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BOLD ENDEAVORS



























PROLOGUE











THE NATION IS FALLING apart—literally. America’s roads and bridges, schools and hospitals, airports and railways, ports and dams, waterlines and air-control systems—the country’s entire infrastructure—is rapidly and dangerously deteriorating.




When the levees fail to hold back the floodwaters in New Orleans or a bridge collapses during rush hour in Minneapolis, there are headlines and collective national sighs of concern. Short-term solutions are offered up. But after the sense of emergency passes, the country’s attention moves on, too. These tragedies, however, are only harbingers of the many national disasters that are to come.




Time has taken its toll on America. Consider these daunting statistics cited in a recent report to Congress: Three quarters of the country’s public school buildings are outdated and inadequate. More than a quarter of the nation’s bridges are obsolete or deficient. It will take $11 billion annually to replace aging drinking water facilities. Half the locks on the more than 12,000 miles of inland waterways are functionally obsolete. The American Society of Civil Engineers has estimated that over the next five years an investment of $1.6 trillion will be needed simply to make the nation’s infrastructure dependable and safe.




Worse, while little is being done to remedy these deficiencies, the demands on the nation’s beleaguered infrastructure continue to grow. Over the next decade airline passenger travel is anticipated to increase by about one third. Freight tonnage will grow by nearly one half. And the highways and roads will continue to be clogged: Americans already spend 3.5 billion hours each year in traffic.




Greater demand multiplied by increased deterioration is an equation that can only produce woeful results for the nation. Aviation delays will cost the U.S. economy an estimated $30 billion by 2015. Traffic congestion will waste untold hours, further pollute the air, and burn nearly $100 billion each year in wasted fuel. More consequentially, each year an estimated 13,000 deaths can be attributed to poor highway maintenance.




There are, of course, many other disturbing examples of decay throughout the country that could be cited in this equation. Ports, trains, schools, waste and water systems—the nation is growing older on every front. Regardless of what is scrutinized, in the end it all adds up to the same very despairing result: The aging of our nation’s infrastructure has lessened our productivity, undermined our ability to compete in the global economy, shaken our perceptions about our own safety and health, and damaged the quality of American life.




What must be done?




America needs to rebuild its infrastructure. It is a critical national priority, a costly long-term investment, and a visionary enterprise. It is a program that can provide tens of millions of much needed jobs. And it is an undertaking that can only succeed if it is directed, coordinated, and largely financed by the federal government.




 




THIS BOOK IS AN attempt to demonstrate through ten examples from our history that the federal government has traditionally been the indispensable investor in our nation. Each of the ten chapters is a case study of how an activist government, led by bold leaders with vision and perseverance, made far-seeing investments that helped to shape America. Presidents Jefferson, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt, in fact, heroically found the will in the midst of grave national crises to look beyond the turmoil of the times in which they lived to strengthen the nation’s future. Together, these ten historical precedents offer up a balance sheet of sorts: an accounting of the many returns, anticipated and unanticipated, material and spiritual, that the nation has reaped from propitious government investments—decisions which in their time were attacked as costly, unmanageable, and unnecessary. And the ten case studies that follow are not unique. The stories of other beneficial government initiatives could have been told; for example, the development of radar, the eradication of polio, the commitment to land a man on the moon.




Yet it is also important to note that while the activist principle embodied in these case studies remains valid and instructive, some of the actions initiated by the government were flawed, morally complacent, or manipulated by the marketplace. Some decisions were guided by self-interest and the consequences were detrimental. For example, while we celebrate the ingenuity that built the Panama Canal and the transcontinental railroad, at the same time we must also recognize the arrogance that led America to enforce its will on a sovereign nation and ignore the cruel conditions and dangers that immigrant Chinese rail workers had to confront. The examples cited are bold endeavors, decisions made by visionary leaders, but we must also recognize the flaws in some of these initiatives. The specifics too often are warnings, a reminder to put these achievements in perspective, and to apply moral standards to future national undertakings.




 




I AM NOT A historian, and this book is at its heart not a history. It is a narrative implicitly animated by the real-world experiences I had and the lessons I learned while working in a time of economic crisis with New York’s Municipal Assistance Corporation (MAC) for eighteen years and during my tenure as an ambassador. Fundamentally, however, I have always been a banker, and this book is at its core a banker’s call for action.




In opposition to the voices who choose to ignore the many successful examples from our nation’s past (including those recounted in these pages) to argue that government intervention in the economy is always wasteful and ill-considered, this book is an appeal that we treat the renewal of our infrastructure as a necessary federal capital investment and not as just another expense item. In the epilogue I will offer a plan for establishing a National Infrastructure Bank. It is a program for creating an entity that will finance major infrastructure improvements with public, private, and international capital. This is a bank that will help America in a time of great economic crisis to finance public projects in a way similar to the European Investment Bank, which has underwritten high-speed rail networks. It will allow the country to keep pace with China where, starting in 2006, $200 billion will be invested in railways over four years.




Ultimately, this book offers a choice. Either we learn from our history and support a program that encourages the federal government to make significant investments to improve the way we live and work; or we complacently let time continue to take its toll on a great, yet aging nation. The past, the stories, and the leaders in this book remind us, need not be simply past. We as a nation must find the courage and the will to learn from our history, and then act.








 





















ONE




The Louisiana Purchase











NAKED, DRIPPING RIVULETS OF water, bristling with an indignant fury, Napoléon Bonaparte rose from his bath. Red-faced, he shouted at his shocked brothers, Joseph and Lucien. “It is my idea. I conceived it, and I shall go through with it…. Do you understand?” he warned.




At that moment the brothers realized their protests had failed; Napoléon’s mind was set. All they could do was listen with fear and deference while the naked First Consul of France upbraided them. As the tirade continued, an astonished valet collapsed to the floor in a faint. The two brothers did not even dare turn their heads to look.




Finally, his rage spent, Napoléon descended back into his tub. Water splashed over the two brothers. Yet they stood without complaint in their wet clothes until at last Napoléon announced they were dismissed.




That incident in the bath at the Tuileries on April 7, 1803, set in motion historic events. Napoléon had reached a decision that would give him the funds to finance a war against England—if his plan to sell not just the port of New Orleans but the entire Louisiana Territory to the fledging United States of America succeeded. And it was a decision that would allow President Thomas Jefferson to double the size of the nation in a single stroke—if he could find the boldness to put aside his own concerns about the constitutional limitations on executive power, the resolve to stand up to congressional opposition, and the initiative to spend an unprecedented fortune of government funds to purchase foreign territory.




 




MORE THAN A CENTURY earlier, René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, had led a flotilla of canoes down the Mississippi River in search of “a port on the Gulf of Mexico on which could be formed a French settlement to serve as a base for conquests upon the Spaniards at the first outbreak of hostilities.” When he finally reached the Gulf in 1682, a triumphant La Salle, citing the European “doctrine of discovery” of unoccupied lands, claimed for France all the territory drained by the Mississippi River from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. La Salle named it Louisiana, in honor of King Louis XIV.




In 1718, a settlement was built on the strategic Gulf port La Salle had claimed. It was called Nouvelle Orléans, a tribute to Philippe, duc d’Orléans and regent of France. By the time of the American Revolution, Nouvelle Orléans had become a busy commercial port, and the colonists recognized the importance of this settlement and the adjacent lands to their new country’s future. The port of New Orleans controlled the navigation of the Mississippi River and was vital for the shipment of the colonies’ agricultural products to Europe. And no less significant, the Louisiana Territory also loomed as the gateway to westward expansion.




Yet for decades New Orleans and the Louisiana Territory had been blithely traded back and forth between the European powers. In 1762, in the aftermath of the French and Indian War, France transferred New Orleans and the territory west of the Mississippi to Spain. The following year, the French territories east of the Mississippi, including Canada, were ceded to Britain. Then in 1784, Spain peremptorily closed the lower Mississippi and New Orleans to foreigners. Jefferson expressed the new nation’s anger and concern: “There is on the globe one single spot, the possession of which is our natural and habitual enemy. It is New Orleans through which the produce of three-eighths of our territory must pass to market.” But then eleven years later this dispute which had disrupted the young country’s economy was resolved. In 1795, Spain signed Pinckney’s Treaty with the United States, reopening New Orleans and restoring merchants’ “right of deposit” to store goods in the port.




America rejoiced. But the country’s commercial prosperity was soon threatened again. Worse, this time the nation’s security was also in jeopardy. In 1799, Napoléon Bonaparte seized power in France.






 




NAPOLEON ASSUMED THE TITLE of First Consul at a time of troubled, increasingly tense relations between France and the United States. French privateers were routinely raiding American ships. An enraged Congress had passed a bill in 1798 empowering American warships to retaliate: all French privateers were fair game.




As a result, diplomatic relations between the two nations were severed. When an anxious President John Adams sent a delegation to France hoping to negotiate a peace treaty, a $250,000 bribe was demanded by French officials as payment for simply the right to open the discussions. Speaking for the indignant American delegation, John Marshall declared that his country would not even pay “a sixpence,” and he returned home to a hero’s welcome. As the nation cheered, Alexander Hamilton called for war. Hostilities, perhaps even an invasion of the United States, were, he insisted, a certainty. President Adams dismissed fears of an invasion, but nevertheless mobilized the army.




Then, on December 14, 1799, George Washington died. The country went into mourning for the singular man whose character and strength of purpose had guided the nation since its beginning. On the other side of the ocean, Napoléon orchestrated a grandiose memorial pageant for Washington, lauding his “moderation, disinterestedness, and wisdom.”




Yet despite the dictator’s praise for the man who symbolized republicanism, America was not lulled. The specter of Napoléon was a key issue in the bitterly contested presidential election of 1800. Federalists accused Thomas Jefferson, who had served for four years as the American minister at the court of Louis XVI, of being the “man of choice of France.” Jefferson, in response, warned that his opponent, Alexander Hamilton, would become another dictator, an American Bonaparte.




Distancing himself from his old French allies, Jefferson won the election. The country’s fears of Napoléon and his ambitions, however, were prescient. The dictator was determined to reestablish France’s empire in the New World—and central to his plan was for the French flag to once again fly over the port of New Orleans and the Louisiana Territory.




Napoléon moved quickly, and on several fronts. He sent an army commanded by his brother-in-law Charles Leclerc to suppress a revolt by slaves and free blacks in France’s richest colony, the Caribbean island of Saint-Domingue (now Haiti and the Dominican Republic). The island, Napoléon hoped, would serve as his primary naval base for his eventual assault of North America.




As his expeditionary force prepared to land in Saint-Domingue, Napoléon also employed diplomacy to realize his dream of a North American empire. He quietly negotiated in 1800 the Treaty of San Ildefonso with Spain. This treaty would return the Louisiana Territory to the French in exchange for France’s commitment to install the Spanish king’s son-in-law as king of Italy.




Although the deliberations had been conducted in great secrecy, the impending retrocession of the Louisiana Territory soon became known in Washington. President Jefferson had no doubt about what the prospect of a French New Orleans would mean to his country. He wrote that “this little event, of France possessing herself of Louisiana…is the embryo of a tornado which will burst on the countries on both sides of the Atlantic and involve in its effects their highest destinies.” He was willing to go to war to prevent Louisiana’s being taken over by the French.




Yet Jefferson also realized that a war with mighty France could prove disastrous to the new, still unsteady nation. “If we can settle happily the difficulties of the Mississippi,” he fervently hoped, “I think we may promise ourselves smooth seas during our time.”




Jefferson decided that as an alternative to war the United States should try to purchase the city of New Orleans and portions of the Louisiana Territory east of the Mississippi River, an area comprising the present-day southern portions of the states of Alabama and Mississippi, and most of Florida. He dispatched Robert Livingston as the American minister to France with the instructions to negotiate this deal.




“You have come to a very corrupt world,” Napoléon warned Livingston when the American minister arrived in 1801. It was an assessment a despairing Livingston began to understand more fully after he started dealing with France’s chief negotiator, Talleyrand, the foreign minister.




Exiled for two years in the United States during the French Revolution, Talleyrand despised America and the Americans. He had no inclination to see the negotiations move forward. Adding to Livingston’s consternation, Talleyrand demanded, as was his customary practice, a bribe before there could be any serious discussions.




Assisting Talleyrand in the negotiations was the Treasury minister, François de Barbé-Marbois, and a young diplomat in the Foreign Ministry, Louis-André Pichon. Barbé-Marbois was a man of great integrity and Livingston felt that with him there was at least the prospect of meaningful negotiations. But Pichon ultimately proved more valuable. The Americans began channeling disinformation through him. Jefferson, working with Secretary of State James Madison, convinced the French diplomat, for example, that the United States would sign a treaty with England if the negotiations failed. Pichon believed this, and passed the intelligence on to his superiors. As Livingston’s efforts continued to flounder, a disappointed Jefferson resorted more and more to relying on the Pichon channel to spread false reports. In time, Livingston’s dispatches to the president and the secretary of state were simply ignored.




America was frustrated, but the talks between the two nations continued. Without warning, however, the situation suddenly turned ominous. As France waited to assume control of the Louisiana Territory, in 1802 the Spanish agent in New Orleans, acting on orders from King Charles IV of Spain, revoked America’s access to the port’s warehouses.




The Federalist Party called for war. There was talk in Kentucky and the western territories of secession and acting on their own to seize control of the lower Mississippi and the prize of New Orleans. Even Jefferson grew despondent. War with France over Louisiana, he decided, was inevitable.




One influential presidential adviser, though, counseled restraint. Pierre-Samuel DuPont de Nemours was a native of France who had worked with Jefferson to negotiate the Treaty of Paris ending the American Revolution. He went on to serve as president of the French National Assembly, but when his pleas for moderate reform proved unpopular, DuPont and his son Victor emigrated to America. Now the DuPonts were advising Jefferson during the Louisiana crisis.






The cost of waging a war for New Orleans, Pierre DuPont insisted, was likely to be greater than the cost of buying the city. He urged the president to continue the negotiations. Jefferson, although not sanguine, agreed it was worth one last attempt.




The president decided to send James Monroe, who had served as President Washington’s minister to France before representing Virginia in Congress and becoming the state’s governor, to Paris as minister extraordinary. “All eyes, all hopes, are now fixed on you,” the president wrote his old friend before Monroe sailed to France. “For on the event of this mission depend the future destinies of this republic.”




Monroe was authorized to spend $9,375,000 for the purchase of New Orleans and West Florida. If this bid was unsuccessful, he was to try to purchase just New Orleans, or, at the very least, gain the right of access to the port and the Mississippi. An additional $2 million was allocated by Congress for “expenses”—a tacit acknowledgment of the cost of doing business with Talleyrand.




Robert Livingston took the appointment of the new American minister as a personal affront. He fumed while he waited for Monroe to arrive. He was certain that no emissary could change the meandering course of the negotiations, or the prospects for success. “There never was government,” he wrote bitterly to Madison, “in which less could be done by negotiation than here.”




But Livingston was wrong. France’s unwillingness to make a deal was about to change. Swarms of mosquitoes, as fate would ironically have it, would determine large and historic events.




 






THE ARMY NAPOLÉON HAD sent to Saint-Domingue had moved swiftly and effectively to crush the rebellion. Toussaint L’Ouverture, the leader of the rebel forces, had been captured and sent to a French prison. It seemed only a matter of time before the last pockets of resistance were overcome and French control of the sugar-rich island was completely restored. But then swarms of infected mosquitoes attacked the French force and yellow fever spread through the helpless ranks. More than 24,000 French soldiers died. In November 1802, the disease claimed Leclerc, and the already debilitated force, now without its commander, fell into disarray. Napoléon conceded he might never regain control of the island. “Damn sugar, damn coffee, damn colonies,” he fumed.




At the same time as he was losing control to the rebels of this crucial base for a Louisiana invasion, Napoléon’s attention was diverted by another adversary closer to home. A war with Britain suddenly loomed.




To prepare for the transport of his army to North America, Napoléon had ordered that the French fleet be increased. When George III received reports of this new naval construction, he reviewed the intelligence, and decided the French were preparing to attack England. The alarmed monarch, as he explained, “judged it expedient to adopt additional measures of precaution.” Britain reneged on its promise to evacuate Malta and instead prepared for another war with France.




With the likelihood of war with Britain, with Saint-Domingue lost, Napoléon, always practical, always decisive, realized his dream for an empire in America could not be sustained. France had neither the troops nor the money to occupy the entire Mississippi Valley and also fight a European war. There was, however, a way he could extricate France from North America and in the process raise the funds necessary to finance a war with Britain. He would sell not just New Orleans but the entire Louisiana Territory to the United States.




When Napoléon’s brothers Joseph and Lucien heard rumors of this plan, they rushed to the Tuileries to try to dissuade him. They believed that if Louisiana were not sold, a war with Britain would be averted. Joseph, however, had an additional motivation: the British had promised to pay him £100,000 if he could convince his brother not to sell the territory.




But the tense confrontation in the bath at the Tuileries between the three brothers only served to reinforce Napoléon’s resolve. The First Consul was adamant. His mind was now set. He would try to sell the entire Louisiana Territory.




 




FOUR DAYS AFTER, ON April 11, 1803, Talleyrand approached Livingston and very casually asked if, perhaps, the United States was interested in acquiring “the whole of Louisiana.” Livingston thought the foreign minister was toying with him. After all, there had been, he would write, “many deceptions that had been previously practiced upon him.” Besides, Monroe was still en route to Paris. It made no practical sense for the negotiations suddenly to escalate before the new emissary’s arrival.




Yet Livingston could not help but wonder: Was Talleyrand serious? He had no instructions beyond the acquisition of New Orleans and the Floridas. In fact, he had not even considered the possibility of such a monumental purchase. Nevertheless, Livingston decided to play along. He offered 20 million francs.




Too low, Talleyrand countered. But think about it, the foreign minister advised.




Livingston doubted that the matter would ever again be discussed. Just days later, though, at a dinner party celebrating Monroe’s arrival, Barbé-Marbois raised the possibility of France’s selling “not only New Orleans, but the whole colony without reservation.” Livingston was stunned. It was true! After all the years of tedious, meandering discussions, a deal—a colossal deal—was finally a possibility. His country had the opportunity not simply to purchase New Orleans but the entire territory. America would control the Mississippi River and its western tributaries out to the Rocky Mountains.




An elated Livingston and Monroe quickly entered into serious negotiations. Napoléon had instructed Barbé-Marbois to receive a minimum price of 50 million francs. “For less than that sum I will not treat,” Napoléon insisted. The finance minister, however, believed the First Consul was setting the price too low. He informed the Americans Napoléon would accept 100 million francs, and nothing less. There was also, he explained, an indemnity that had to be paid against claims by American merchants for cargoes captured at sea by French warships.




The finance minister was demanding a fortune, but the American negotiators were not deterred. They were confident the price could be “reduced to reasonable limits.” An excited Livingston wrote to Madison to inform the secretary of state that they would “do all we can to cheapen the purchase, but my present sentiment is that we shall buy.”






With both sides eager for a deal, the discussions moved forward very rapidly. On April 15, Monroe and Livingston offered 50 million francs. Barbé-Marbois listened without comment, but days later returned to the table and announced that Napoléon had responded “very coldly.”




On April 29, the Americans gamely presented a new offer. The United States would pay 50 million francs for Louisiana and an additional 20 million francs as credit against the debts owed by the French to the American merchants. The finance minister disingenuously countered that Napoléon would not accept less than 60 million for the territory. Without consulting their government, Livingston and Monroe agreed. The United States would pay 80 million francs, a total of $15 million: 60 million francs ($11,250,000) for all the land and an additional 20 million francs ($3,750,000) for the indemnity.




The specific boundaries of the land involved in the purchase were still vague. But now that the price had been established, Talleyrand coolly conceded that France would not bother with too many of the other details. “You have made a noble bargain for yourselves,” he told Monroe and Livingston, “and I suppose you will make the most of it.” The final agreement, though, made it clear that French and Spanish ships would pay the same port duties in New Orleans as American vessels. Additionally, all citizens of Louisiana would have the same universal rights as those granted to other Americans under the Constitution.




On May 2, 1803, the treaty was signed by Barbé-Marbois and Livingston and Monroe. “We have lived long, but this is the noblest work of our whole lives,” Livingston rejoiced. “The treaty…has not been obtained by force. From this day the United States take their place among the powers of the first rank.”




 




ONLY NOW THE COUNTRY needed to find the funds to close the deal. “America had bought Louisiana for a song,” Jefferson celebrated when he heard the news on July 3. But it was still a very costly “song.” The price not only exceeded the American negotiators’ congressional authority by almost $6 million, it also was a sum the United States could not seem to afford. The nation’s total revenues in the previous year were about $10 million—$5 million less than the French had been promised.




America tried to persuade Napoléon to take government bonds as financing, but the French refused to accept this arrangement. War with Britain was imminent; funds were needed right away. A further impediment: the long-term credit of the American government was, in the estimation of French bankers, an untested and perhaps unreliable proposition. It was a gamble French banks were unprepared to accept.




Desperate, Monroe and Livingston began to search for alternative financing. They knocked on bankers’ doors all over Europe without success. Finally, they persuaded Baring Brothers, a British bank, and Hope & Co., a Dutch financial institution, to pay the French government $15 million immediately in cash. In return, the two financial houses would receive U.S. government bonds that would repay the entire sum at 6 percent over the course of fifteen years. The total cost to the government would, therefore, be approximately $27 million. The money was now in place.






Yet there were still other significant problems to be resolved before the treaty could be ratified. New England Federalists in Congress worried that they would lose the influence that they had enjoyed since the founding of the republic. With the new territory, the nation’s commercial base would shift to the South or the West, and the power of the eastern families, they feared, would be diminished.




Others argued that the terms of the deal were expensive and the specific boundaries imprecise. “We are to give money of which we have too little for land of which we have already too much,” wrote Fisher Ames, an influential Massachusetts congressman, articulating a widely held sentiment.




Even Jefferson had some misgivings. He had been a strong supporter of states’ rights and he worried that the Constitution did not contain any specific provisions empowering the federal government to purchase land. He gave serious thought to proposing a constitutional amendment before the deal could proceed.




But Jefferson soon put aside his misgivings. The opportunity, he reasoned, offered much for the nation. “While the property and sovereignty of the Mississippi and its waters secure an independent outlet for the produce of the western states,” he acknowledged, before going on to add with a visionary prescience, “the fertility of the country, its climate and extent, promise in the season important aids to our treasury, an ample provision for our posterity, and a wide-spread field for the blessings of freedom.” He would act boldly and decisively. The treaty, the president urged, must be approved.




On October 20, 1803, the Senate ratified the treaty by a vote of 24 to 7. Spain declared that the Treaty of San Ildefonso prohibited France from selling Louisiana to a rival nation, but it lacked the military power to block the sale. On November 30, Spain formally returned Louisiana to France. A month later, on December 30, 1803, the Stars and Stripes was raised for the first time over the port of New Orleans.




 




WHAT A DEAL JEFFERSON had engineered! He had not received permission from Congress to acquire any territory other than the city of New Orleans and parts of Florida. He had no authority to pay a sum in excess of $9 million. He had no clear knowledge of the boundaries of his acquisition. He had genuine doubts about the constitutionality of his purchase. Yet Jefferson had found the political courage and the initiative to use federal funds to make an unprecedented investment.




The returns were immediate. The size of the nation was immediately doubled—828,000 square miles purchased at the cost of about four cents an acre. War had been averted. The Mississippi was secured for trade.




But the long-term rewards were even more spectacular. The total price, with interest, of $27 million was enormous. These bonds, however, confirmed the credit of the United States in the international financial markets. Their orderly repayment during the subsequent fifteen years established America’s place as a world power, a responsible nation with the potential for even greater growth.




Further, the addition of such a vast tract of land to the original colonies helped to democratize America. One of the first decisions made by Jefferson after the treaty was signed was to send two of his close associates, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, to map and explore the previously uncharted wilderness. They provided the government with the first specific information about the majestic, bountiful land the nation had purchased. And with the country’s expansion there were now new and ample opportunities for its citizens to become property owners. One hundred and sixty–acre tracts were carved out of the Louisiana Territory and sold by the government for $1.64 an acre. The long process of building America into a more open, egalitarian, and capitalist society moved forward.




Yet, most important, it was this courageous investment of federal funds, an act that was without precedent and strongly opposed, that not only transformed the country and its people but also ensured the republic’s future. With the Louisiana Purchase, America’s political destiny to become a unique and powerful nation stretching across the continent from sea to shining sea was confirmed. A magnificent future was within the republic’s grasp.






















TWO




The Erie Canal











STANDING ON THE BANKS of the Mohawk River, Cadwallader Colden watched with fascination as the snaking line of birch-bark canoes made their swift way upstream toward Oneida Lake. As the Indians rhythmically plunged their paddles into the water on that afternoon in 1724, an idea began to take shape in the scientist’s mind.




Colden, educated at Edinburgh University, had come to America from his native Ireland at the request of the governor of New York Province to do a geographical survey of western New York and at the same time report on relations between the French colonialists and the local Indian tribes. As he journeyed across the rugged country and observed, Colden was struck by the ingenuity the Indians used to deliver their furs to the French. Setting out from Albany, they’d carry their goods a short 16 miles overland to Schenectady and the Mohawk River; then they’d paddle their canoes upriver to Oneida Lake; until they’d finally drift, as he wrote, “with the current down the Onondoga [now the Ostwego] River to Lake Ontario.” The Indians, Colden realized with admiration, had devised an easily navigable, calm water route through the Appalachian Mountains. And this shortcut sparked his thoughts.




Why not, he decided in a burst of inspiration, create a trail of waterways from the industries of the eastern seaboard to the rich wilderness of the Northwest territories? Why not connect the Great Lakes to the Atlantic Ocean by a path of integrated rivers? Such a water route, he began to see with increasing clarity, would be a quick and economical highway that would carry people and trade back and forth between the eastern colonies and the natural bounty in the New World’s frontier. It would be, he felt certain, the path that would encourage the colonies to spread westward.




It was not until nearly one hundred years later, in 1817, when the first trenches for this interconnecting waterway were dug, that Colden’s practical vision would begin to be transformed into a reality. And after the 363-mile Erie Canal was completed eight years later, this swift path from the Hudson River to Lake Erie, a route that, as the inaugural proclamation announced, “wedded the waters” between the Great Lakes and the Atlantic Ocean, would have consequences far beyond Colden’s original expectations. Not only did this waterway open the western frontier, but it was crucial to New York City’s becoming the nation’s chief port and one of the world’s great metropolitan centers.




The canal was a state-funded engineering marvel that demonstrated, as the eighty-year-old former president Thomas Jefferson observed, “the capability of nations to execute great enterprises.” The success of the Erie Canal helped further establish the precedent that a visionary and innovative government can finance and build significant projects that will dramatically improve the nation’s wealth and quality of life.




Yet the creation of the Erie Canal is also a history of tenacity, a century-long tale of perseverance by far-seeing, resolute, inventive, and often stubborn individuals. It is the story of leaders who were inspired by the originality of Colden’s insight; and who, with this possibility firmly rooted in their imagination, refused to surrender to any of the obstacles that either a shortsighted Politics or a malicious Nature put in the way of what they believed was in the best interests of the nation.




 




GEORGE WASHINGTON WAS WORRIED. Although he was no longer president, he had not abandoned his concern for the nation he had helped create. Out of office, in retirement, he grew anxious about the country’s future.




For the United States to survive and prosper, the former president believed the country would need to develop its western territories. No less troubling, he feared that if America did not firmly establish its ties to the settlers in these frontier lands, then European powers would colonize the West. The opportunity to expand the country across the continent would be lost.




It was essential that government begin “applying the cement of interest,” Washington insisted in a 1785 letter to Patrick Henry, the governor of Virginia, “to bind all parts of the Union together by indispensable bonds—especially of binding that part of it which lies immediately west of us, to the middle States.” And a canal, Washington believed with passion, would be “the cement” that would firmly and indispensably bond the western lands to the rest of America.




With President Jefferson’s encouragement, Washington formed the Patowmack Company to build a canal along the Potomac River (as it is now known). It would run from Alexandria, Virginia, and continue westward through the mountains beyond the nation’s capital.




It was an inspired idea, and it had influential and well-known supporters. Nevertheless, the project was immediately besieged by managerial, labor, and financial problems. When Washington died in 1799, an already troubled company began to unravel. Still, the Patowmack Company managed to flounder on until, at last, it went bankrupt in 1810.




Yet despite all its problems and its ultimate failure, the Patowmack Company had succeeded in popularizing the former president’s original vision: A canal tying the East to the western territories was vital to the new republic’s future.




 




AS THE IDEA OF a Potomac canal began to attract supporters in Virginia, Christopher Colles, an Irish immigrant to America, tried to apply his practical experience to the building of an interconnecting waterway based in New York. In Ireland, Colles had worked on improving navigation on the Shannon River; now he hoped to use this expertise to benefit his new homeland.




While Washington was busy trying to attract investors to his Patowmack Company, Colles went off to make an impressively detailed survey of New York’s waterways. When he was finished, Colles presented his findings to the New York state legislature; unlike the former president, he believed that government, not private individuals, should finance the construction of a system that would play such an integral part in the further development of the new nation.




The paper that Colles presented to the legislature in 1784 was entitled “Proposals for the Speedy Settlement of the Vast and Unappropriated Lands of the Western Frontiers of New York, and for the Improvement of the Inland Navigation Between Albany and Oswego.” Although its title was long-winded, Colles’s paper was a succinct, well-reasoned call for practical action. It emphasized the advantages of travel on the calm Mohawk River waters, and detailed the economic benefits that would result from a canal that connected the nation’s seacoast to its interior. Insightfully, Colles bolstered his argument by pointing out the military advantages in such a canal. “In times of war,” he wrote, “provisions and military stores may be moved with facility in sufficient quantity to answer any emergency.”
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