhoun’s Bank Bonus Bill, apportioning the aid to the states according to population and ensuring that the states, and not a grasping federal government, made the spending decisions. Speaker of the House Henry Clay of Kentucky, like Calhoun an 1812 hawk, but unlike Calhoun a partisan of what would become the National Republican, and then the Whig Party, reluctantly accepted these modifications to ensure passage. Timothy Pickering, a Jefferson-hating old Federalist, attached a very Jeffersonian amendment allowing a state to veto any federal project within its borders.


Others denied that the Constitution granted the federal government the authority to subsidize the building of roads, bridges, or canals. John Randolph spoke for three hours in opposition, and Senator Nathaniel Macon, who was to cut a profile as one of the foremost foes of internal improvement legislation, opined that this was an unconstitutional exercise of power.46 Moreover, some in the established states—New Englanders, New Yorkers, Virginians—suspected that this bill was a way to transfer Eastern wealth to the upstart West. The Bonus Bill squeaked by in the House, 86–84, and passed the Senate, 20–15, amended (or watered down) by the Robertson and Pickering provisions disbursing funds on the basis of state population rather than national needs and requiring the consent of the states before effectuating any putative improvements. But the unpredictable constitutional precisian James Madison would have the last word. On his final day in office, President Madison unsheathed his veto quill. He did so despite a last-minute plea from Speaker Clay, who wrote, “Knowing that we cannot differ on the question of the object of the Internal Improvements bill, however we may on the Constitutional point, will you excuse me for respectfully suggesting whether you could not leave the bill to your successor?”47 No go.


Madison had long vacillated between the supporter of a vigorous central government that he had been at the Constitutional Convention and the Jeffersonian suspicious of federal overreach that he had been during the administration of President John Adams. In the Bonus Bill veto message, the latter manifestation roared. This exercise fell outside the enumerated powers, he insisted; displaying a restraint that seems almost bizarrely archaic in light of the imperial presidency that has held sway since the mid-twentieth century, Madison wrote plaintively:


I am not unaware of the great importance of roads and canals and the improved navigation of water courses, and that a power in the National Legislature to provide for them might be exercised with signal advantage to the general prosperity. But seeing that such a power is not expressly given by the Constitution, and believing that it can not be deduced from any part of it without an inadmissible latitude of construction and a reliance on insufficient precedents; believing also that the permanent success of the Constitution depends on a definite partition of powers between the General and the State Governments, and that no adequate landmarks would be left by the constructive extension of the powers of Congress as proposed in the bill, I have no option but to withhold my signature from it.48


Henry Clay exclaimed that “not even an earthquake that should have swallowed up half this city, could have excited more surprise than when” Madison’s veto had been communicated.49 There was insufficient time left for Congress to attempt an override of Madison’s veto. The Bonus Bill was dead. And if anyone knew just what fell within/without the bounds of constitutional propriety, it was the primary author of that charter, James Madison. Right?


The Canal Cometh


Canals captured the imaginations of the earliest paladins of government-sponsored improvements. Robert Morris, the “financier of the Revolution,” was an advocate for an “expensive canal diverting traffic to Philadelphia, where nature did not intend it to go,” as John Lauritz Larson puckishly noted in his acclaimed Internal Improvement: National Public Works and the Promise of Popular Government in the Early United States.50


Elkanah Watson, an indefatigable promoter of canals and turnpikes in New York State, was a veritable Publius in his authorship of letters, articles, and broadsides in favor of internal improvements. But the man whose surname would become synonymous with the canal era, DeWitt Clinton, had bloodlines that were Republican, Jeffersonian, and strict constructionist. In 1793 he had denounced attempts to “enlist the passions of party on the side of hydraulic experiments.”51 But time, and political opportunity, are teachers.


Gallatin’s 1808 report had envisioned a trans–New York canal, but its realization awaited the exertions of the teachable DeWitt Clinton. He was a nephew of George Clinton, the Revolutionary wartime governor of New York, a robust Anti-federalist, two-term vice president of the United States, and strict constructionist. Nephew DeWitt had more protean views. He slipped off his familial Republican skepticism of internal improvements and instead embraced them with a passion.


Though derisively called Clinton’s Big Ditch, the Erie Canal was conceived, or at least limned in greatest detail, in, of all places, a prison. While in debtors’ prison, a Finger Lakes–area flour miller and dreamer named Jesse Hawley, writing under the pen name Hercules, published a series of fourteen essays in 1807 proposing the construction of a canal “connecting the waters of Lake Erie and those of the Mohawk and Hudson rivers by means of a canal.”52 This was no job for private concerns, said Hawley, but rather a “patriotic government.”53 Even in debtors’ prison, apparently, the benevolent possibilities of energetic government could inspire. The state legislature was impressed. It authorized a survey of the “most eligible and direct route for a canal” linking the Hudson River with Lake Erie.54 The 1808 Gallatin report, which had advocated public subsidy of canals, suggested that perhaps New York might receive aid from the federal government for this project, though when New York assemblyman Joshua Forman raised the matter with Thomas Jefferson, the president, incredulous, replied that “you talk of making a canal 350 miles through the wilderness—it is little short of madness to think of it at this day.”55


As indeed it was. For the challenge was daunting. At the time of the Erie Canal’s conception, only three American canals were more than two miles long, and the longest canal in America (the Middlesex in Massachusetts) ran just 27.25 miles, or three miles for every year it took to dig. The Erie Canal, connecting the Great Lakes to the Hudson River (and thus to New York City), would stretch for 363 miles.


Nevertheless, in 1810, the New York legislature appointed seven members to the newly created Commission to Explore a Route for a Canal to Lake Erie. Commissioners included such eminences as DeWitt Clinton, mayor of New York City; the laird and patroon Stephen Van Rensselaer; Gallatin report advocate and congressman Peter Porter; and Gouverneur Morris, the one-legged rake whose facile pen had been responsible for the style, if not content, of the US Constitution. Morris was a buoyant Federalist, a believer in the bountiful possibilities of government encouragement of business. In 1800, he had a premonition of an inland waterway that would connect the Hudson and Lake Erie. He envisioned an American empire of vast riches and stretch: “The proudest empire in Europe is but a bauble, compared to what America will be, must be, in the course of two centuries, perhaps of one.”56


After examining the competing routes, the commission did what enjoined government commissions always do: it endorsed the project. Gouverneur Morris acted, once more, as the penman. Not only was the canal possible, he wrote in a report submitted to the legislature in March 1811, but “too great a national interest is at stake” to leave this job to private enterprise. The commissioners asserted with an eye to this first (but not last) American Big Dig, “large expenditures can be made more economically under public authority.”57 The state legislature appropriated $15,000 to further the exploratory work on the canal.


The canal was a casualty of the War of 1812, in which the New York–Canada border was a scene of conflict. Nevertheless, its proponents, especially canal commissioner and head cheerleader DeWitt Clinton, never stopped rowing the boat. He and other influential supporters sponsored a gathering on December 30, 1815, at the City Hotel in Manhattan, where Clinton, dipping into hyperbole the way that other attendees were dipping into the sauce, told the assembled that the canal was “without parallel in the history of mankind.”58 At rallies across the state, supporters then gathered thousands of petitions from New Yorkers assenting to Clinton’s claim that the canal would also be “a work more stupendous, more magnificent, and more beneficial than has hitherto been achieved by the human race.”59 Whatever else they were, the canal’s backers were not modest.


Furious lobbying ensued, for if the canal were a success, the nodes along the construction route would surely spring up and prosper. In the parlance of a later time, the New York state legislature was going to be picking winners—and, by implication, leaving losers unpicked. Foes from other parts of the state carped. What was in this for southern New York, for the Adirondack region, for Long Island? Their taxed farmers would subsidize cheaper transportation to market for produce from other sections of the state. As one Samuel Beach, writing under the name Peter Ploughshare, protested, “I should like to know whether my little farm in the county of Jefferson has got to be taxed from year to year, for the purpose of enabling the farmers on the shores of Lakes Erie, Huron, and Michigan to bring their produce to market for nothing.”60 Well, Peter … yes!


The state legislature approved, not without opposition, $20,000 for surveys and estimates in 1816. The next spring, the die was cast. By a vote of 64–36 in the state assembly and 18–9 in the state senate, the New York state legislature authorized the construction of what was at first known as the Western Canal and created a Canal Fund with which to pay for construction. It was a pool to which many revenue streams contributed: a state loan, land sales, a tax on auction sales and lands lying within twenty-five miles of either side of the canal, lottery proceeds, and taxes on salt and steamboat tickets.61
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