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Annals of American History 

Introduction

Following the War of 1812, westward expansion proceeded at a greatly increased rate. “The Atlantic states,” a traveler wrote at this time, “seem to have had their day. … The people who partake of youth, enterprise and hardihood … are looking more and more to the West.” The war's end also brought a renewed influx of immigrants from Europe. Of all the immigrants those from England enjoyed the greatest advantages, owing to their possession of a common language, advanced agricultural skills, and higher social status. In the following letters, Elias Pym Fordham, an English immigrant who settled in Illinois, offers a detailed and often vivid account of conditions in the West and opportunities for settlement there.

Source:

Personal Narrative of Travels in Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky; and of a Residence in the Illinois Territory: 1817–1818, Frederic A. Ogg, ed., Cleveland, 1906, pp. 170–175, 226–229.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

February 18, 1818 

I take a hasty opportunity of sending you a few lines by a gentleman who is going to Scotland from this place. He will start tomorrow morning early; and I have to give a dozen orders to the engineer, smiths, and founders in the course of the day; so you will excuse a very hastily written scrawl.

We are all in good health and spirits and are more accustomed to American manners — therefore more comfortable. It is useless for emigrants to think of retaining English manners or English feelings in this country of liberty and equality. But, to do the Americans justice, they respect the love which every man of generous feeling has for his native country, and they are pretty in expressing their contempt of a renegade. There are too many of this character; and I have been more hurt by their conduct than by all the rudeness of the Ohioans or the pride and haughtiness of the Kentuckians.

The western Americans generally feel great hostility to the British government, but toward the English emigrants, they are, with few exceptions, kind and hospitable. They are in most respects different from their brethren in the East, for whom they do not entertain much respect or affection.

Military courage is here considered to be the prince of all the virtues. Even Quakers talk like soldiers, and frequently the younger members turn out with their fellow citizens.

The Indians in the South, who were making a great head against General Gaines, have now proposed a friendly talk and, probably, peace will be concluded before this reaches you. I am glad of this, because there was some danger of the spirit of hostility spreading among the tribes who live on the western banks of the Mississippi and the northern tribes. In that case we must have fortified our dwellings; and we young men, though not called upon by law, should have looked small if we had not volunteered.

The Prophet chief, brother of Tecumseh, is still living beyond the Missouri. The Missouri Territory is peopling so fast that very soon our country will be backed up on that side. The banks of the Okaw and the Little Muddy, about 80 miles westward of us, are being entered very fast, though unluckily by speculators as well as settlers. We have as yet, however, been fortunate enough to keep the former away from our immediate neighborhood.

An English gentleman of fortune, a Mr. Q——— , is gone down the river with his family, with the intention of buying land close to us.

Mr. Birkbeck is laying out a farm of 1,600 acres in the midst of his estate of 4,000 acres. He has entered the whole of the Bolton house prairie; with the exception of three quarters on the southwest side, and one quarter on the north side of Mr. Flower's land, which I have entered for myself.

My little estate lies on and between two small hills, from which descend several small streams that unite in the valley and flow on through the prairie. An arm of the prairie runs up this valley and extends itself on the heights. I suppose I have about 100 acres of meadow and 60 of timber land. The timber is white oak, walnut, and hickory. There are some persimmons, a most delicious fruit, growing on straight and rather lofty trees, a good many grapes, and hazels.

I am getting the iron work for a windmill and other machinery. Iron costs 121/2 cents per lb. and the working is charged at 121/2 cents more. I have bought anvils, bellows, and all the tools of a blacksmith's, millwright's, and carpenter's shop. I can get work done here as well as in London at from 50 to 100 percent advance upon London prices.

I am going down the river in a boat of which I shall take the command. I went down last autumn in two boats, in one of which I had two horses. To confess the truth, I nearly lost the boats and all the property would have been gone if my lads had not made uncommon exertions. It was in the night and a most tremendous thunderstorm came on. The intervals between the flashes of lightning were so dark that we could not see some rocks, which we ran foul of and hung to all night.

I am boarding in a very respectable Quaker family, who do not in general take in boarders. But I was recommended by a gentleman of this town, with whom I had traveled, and to whom we are all well known. Introductions into respectable families are as necessary in this country as in any other; and as much is thought of steadiness of conduct, though more latitude is given to speech.

I have consciously avoided giving to my young friends in England colored descriptions of this country; but I must beg leave to assure you that you cannot do a greater favor to any young man, who possesses from £ 800 to £ 5,000, with a proper degree of spirit, than by sending him out here. But if he has no money, if he knows no mechanical trade, and if he cannot work, he had better stay in a countinghouse in England.

Any young man who wishes to marry, but dare not enter into business and the expenses of a family in England, if he can command £ 1,000, may choose his trade here. If he is a plain working farmer, £ 500 will make him more independent than an English gentlemen with £ 1,000 per annum.

An emigrant who is rich may settle near a large town, find society, libraries, and a great many comforts. If he does not object to holding slaves, Kentucky offers him great advantages. But if he is not rich, or is ambitious, the Illinois and Missouri territories, and, from what I have heard, I may say, the Alabama country, will hold out advantages that will pay him for all sacrifices.

A bill is in Congress for making a state of the Illinois Territory. We shall be citizens as soon as it passes, and eligible, I believe, to any office.

Men of education and manners are much respected; and there is a large proportion of the people who have a great deal of information; which, though acquired more by conversation and observation than by reading, makes them good judges of character, and enables them to value literary and scientific acquirements.

I have had interest offered me to procure an election to a command in a militia regiment in Indiana; but I have declined the offer.

August 24, 1818 

You ask me, can a farmer with a capital of £ 250 live comfortably in this country? Certainly much more comfortably than he can in England, if he has only £ 250 and no friends to lend him £ 2,000 in addition to it, or his friends are unwilling to help him. It is only a matter of choice then between servitude and independence. But there is no comfort here for the poor man beyond coarse food in plenty, coarse clothing, log huts, and the pleasure of repose earned by hard work. If the industrious farmer invest his capital in land and hogs in Illinois, these will pay him 50 percent, and that 25 percent per annum for several succeeding years. But perhaps he must carry his horse-load of wheat thirty miles to the mill, and his wife, if he have one, must make biscuits of it on his return. This is not consistent with English notions of comfort, but it is certain the backsettler is happier than the wretch who is condemned to crouch to haughty landlords, to dread the oft repeated visit of the titheman, the tax-gatherer, and the overseer.

If a man can live within his income without losing his rank in society, and without being forced to borrow of those who think they oblige by lending; if he can pay the overwhelming taxes which the English ministry have so thoughtlessly squandered in making the English name hated to the uttermost parts of the earth; there are in England comforts, nay, sources of happiness, which will for ages be denied to these half-savage countries: good houses, good roads, a mild and healthy climate — healthy, because the country is old — society, and the arts of life carried almost to perfection, and laws well administered. …

I will loosely classify English emigrants, and point out the sections of country in which each will find the greatest number of advantages.

The English country gentleman may settle in Virginia, District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, and the lower part of Pennsylvania; the genteel farmer in Kentucky; the rich yeoman in Kentucky, Missouri, Tennessee, and Apalachicola; the poor farmer, with a capital of £ 300 and upwards in Illinois and Indiana; ditto, if unmarried, in Missouri, the lower parts of Kentucky, and Appalouchia, because in these countries he can have servants; mechanics, if masters of the most useful trade, and capitalists, always in the most settled parts of the western country, and generally in the slave states; ditto, inferior workmen, or men without money, in the new towns on the frontiers; engineers, smiths, founders, millwrights, and turners may find employment in the larger towns on the Ohio; shopkeepers and makers and dealers of articles of luxury should never cross the mountains.

I cannot think that any elderly man, especially if he have a family delicately brought up, would live comfortably in a free state. In a slave state, if he have wealth, say, £ 5,000 and upwards, he may raise upon his own farm all the food and raiment, the latter manufactured at home, necessary to supply the wants of his own family.

This has been, till lately, the universal economy of the first Kentucky families. Thus, without living more expensively than in a free state, a family may have the comforts of domestic services, and yet find plenty of employment within doors; not sordid slavery that wears out the health and depresses the spirits of Ohio, but useful yet light labors, that may be remitted and resumed at pleasure.

There is more difference between the manners of the female sex on the east and west sides of the Ohio River than on the east and west shores of the Atlantic Ocean. Servitude in any form is an evil, but the structure of civilized society is raised upon it. If the minds of women are left unimproved, their morals will be at the mercy of any man. It is much worse where there is no superior rank to influence them by example, or to awe them by disapprobation. I am conscious that I repeat again and again the same arguments — or rather I state similar facts; but it is an important subject.

Society may suffer more by the abjectness of slaves than by the want of servants, and a father of a family would prefer to live where there are good free servants as in Europe, or where slaves have more liberty of action than servants, as in Kentucky. The question in these wildernesses is this: shall we have civilization and refinement or sordid manners and semi-barbarism till time shall produce so much inequality of condition that the poor man must serve the rich man for his daily bread?
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