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Three days after the New York banks suspended redemption of their notes in May 1837,
the intellectual leader of the city’s militant workingmen’s movement welcomed the long-awaited
crash. “Let the banks perish! Let the monopolists be swept from the board!” declared William

Leggett in his new weekly newspaper, The Plaindealer. “Let the whole brood of privileged

money-changers give place to the hardy offsprings of commercial freedom, who ask for no
protection but equal laws, and no exemption from the shocks of boundless competition.” Three
months later, as tens of thousands of New Yorkers were thrown out of work and banks failed
across the country, Leggett exulted that the collapse had finally exposed Wall Street and Pearl
Street for what they were: “[T]hese bankers now stand before the world, by their own
confession, as a crew of swindling pirates, who have been preying on the property of the
community. They threw open their vaults, where they led the publick to believe that they had
abundant resources of hidden treasure, and lo, not an ounce of silver or gold is there! . . . [T]heir
promises now, instead of representing silver and gold, represent nothing but violated faith, and
the folly of publick credulity in the honesty of soulless corporations which derive their very
being from legislative corruption.””

Neither The Plaindealer nor the workingmen’s movement survived the panic of 1837, and

Leggett himself died two years later at age 38, as broken as the banks. But his zealous opposition
to the power of financiers and to the volatile system of paper currency and credit over which they
presided gained a wide following amid the panic and the depression soon to follow.” His
advocacy of general incorporation laws and the “separation of Bank and State” became
democratic orthodoxy, and the editorial persona of “the plaindealer” inaugurated a mode of
plebeian polemic taken up by New Yorkers such as Mike Walsh, George Lippard, and especially

Walt Whitman, who looked to Leggett as a mentor.”



“Plaindealing” was Leggett’s term for both his social philosophy and the style in which
he expressed it, connoting a close conjunction of political and literary ideals that formed, as I
will argue, the key to his ability to articulate the lessons that many Americans took from the
turmoil. Yet his writing hardly reads to us today like the “plain truths in plain words” that he
purported it to be.* Like the “plain speech” perfected by Jacksonian politicians, his prose style
shows a sophisticated command of the figures of speech, grammatical structures, and rhythmic
patterns that rendered simple and straightforward what otherwise appeared abtruse, laying bare
the notoriously confusing monetary system of antebellum America in principle as the panic did
in practice.’

More specifically, as his fiery depiction of financial piracy suggests, Leggett’s political
commentary owed much to the elaborate theatrical conventions of melodrama, his first love.
Though best known—and mainly remembered by scholars—as an editorialist and labor leader in
the 1830s, he began his career ten years earlier performing in plays and offering public recitals,
gained a local reputation as an author of poetry, short stories, and literary criticism, and formed a
close friendship with Edwin Forrest, the leading stage actor of the day.® His previous writing
and reciting gave Leggett not only a repertoire of settings, characters, plots, themes, and critical
standards that enabled him to see broad significance in the politics of corporations and currency,
but also a deeply melodramatic sense of his own role as a tribune of the labor movement.’

On both sides of the Atlantic, the early nineteenth century saw the rise of melodrama as
the dominant form of commercial theater.® As a distinct genre in its own right rather than an
element in other kinds of literature, melodrama emerged from the minor theaters in eighteenth-
century Paris that specialized in pantomime, spectacle, and the stirring musical accompaniment

for which it was named. Its hallmarks were everywhere recognizable: courageous heroes, chaste



heroines, and dastardly villains; seduction and betrayal, wrongful accusations and family secrets;
thunderous acting, thrilling action, and effusive 0rat0ry.9 As the literary historian Peter Brooks

argues in his fertile study, The Melodramatic Imagination (1976), the mission of melodrama was

to reveal the workings of great moral forces within the everyday lives of ordinary people.
Melodrama gravitated toward an ideal of total and transparent representation, in which every line
and movement, every character, setting, and scene, disclosed an unambiguous message: the
eternal, irreconcilable conflict between freedom and oppression, virtue and corruption.10

Reflecting its revolutionary origins, melodrama contributed to republican polemic such as
the Declaration of Independence, with its paradigmatic narrative of cruelty, villainy, and
tyralnny.11 It gave shape, more particularly, to the revolutionary genre of political economy,
which derived its name from the effort to map the capitalist economy as a field of rights, powers,
and laws akin to jurisprudence and statecraft. Viewing economic actors as representatives of
predetermined interests, conceiving market transactions as functions of immutable laws,
anchoring exchange value in the “natural price” of commodities, revealing the workings of
individual competition and class conflict, making visible the “invisible hand”—in all these ways,
political economy proved an ideal subject for the melodramatic imagination. And like the
Shakespearean theater with which it was allied, economic theory made up a vital part of
nineteenth-century popular culture before becoming the more-or-less exclusive province of an
educated elite."?

Therein lies both a challenge and an opportunity for scholars of the period. The
stereotyped characters, stilted speeches, and hackneyed plots of melodrama have long made it
the stuff of parody, disparaged by twentieth-century writers for its transparent didacticism and

apparent lack of irony or almbiguity.13 For similar reasons, it is hard to read the vernacular



economics of the nineteenth century without smiling at its histrionic language, its righteous
certitude, its penchant for iron laws and rigid dichotomies: right versus wrong, truth versus
fiction, supply versus demand, labor versus capital, population versus subsistence.'* In recent
years, however, film studies and feminist scholars have begun to rehabilitate melodrama as a
more complex, protean, and inventively modern form than was previously appreciated,
highlighting the ways in which the far-reaching moral and historical conflicts it portrayed
inevitably exceeded the narrow boundaries of its formulaic endings. Such work suggests that its
ultimately inconclusive struggles between liberty and power, honor and treachery, made the
genre uniquely revealing in periods of rapid revolutionary upheaval. At such times, its stock
stories cathartically dramatized the widely felt sense of an epochal social conflict underway and
sharply delineated what was at stake, even as they failed in the end to resolve the contradictions
between new social forces and aging ideals."® The popular political economy that rose and fell
with nineteenth-century melodrama merits similar reconsideration for what it revealed as well as
concealed in the moments of crisis when it held greatest swaly.16

The panic of 1837 marked the climax of such a revolution in politics, market relations,
and artistic forms. In New York City, the extension of voting rights to propertyless white men
led to the rise of the first workingmen’s parties and trade unions in the late 1820s and 1830s, at
the same time that the nation’s financial center shifted from Philadelphia to Wall Street. As the
emerging forces of organized labor and finance capital vied for supremacy in the Democratic
Party, Leggett’s editorials for the New York Evening Post galvanized a fateful divide.'” These
political and economic transitions were accompanied by a renaissance in American literary

genres, marked by the rise of the “star system” in theater, the western and the detective story in



fiction, and the penny press in journalism. New York formed the main stage for these
innovations as well, and Leggett took prominent part in each of them.

This essay explores how the “melodramatic imagination” lent a common idiom to the
short stories and literary reviews with which Leggett began his career and to his portrayal of the
panic with which it ended. The expressive force and clarity of melodrama bolstered his singular
success in making tangible the intangible, personal the impersonal, and visible the invisible hand
of capital at a pivotal moment in its development. Yet his writing also exemplifies the ways in
which the crisis of the 1830s stretched the literary logic of Jacksonian political economy to its
breaking point. His rigorously republican approach to economic questions threw into stark,
systematic relief the growing disjuncture between money and labor, or between market value and
the people and things it was supposed to represent—a crisis of political as well as monetary
representation made searingly manifest by the financial fallout of 1837. Yet while Leggett’s
allegiance to faithful representation in business and government as in art and literature enabled
him to pose the problem most vividly, that core commitment could not conceive a lasting means
of mending the breach, rejoining literally as well as figuratively what had been torn apart.

After tracing the roots of his sensibility in his fiction and literary criticism, we will
consider Leggett’s responses to three linked sets of issues surrounding the panic, concerning the
challenges of running a small newspaper and the question of copyright, rioters’ demands for a
just price on basic necessities, and especially the strained marriage of labor radicalism and
monetary orthodoxy in the currency crusade that he came to lead. His conflicted answers to these
problems illustrate how the panic brought an end not only to the Jacksonian labor movement, but

in a larger sense, to the early republic.



I. Early Life, Fiction, and Literary Criticism

In a tribute to Leggett written shortly before he died, his friend and co-editor William
Cullen Bryant traced the fervor of his political writings to his tour in the U.S. Navy, ending in his
court-martial in 1825. “The hatred which Mr. Leggett has shown to tyranny, in all its forms, was
rendered the more intense by his having tasted its bitterness,” Bryant wrote.'® In fact, Leggett’s
first battle was with his commanding officer, and the melodramatic transcript of his trial shows
how poetry and politics came together in Leggett’s life as they did in his death fourteen years
later, apparently hastened by the lingering effects of an attack of yellow fever while in the
Navy.19

Leggett served aboard the USS Cyane as a midshipman, or junior officer—a rank that
rendered him immune to the corporal and capital punishment meted out to common sailors, but
subject to the absolute authority of senior officers. Though he did not serve “before the mast”
like his younger contemporaries, Richard Henry Dana Jr. and Herman Melville, he learned from
the quarterdeck how petty officers were torn between captain and crew in the shipboard class
struggles such writers chronicled. Leggett was evidently strong-willed and short-tempered, quick
to sense an insult and repay it with interest, and given to reciting Romantic poetry and
Shakespearean soliloquies for his shipmates, in addition to writing his own.”’

Charged in January 1825 with having left his post to fight a duel, Leggett was confined
for several weeks aboard ship, then imprisoned for much of the next five months. Meanwhile, he
sent an indignant letter to the commander of U.S. Naval forces in the Mediterranean, recited
what his captain deemed seditious poetry, and tried to stab himself with a dagger, all of which
compounded his original offense. His ardor to express his inmost feelings—in highly stylized

terms—formed the theme of his trial defense, replete with verses from Hamlet and Richard III.




Deploring the captain’s denial of his “constitutional priveledge of speech—one of the dearest
priveledges of Nature,” he derided the charges against him as “a superstructure of big words,”
“intended as a cloak . . . to hide the acts of tyranny which had preceded them.” “But let the
degrading treatment that I have experienced be tolerated,” he told the court, “and there is a
monster cherished among us that, in its brutal progress, will trample on every honorable impulse,

2! The court

poison every noble aspiration, and extinguish every manly and dignified sentiment.
apparently was unmoved, convicting Leggett on several counts and sentencing him to dismissal
from the service. Reinstated in recognition of his long solitary confinement, he quit the Navy in
dis gust.22

This was Leggett at 24, a blacksmith’s son with a solidly if not finely wrought sensitivity
to the power of language and the language of power. The keynotes of his court-martial defense
resounded throughout his career, from his short fiction and literary criticism to his political
economy and interpretation of the panic: the starkly drawn conflict of liberty versus tyranny, the
defense of a middling class against a domestic despot, the struggle for free expression, the
stylistic conventions of romance and melodrama. How had Leggett acquired these literary tools,
and what can they tell us about the approach to political economy that he fashioned with them?

His father’s life had followed a largely downhill course of fleeting gains and major
setbacks that formed a recurrent theme within Leggett’s writing. After serving with distinction in
the Continental Army during the Revolution, Abraham Leggett had embarked on a series of
failed business ventures, finally succeeding as a blacksmith in New York. There William was
born in 1801, one of nine children of his father’s second wife, Catherine Wylie. The elder

Leggett did well enough for William to enter Georgetown College for a year, after which a

serious downturn in the father’s business forced the son to return home. >* Four years later, the



panic of 1819 left the Leggetts broke, their small property seized by creditors. Joining a floodtide
of refugees, they headed for the new settlement of Edwardsville on the Illinois prairie. But the
collapsing economy caught up with them, and Abraham’s blacksmith business sank quickly
under deepening debt.”

To help support his family, William acted in a couple of minor plays and offered public
recitals of poetry and drama.” He also began writing poems for the weekly newspaper in
Edwardsville, many of which appeared along with those written while in the Navy in a

compilation entitled Leisure Hours at Sea (1825).%¢ Though we have no first-person accounts of

Leggett’s performances in Edwardsville and in the Navy, we know he would have learned to
recite from the cheap schoolbooks that appeared in virtually every home and school in the
Northeast when he was growing up. The pieces he performed could have been taken from any of
the leading “readers and speakers,” in which reading meant reading aloud and reciting from
memory. Literacy was thus bound up with “elocution,” the art of enacting the spirit as well as the
letter of what others had written. Students learned to reproduce an author’s thoughts and feelings
through an elaborate system of facial expressions, vocal intonations, and bodily gestures, aiming
to represent the meaning of each word fully and unambiguously. More than a means of teaching
students to read and write, such training in faithful representation was regarded as essential to
citizenship in a modern republic.”’

Leggett clearly understood patriotism as a performance. His father had witnessed the
emergence of popular politics in the street theater of the Revolutionary Era, at a time when
professional theater was banished as a symbol of monarchical culture. By the time Leggett was
born, American theater was enjoying a revival as a forum for the kind of cultural politics earlier

played out in liberty pole celebrations, tea parties, and tarring-and-featherings. The reborn



playhouse became an arena of patriotic unity and riotous social strife among the servants,
apprentices, and prostitutes in the gallery, the artisans and professionals in the pit, and the elites
in the box seats, not to mention the English actors on stage.28

This was the republican theater to which Leggett was drawn as a young man, and to
which he briefly returned after leaving the Navy. Unenthusiastic reviews put an early end to his
acting career, but not to his abiding love of the theater.”’ That same year, Leggett formed a
lifelong friendship with Edwin Forrest, then on the eve of becoming the first American star of
the stage. Leggett soon became Forrest’s staunchest champion in the press, and no wonder: the
latter’s sensational performances as the charismatic leader of a slave rebellion, a peasant revolt,
and an American Indian uprising made him the embodiment of Leggett’s vision of the theater as
a school of righteous action, a model of freedom-fighting valor.”® For Leggett as for many of his
contemporaries, the new role of the star actor exemplified the Jacksonian ideal of heroic
individualism. Like Andrew Jackson, the statesman of the stage was to represent the popular
will, much as Leggett would seek to do as a journallist.31

The dozens of short stories that Leggett began publishing in 1826 formed a bridge
between his theatrical and his political vision. Unlike his poetry and acting, his fiction quickly
gained a following. A long story called “The Rifle” was reprinted in newspapers across the
country and adapted into a play. A shorter one entitled “The Main-Truck, or A Leap for Life”
was widely published in British and American newspapers as well as in German, Spanish, and
French translations, and was later turned into a popular poem and ballad.** More stories appeared
in the next few years, and most were republished in two well-received collections, Tales and

Sketches. By a Country Schoolmaster (1829) and Naval Stories (1834).33

As these titles suggest, Leggett’s fiction fell into the subgenres of western stories and sea



stories, closely based as it was on his time in Illinois and the Mediterranean. Yet the ships and
towns in which his stories take place serve as microcosms of the metropolitan world in which
they were written. His are rootless places less settled than unsettled by rootless people, marking
less a geographical than a chronological frontier: a borderland not between East and West, but
between a landed economy and a credit economy, or between a society in which money
represents real property and one in which real property represents money. The stories feature
orphans and widows, fugitives, migrants, and sailors adrift in a disorienting terrain of unclear
title, mistaken identity, and ceaseless motion. Their fire-prone cabins and storm-tossed sloops
reflect the precariousness of such humble characters’ existence. The man who rises in the
morning prosperous, respected, and in love goes to bed destitute, scorned, and in jail. Such rapid
reverses are a source of perpetual hope as well as fear. “The Rifle” refers in passing to a once-
wealthy merchant from New York City “whom misfortune in business had suddenly befallen,
and stripped of all his possessions,” much like Leggett’s father. Migrating with his family to
Illinois, he finally finds “a degree of happiness that he had never known before . . . for he was
rich—not in money, but in a better, a more enduring kind of wealth.”**

So too, the commotion of a Navy ship occasionally offers a fragile sanctuary for a better,
more enduring kind of work. The cast of “The Main-Truck” finds such fleeting communion amid
the ordinary chores of preparing to leave port: “The boatswain and his crew were engaged in
fitting a new gang of rigging; the gunner in repairing his breeches and gun-tackles; the fo’castle
men in calking; the top-men in sending down the yards and upper spars; the holders and waisters
in whitewashing and holy-stoning; and even the poor marines were kept busy, like beasts of
burden, in carrying breakers of water on their backs.” Within a few days, the fresh-painted old

ship looks “as fine as a midshipman on liberty,” a floating craft of craftsmen.”® This scene of
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solidarity soon yields to another kind of community, united in panic rather than labor. When the
captain’s son climbs to the peak of the ship’s tallest mast, he finds himself trapped atop the little
wooden wheel called the “main-truck,” to the collective agony of the crew. With no other choice,
the boy heeds his father’s command—*“Jump! ’tis your only chance for life”—and so is saved
from the sea.*® Such a “leap for life” forms the climax of several of Leggett’s naval adventures,
presenting a nightmarish vision of survival in a watery world with no safe place to stand.>’ The
imagery of his political commentary as well as his fiction often returns to the exhiliration and
desperation of being suspended in midair above stormy seas—the promise and peril of total
liquidity.

The common climax of Leggett’s western stories comes in a different sort of trial,
reflecting a persistent concern with the difficulty of establishing justice amid the no-man’s land
of the market frontier. Here the general pattern involves a crime (usually murder), an innocent
man forced to stand trial (and often to flee), and an ultimate exoneration (along with discovery of
the true culprit).38 Unlike contemporaneous crime stories by James Fenimore Cooper and Sir
Walter Scott, Leggett’s inevitably hinge on the role of physical evidence in both incriminating
and exculpating their hero, or on the contested relationship between personal property and
personal responsibility.*® Each case boils down to a question of ownership—What belongs to
whom?—that poses a problem for two revealing reasons. First, the property in question is readily
exchangeable and repeatedly exchanged. Second, certain kinds of property—such as clothing,
newspapers, and especially money—prove consistently misleading.*® The kinds of evidence that
do not deceive, by contrast, are those that supposedly can be neither changed nor exchanged: the
gray hair of the robber’s horse, the soft white hands of the defendant, the rifle ball of the murder

weapon.

11



Leggett makes much of the difference between such immutable features and the
ephemeral nature of monetary value. An old hunter aptly named Silversight immediately
recognizes the worth of a fine rifle that bears but little market value, yet he blithely passes along,
“without witness or receipt, an uncounted or unlimited amount of money.”*' Conversely, a rich
man’s son sells the family estate to a speculator “for less than half its worth,” intending “to
invest the proceeds in some moneyed institution, where, without any care of his own, it might
yield him a regular income.”** What is troubling about money in these stories is the way it
transforms personal negotiations between two parties into impersonal transactions among a
widening circle of strangers.*’ The conflicts thus created frequently culminate in either a
marriage (often of orphans) or a comparably conclusive struggle between hero and villain;
resolution, in other words, is found in a decisive two-person exchange of vows or of blows.*

The plain moral of many of Leggett’s stories is the supreme value of honesty and the
futility of deceit.*” His narrators relate events as if from the perspective of the audience for a play
in which motives and meanings are explicitly signified through formulaic characters, readily
recognizable body language, and symbolic scenery, as well as spectacular action and florid
oratory. Relentless importance is placed on deciphering visual cues and clues: “His countenance
indicated manliness and intelligence,” “His conversation and manners were said . . . to belong to
a rank in society much superior to that which he now occupied,” “A blueish tinge on the end of
his nose . . . and several blotches on his face, indicated that he was addicted to the bottle.” The
narratives are studded with stage directions spelling out the signs and gestures through which his
characters betray their true feelings. And even the most duplicitous characters express their
deepest sentiments, simply and openly, in dialogue or soliloquy.46

While he was establishing himself as an author of short stories, Leggett was also
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reviewing books and plays for the New York Mirror and the Merchants’ Telegraph, and in the

fall of 1828, he launched his own literary newspaper, The Critic. It lasted just eight months,
enough to gain him considerable influence in New York literary circles.’ Leggett shared with
the other members of the so-called “Knickerbocker school,” whose leading lights were Cooper,
Bryant, and Washington Irving, a fundamentally moralistic approach to literature.*® “A novel,”
as he wrote, in words that likewise described his conception of poetry, theater, and short fiction,
“should be a sort of practical commentary on the writings of the moral philosopher.”49 Seen in
this way, the new forms of fiction and drama that drew his attention presented an unparalleled
opportunity for popular education. But like the mass market on which they depended, these
emerging genres also posed, in his view, a new kind of threat to the republican values they were
meant to promote. So The Critic pursued a double-edged mission characteristic of Knickerbocker
criticism: trumpeting the invaluable potential of popular theater and fiction when properly
directed while railing against the degradation of such work by market mores.

The same mind-bending influence that was the theater’s great asset, in Leggett’s view,
rendered it a powerful instrument of deceit as well as enlightenment. The danger lay in the
tendency of drama, like money, to become an end in itself instead of representing higher ends;
art for art’s sake appeared to him a type of greed. Just as “the desire for wealth is a feverish
thirst, which rages with the more violence the more it is sought to gratify it,” he wrote, so the
desire for mere entertainment was liable to fuel a vicious cycle of self-indulgence rather than
self—improvement.50 The symptoms of such gluttony were to be found in “pernicious pastimes
which are addressed only to the senses, and awake no lofty emotions in the breast.” Their source
lay in the artificial demand created by theater managers, whose mediating role resembled that of

bankers in Leggett’s later work. “It is too often the case that managers foist entertainments upon
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the public, for which the natural appetite never would have asked,” he wrote.” While embracing
the virtues of melodrama, he insisted that it remain tethered to the moral ends it properly served.
Leggett’s approach to other forms of literature was similarly steeped in the logic of
melodrama. His highest compliment was to write, as he did of a little-known poet, “what she
speaks she feels . . . [H]er words are used as vehicles of thought.”52 While he applauded the
increasing availability of cheap books and periodicals, he lamented publishers’ enthusiasm for
“fashionable novels” that titillated more than they taught, resulting in “an increase of books
without an increase of knowledge; the perusal of which, like inebriating draughts, does not
quench, but inflames, the thirst of mind.”> Little wonder that he called intemperance “the

besetting sin of the country.”54

For Leggett as for many writers, addiction served as a master
metaphor for the self-sustaining spiral of desire associated with commercial culture. It connoted
the corruption of representation that he found in speculation and paper money no less than in
circus acts and fashionable novels, the means become ends.”

The affinity between literary and monetary representation struck Leggett even before he
began writing political editorials. ““Words are things;’ they are the representatives of ideas, as
money is the representative of value,” he wrote, quoting Byron. “The merchant who has large
sums to appropriate pays them out by the signs of hundreds and thousands, while he who carries
on a petty traffic deals in shillings and pence. It is the same with language: words are the coin
made use of by the mind; and he who deals with the poor in understanding must use only such as
the value of which cannot fail to be appreciated from their general currency.”56 That is, much as
the common man dealt in small change, so he naturally dealt in plain language, representing

ideas as simply as coins did value. The value of money itself, however, was anything but clear

when Leggett wrote these words, and this conventional analogy bore the seeds of his critique of
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the new banking system, through which methods of payment long reserved for merchants had

become the common currency of workers, shopkeepers, and family farmers.

I1. Newspaper Publishing and the Copyright Controversy

When William Cullen Bryant hired him as assistant editor of the Evening Post in 1829,
Leggett took the job on the condition “that he should not be required to write upon political
topics,” explaining that he had neither “settled opinions” on nor “taste” for such issues. Yet

57 His editorials were

“within a few months he found himself almost wholly devoted to them.
forceful, innovative, and bracingly sharp, with a mixture of irreverence, invective, and
indignation worthy of Tom Paine and William Cobbett. In completing his move from poetry to
prose to politics, Leggett broke through the shell of his earlier efforts, allowing the literary logic
he had long cultivated to show its creative agility.58 It was the logic of melodrama, or of what he
called “plaindealing,” dedicated to faithful representation in life as in literature.

Amid the wrenching boom and bust of the 1830s, Leggett abstracted from Jeffersonian
political economy the cardinal commitment to equal rights, presuming that economic inequity
was rooted in a vicious cycle of taxation without representation. He reserved his highest
suspicion for the Whiggish language of progress, improvement, and public good, which he
deemed euphemisms for reactionary efforts to turn back the democratic tide. By subscribing to
banks, railroads, canals, and other economic ventures, he argued, state governments saddled poor
and middling taxpayers with an increasingly heavy load, while rich bondholders reaped the
rewards. The states’ reliance on tolls, tariffs, duties, and taxes on transactions ensured that the

bulk of the burden would be borne by the final consumers who paid in higher prices, according

to Leggett.59 The Working Men’s Party had denounced municipal inspection and licensing of
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trades as means of establishing exclusive franchises charging monopoly prices, and Leggett’s
followers echoed the call for an end to “licensed monopolies” and the indirect taxes associated
with them, which they blamed in large measure for the escalating cost of basic necessities. But
he translated the longstanding resistance to public debt and indirect taxation into a sweeping
indictment of virtually every form of public regulation, relief, or provision, from ferries to insane
asylums to veterans’ pensions, all of which he deemed holdovers of monarchy.

Leggett’s journalism career swiftly became bound up with the central demand of the New
York workingmen’s cause for representation in government, in the market, and in the press.
Spurred into political action by the panic of 1819, local workers had successfully campaigned for
the elimination of property restrictions on voting in the 1820s, then responded to the runaway
inflation of the 1830s with an unprecedented surge of trade-union organizing. Employers enlisted
the aid of the courts to declare the new unions in violation of a tailor-made conspiracy law
against combinations “injurious to trade,” prompting the formation of the Equal Rights Party in
the fall and winter of 1835-1836, devoted to working mens’ equal representation in economic as
well as political affairs.” The other impetus for the new organization came largely from Leggett,
who in August 1834 advised voters to withhold their support for any candidate who would not
pledge to oppose any further bank charters. That fall, the Democratic candidates took Leggett’s
pledge and won election with workers’ support, but then promptly began chartering more banks.
To Leggett’s constituency of laborers, mechanics, and shopkeepers, nicknamed the “Loco
Focos,” the betrayal of labor votes appeared of a piece with the suppression of labor unions,
together amounting to a denial of due representation. Along with their core complaint went an
enthusiastic identification of the defense of “equal rights” with that of the Evening Post and its

embattled editor, whose literary representation of their interests the Loco Focos guarded as
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jealously as they demanded political and economic representation. In 1836, they nominated
Leggett for mayor, but he declined to run owing to poor health and financial straits.”'

Leggett left the Evening Post that same year to found two newspapers of his own, and the
mottos that ran beneath their mastheads indicate something of his bedrock beliefs. For the
weekly Plaindealer, he chose a saying of Jeremy Bentham’s: “The immediate cause of all the
mischief of misrule is, that the men acting as the representatives of the people have a private and

95602

sinister interest, producing a constant sacrifice of the interest of the people.” For the daily

Examiner, he took a passage from John Milton: “Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to

. . 963
argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.”

Popular sovereignty and freedom of
speech, or rightful representation in both the political and the literary sense: more basic than
laissez-faire economics, these were the fixed principles to which Leggett adhered. If he was an
early apostle of the free market, it was because he conceived of the market as a medium for free
and faithful expression, like literature.*

As Jeffrey Pasley has shown, the editor as partisan standard-bearer was a peculiarly
nineteenth-century creature, reaching maturity with the emergence of modern parties mobilizing
a mass electorate in the late 1820s and 1830s. Leggett was typical of many young journalists
who identified with the journeymen, small retailers, and petty professionals among whom they
worked. Like stage acting, newspaper editing provided not only a means of political expression
for men of little other means, but a medium of representation for their avid audience in the streets
and taverns.® Yet even as the political press reached the peak of its power, the first signs of its
coming decline appeared, emanating from New York. The development of stereotype printing,

papermaking machinery, and the steam-powered cylinder press set the stage for an exponential

increase in newspaper production and circulation in the 1830s. Artisanal papers like Leggett’s
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competed for the first time with a new breed of penny dailies, much larger in staff and
readership, sustained by cash sales and advertising, and emphasizing crime, scandal, and
“human-interest” stories as opposed to political commentalry.66 By the twentieth century, the
dominance of this modern model cast the partisan press into the “dark ages of journalism,” much
like melodramatic literature and popular political economy.67 By its very nature, then, Leggett’s
vocation looked backward to the Jeffersonian era even as it looked forward to the spread of
Jacksonian democracy.

Leggett viewed journalism as the ideal medium for both promoting and practicing
plaindealing. “There is no species of literary composition so extensively read, or so eagerly
sought after” as newspapers, he wrote near the end of his tenure as editor of The Critic, and their
close association with the emerging mass market dictated a distinctive literary style—or rather, a
distinctive lack thereof. “He who relates the events of a battle, the effects of a whirlwind, or the
political or commercial condition of his own, or of another country, is not looked to so much for
an elegant flow of thought, or gracefulness of diction, as for accuracy of investigation and
correctness of statement,” he wrote, “and, provided he utters only the truth, the particular mode
is a matter of but little importance.” Such strict fidelity sttemmed not only from newspapers’
concern with business affairs, according to Leggett, but also from their dependence on the
market for subscribers and sales. Intensifying competition, he believed, ensured that no paper

could long afford to keep the truth from its readers. “Indeed, in no branch of literature is implicit

veracity more indispensably requisite than in newspaper writing; for . . . no sooner is an error
committed by one, than all the others are loud in censure or abuse,” he wrote.%
Two months after he expressed such high hopes for the union of free speech and the free

market, however, The Critic folded for lack of funds, like hundreds of other publications in these
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years. In a bitter notice in the final issue, Leggett complained that he had been unable to collect
enough of what his subscribers owed—a common lament.” Each of his other three papers
likewise capsized quickly under his command. After the Critic came the Evening Post, where
Bryant soon made him his business partner and co-owner as well as co-editor. In June 1834,
Bryant placed the prosperous paper in Leggett’s sole hands and departed for a sojourn of
indefinite duration in Europe. Under Leggett’s direction, the Evening Post steadily lost the
support of political patrons and mercantile advertisers angered by his editorials, and Bryant
returned eighteen months later to find the paper close to insolvency, its revenues roughly a
quarter of what they had been when he left. Leggett was forced to sell his share in order to pay
off the debts he had incurred, and he left the paper shortly thereafter—“without a shilling,” as he
confided in a letter to a friend.”

He fared no better with The Plaindealer and The Examiner. Both survived less than a

year—with generous help from his famous compatriot, Edwin Forrest—before falling victim to
the panic, leaving him even more heavily in debt. Without further means of support, he and his
wife apparently fell into desperate straits. “I am overwhelmed with debts: in another week I shall
have no roof over my head; and I see no prospect for better days,” he told Forrest, who paid off
his obligations, lent him enough to live on, and gave him and his wife a house in New Rochelle.
As Leggett wrote to another friend in November 1838, “I have been for a twelvemonth and more
without business and without resources, except such as have been supplied by the generosity of
private friendship.””"

A related challenge to Leggett’s vision of the marketplace of ideas concerned the

question of property rights in printed material. Antebellum journalists served as the gatekeepers

of what Meredith McGill has called the “culture of reprinting,” in which editors freely reprinted
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whatever they pleased from other periodicals along with a large volume of poetry, fiction, and
essays taken without permission from books published overseas. The law of copyright remained
much more limited in the United States than in England, and it protected only works by U.S.

citizens and residents. In the landmark case of Wheaton v. Peters (1834), the Supreme Court

sanctioned the popular view of published work as presumptively common property, to which
authors and publishers held only provisional claims. Congress repeatedly refused to extend
copyright protection to foreign works. The looseness of the literary market mirrored in this way
the free-for-all of competing currencies and wildcat banks that Leggett regarded with similar
ambivalence. Not until the turn of the century did the Supreme Court designate literary work as
essentially private property belonging exclusively to individuals, at the same time that it
privatized other kinds of “intellectual property” such as the price quotations of commodity
exchanges. Like melodrama and popular political economy, the culture of reprinting rose and fell
with the nineteenth century.72

Leggett’s uncharacteristically wavering response to the copyright controversy reflected
his broader uncertainty about the emergence of a new kind of property in the written word,
whether in a newspaper or on a banknote. When he first addressed the issue in September 1836,
he was reflexively sympathetic to the concept of copyright, which seemed to him to protect

b3

individuals’ “natural right” to the products of their labor. Unlike special charters for
corporations, he contended, copyright “confers no new privilege or immunity,” but rather secures
what belongs to an author already.73 Yet his populist leanings pulled him in the opposite
direction: a few months later he criticized other journals for discouraging the popular practice of

borrowing instead of buying newspapers, which they viewed as an infringement on their property

and sales; Leggett invited readers to share The Plaindealer as much as they liked, even as he
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continued to bemoan the difficulty of selling enough papers to survive.”

By the following January, Leggett deemed authors’ property “an equivocal right, at best.”
Certainly writers were entitled to exclusive ownership of the material products of their manual
labor, namely their original manuscripts, but they could not monopolize the intangible products
of their mental labor, namely their words and ideas. “The regions of thought, like those of the air,
are the common property of all the earth’s creatures,” Leggett reasoned. “The limits of corporeal
property are exact, definite, and always ascertainable. Those of incorporeal property are vague
and indefinite, and subject to continual dispute,” he wrote. To grant individuals private property
in language was to squelch the liberty of expression that seemed to him the essence of the free
market, impoverishing the great majority of readers dependent on the cheap price of
uncopyrighted work. Though he did not say so, such an individualistic understanding of property
in print also ran against the more communal, early republican notions of authorship to which he
had long subscribed, which positively encouraged appropriating others’ words and ideas.”
Within weeks, however, Leggett reconsidered once again, conceding that writers might, after all,
legitimately claim private property in their distinctive “language and style.” He was frankly
troubled by his own indecision, for if a right to one’s words existed, then it must be held
sacrosanct: writing belonged to its author either absolutely or not at all.”®

Like the controversy over paper money in which he was embroiled at the same time, the
copyright issue brought to a head the increasingly intimate relationship between literary
expression and market exchange. Even as the value of literature was coming to be measured in
monetary terms, the value of paper money was coming to be conceived in essentially literary
terms, as a function of what was written on it and who authorized it. Leggett’s difficulty in

distinguishing “natural right” from “special privilege” in the literary market reflected the tension
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between his commitment to freedom of expression and exchange, on the one hand, and his
conviction that language and commerce must be anchored in some solid substratum beneath the
play of words and prices, on the other.

His relentless financial travails rattled Leggett’s confidence that the market rewarded
plaindealing. “He who strives to be a reformer, and to discharge his high trust with strict and
single reference to the responsibilities of his vocation, will be sadly admonished by his dwindled
receipts that he has not chosen the path of profit,” he lamented to readers in February 1837. For,
as he explained, “consulting the passion and caprice of the hour . . . is a more profitable, as well
as an easier task, than steering undeviatingly by fixed principles, referring all subjects to the
touchstone of truth.” The remedy he proposed appears surprising at first glance, given his
opposition to corporate privilege. Noting that editor-owners were peculiarly vulnerable to the
vicissitudes of the market, he argued that newspapers should be operated instead by joint-stock
companies, diffusing the risks of ownership among a large group of investors and insulating
editors from the immediate pressures of running a business. Corporate control, he hoped, would
afford newspapers the security they needed to survive without pursuing the short-term profits to
be made in gossip and sensationalism. Plaindealing required protection against cutthroat

competition, even as it depended on healthy competition to keep editors honest.”’

III. Associations, Corporations, and Riots: The Organization of Panic

For Leggett and his followers, any corporation established by legislative charter
constituted an illegitimate monopoly, while any business without such exclusive governmental
support did not. To the contrary, his devotion to laissez-faire was rarely more adamant than in his

defense of business combinations in the brutal winter of 1836-1837, when the already inflated
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prices of food, fuel, and rental housing suddenly skyrocketed. At a mass protest organized by the
Loco Focos in February, party leaders blamed the soaring cost of living for working people on
the depreciation of the currency due to the proliferation of banks and banknotes. But outraged by
reports that local merchants were hoarding flour in order to inflate the price in a time of need, a
large crowd left the rally to storm several flour warehouses, destroying property, hurling barrels
of flour into the street, and resulting in dozens of arrests.”S

Leggett’s denunciation of what he called the “causeless and disgraceful outrage”
reflected his view of both the violent methods the rioters employed and the regulatory ends they
pursued as matters of misrepresentation—as the illegitimate opposite of the union of freedom of
expression and freedom of exchange that he envisioned in his discussion of newspapers and
copyright. “It was causeless,” he wrote of the riot, “as the dealers in any commodity whatever
have a perfect right to fix their own price; and it was disgraceful, as it sought to effect an
unworthy object by unworthy means—by means which strike at the very fundamental principles
of society, and uptear the great and secure basis of social order and prosperity, the inviolability
of private right.”79 He condemned the flour riot, in other words, in the name of both property
rights and the right of assembly, which appeared to him closely entwined.

Both of these concerns stemmed in important part from Leggett’s earlier response to the
anti-abolitionist fervor of 1834 and 1835, which had driven him to become the leading advocate
of the antislavery cause within the Democratic Party. Much as he exalted melodramatic theater
while decrying mere entertainment for its own sake, much as he embraced the free market but
bemoaned the self-destructive spiral of limitless competition, so he defined his own vision of
popular politics against the great wave of urban riots that formed the underside of Jacksonian

politics. Like the popularity of licentious literature and hard spirits, vigilante violence signified
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for him a failure of rightful representation. Indeed, the riots targeted the very forms of legitimate
representation that the rioters lamentably lacked, in Leggett’s view: merchants’ associations, for
example, and the newly organized abolitionist movement in New York City led by merchants
Lewis and Arthur Talppaln.80

The printing revolution in New York City made possible the national pamphlet campaign
of 1835, in which the Tappan organization deluged the mails with abolitionist literature. In
response, anti-abolition committees and rallies arose everywhere that summer, turning the
Jacksonian rhetoric of equal rights into a furious reaction against what was widely described as a
monstrous conspiracy led by moneyed elites in New York and London.®! Leggett was initially
predisposed to share the deep hostility toward abolitionism within the Democratic Party, viewing
it as a “fanatical” and “aristocratic” movement to degrade northern labor, and calling the
pamphlet campaign “reprehensible to a degree for which language has no terms of adequate
censure.”® Yet each time he took up the issue, he was spurred to write by violent efforts to
suppress antislavery speech and association. When anti-abolition crowds occupied the city in
July 1834, he became the abolitionists’ strongest defender in the press, while still disavowing
any agreement with their cause. The following year, his Evening Post became one of only three
major papers in the country to condemn the U.S. Postmaster General for allowing the

confiscation of abolitionist literature by southern postmasters—an action that Leggett deemed

tantamount to “‘censorship of the press.” His growing sympathy for the abolitionists stemmed not

from the ideology of “free labor,” but from that of free speech.83
Yet if Leggett’s support was originally much narrower than that of leading abolitionists,
it grew into something broader in important ways: a vision of the emancipation of labor that

extended far beyond ending chattel slavery. When local and national Democratic organizations
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censured the Evening Post for its apostasy, Leggett broke decisively with the party, pronounced
himself an abolitionist outright, and commenced espousing the cause with his customary zeal.
When he founded the Plaindealer in December 1836, he proclaimed in its first editorial his
intention to discuss the evils of slavery openly and relentlessly. Political journals that favored
fealty to party over loyalty to principle, he noted pointedly, “substitute the means for the end.”®
Southerners who hoped to stifle antislavery agitation, he wrote in a similar vein a few weeks
later, “never can induce the northern states to give up freedom for the sake of union; to give up
the end for the sake of the means; to give up the substance for the sake of the shadow.”® Leggett
remained uneasy with the evangelical and entrepreneurial rhetoric in the abolitionist movement,
which he associated with the fearsome frenzies of the Jacksonian economy. He continued to
believe that the Constitution did not allow the federal government to abolish slavery in the
southern states, though he supported Congressional abolition in the District of Columbia. But as
Sean Wilentz has written, he articulated a distinctively Jacksonian brand of antislavery, which
identified southern planters with the “monied classes,” southern slaves with northern workers,
and democracy with equality under the law regardless of race.*®

While Leggett’s response to the flour riot flowed partly from its association with previous
riots, his position also reflected broader concerns about economic representation in the form of
labor unions and business corporations. Earlier in the decade, he had strenuously supported
workers’ right to organize amid the anti-conspiracy trials of union leaders. “The rich perceive,
acknowledge, and act upon a common interest, and why not the poor?”” he wrote in December
1834.*” But when laboring New Yorkers charged coal and flour dealers with collusion and price-
gouging in the winter of 1836-1837, Leggett applied the same principle to merchants’

associations as to trade unions.
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Business combination in itself posed nothing to fear, he argued, for as soon as merchants
colluded to engross flour or any other necessity, they invited competition that would restore
prices to their “natural value.” “[B]oth the principles of free trade, and the plainest principles of
natural equity require, that men should be left at liberty to pursue by concert, if they choose, any
object they have a right to achieve by individual action. The safety of the community against
extortionate and intolerant combinations is sufficiently insured by the effect of competition and
the influence of publick opinion,” he wrote, showing a faith notably absent from his lament over
the “passion and caprice” of newspaper readers. The real cause of exorbitant prices, according to
Leggett, lay not in the market but in the legislature, whose special charters for banks were
sustaining the inflationary bubble. And the cure was to be found not by opposing business
combination, but by demanding that it be made equally accessible to working people through a
general incorporation law, which would turn incorporation into a basic right of all qualified
applicants instead of a special privilege conferred by the legislature. “The humblest citizens
might associate together, and wield . . . a vast aggregate capital, composed of the little separate
sums which they could afford to invest in such an enterprise, in competition with the purse-proud
men who now almost monopolize certain branches of business,” Leggett wrote. “Combination,”
he contended hopefully, was “an efficient weapon against the oppressor; but, like the sword
bestowed by the good genius in the fairy tale, it shivers into fragments when drawn against the
oppressed.” 8

His defense of the free market stemmed less from a commitment to individuals’ freedom
to pursue their calling, about which Leggett said surprisingly little, than from a converse concern
with the corruption of representative government through sponsorship of corporate monopolies,

about which he wrote incessantly. Instead of channeling private wealth to serve public needs, he
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argued, the system of special charters made public servants into the agents of the irresponsible
private entities they created. By delegating exclusive authority to favored groups of investors, the
legislatures were “bartering away the sovereignty of the People to little bodies politic, fattening
on the great body,” conferring political power upon “a corporation; a body without a soul; an
abstraction; a remote circumstance; a nothing tangible or responsible.” “The people of this great
state fondly imagine that they govern themselves,” he wrote, “but they do not! They are led
about by the unseen but strong bands of chartered compalnies.”89

In spearheading the successful drive for general incorporation laws, Leggett meant to
limit the reach of market forces as much as to free them from unnatural constraints: popular
sovereignty was properly priceless. In demanding the separation of business and state, as Marvin
Meyers notes, Leggett sought to unhitch the market economy from speculative enterprise as
much as to unfetter it from drags on its natural course. “We would withdraw all Government
stimulants,” he wrote, “. . . discontinuing the force-pump method, by which we now seek to
make water flow up hill, and leaving it to flow in its own natural channels.” The “natural
economy” he imagined was free-flowing yet confined to its proper place: “an equal and uniform
current, never stagnating, and never overflowing its boundaries,” like the limpid streams that
gurgled through the pastoral landscapes of his western tales.”' Natural—as in “natural price,”

99 <¢

“natural right,” “natural level,” “natural equililbrium”—meant lawful, balanced, proportional,
predictable, self-regulating; freedom meant fixity, regularity, and stability, as opposed to
addiction, inebriety, fanaticism, and frenzy.92

This was a deeper way in which his response to the flour riot concerned proper

representation, along with the connections he drew to anti-abolition riots and to the freedom of

association and the problem of monopoly. Just as a poem or novel should express the moral
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principles on which it was based, Leggett believed, just as an actor should represent the
sentiments of poet or playwright, so the movements of investment and income, prices and wages,
currency and credit, should reflect the work and wealth from which market exchange naturally
flowed. Otherwise, he indicated, the widening gap between monetary phenomena and their
material basis in land and labor would be engrossed like real estate and made the means of

exploitation.

IV. Currency and Banking

The panic of 1837 came as no surprise to Leggett, who had been rehearsing his response
in one form or another for almost twenty years. “The time must come, nor can it be remote, when
some financial or commercial revulsion will throw back the stream of paper circulation to its
source, and many a goodly vessel, which had ventured too boldly on the current, will be left by
the reflux stranded on its shores,” he warned in September 1836. “. . . Wo unto them in that day
who do not now take timely caution. Their cities and towns and villages, which they are now so
fertile in planning, as if they thought men might be multiplied as rapidly as paper money, will
remain untenanted and desolate memorials of their madness, and the voice of sorrow and
mourning, instead of the din of present unreal prosperity, will be heard through the land.” “[A]
vast and terrifick crash” fast approached, he wrote in December, “when the treacherous and
unsubstantial basis crumbles beneath the stupendous fabrick of credit, and the structure falls to
the ground, burying in its ruins thousands who exulted in the fancied security of their
elevation.””*

Leggett’s jeremiads drew on a tradition of antibanking discourse dating back to the

advent of the widespread use of government-authorized paper currency more than a hundred
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years earlier. A brief history of the problem is therefore in order. The ascendance of paper over
coin as the primary monetary medium capped a long convergence of currency and credit:
currency forms had become further and further abstracted from the precious metals or other
commodities on which they originally were based, until they practically rested on trust alone,
while credit instruments had become similarly abstracted from the personal networks of lenders
and borrowers in which they originally arose, until they circulated as freely as cash. In both
England and its American colonies, much if not most of the currency in circulation by the mid-
eighteenth century comprised paper of one kind or another.”

The founding of the United States then yielded a mixed monetary legacy. On the one
hand, the financial innovation of the colonial era opened the gate for the torrent of paper
currency that drove the rapid economic development of the new nation, from bills of exchange
and warehouse receipts to postage stamps, store vouchers, and company scrip, and particularly
for the wild proliferation of banknotes, which became the preferred medium for retail
transactions among stralngers.96 On the other hand, the Constitution prohibited the states from
issuing their own paper money and left the federal government’s authority to do so subject to
judicial debate for nearly a century. Amid a chronic shortage of coin, the thousands of chartered
banks that filled the breach placed the nation’s currency largely under the governance of private
investors and the bankers who managed their money. By the panic of 1819, as the British banker
Alexander Baring noted at the time, “The system of a paper currency ha[d] been carried to a
greater extent in America than in any other part of the world.””’

That earlier panic, which Leggett experienced as a young man in Illinois, spawned the
dual movement for direct political representation of working people and against what Thomas

Hart Benton of Missouri dubbed the “money power,” which gave rise, in turn, to the bank war of
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the 1830s.”® From the Working Men’s Party to the Loco Focos, banking and currency remained
central to the politics of the New York labor movement. Along with calls for no more special
charters and for “free banking,” the banking equivalent of a general incorporation law, labor
leaders sought to restrict banks to issuing notes backed by precious metal or real property, first
by banning “small notes” under $5, $10, or $20 (the only banknotes workers generally saw), and
then by requiring banks to limit their note issue to the extent of their capital and specie
reserves—reforms widely adopted in various forms in the late 1830s and 1840s. The broader
campaign for the “separation of Bank and State” extended the campaign against special charters
to its logical conclusion by demanding that government deposits be withdrawn entirely from
private banks and that government taxes and fees be paid in coin—demands that achieved
substantial success at the federal level under Jackson’s loyal successor, Martin Van Buren.”
The money question as Jacksonian writers conceived it appeared intrinsically
melodramatic: dedicated to the truth of the free-market ideal as opposed to the fraudulence of
current practice; convinced that the corruption they deplored stemmed from improper
representation of the mutual interests of creditors and debtors, producers and consumers, by self-
serving agents; confident that plaindealing truth would set the market free, restoring the
ecological balance of simple commodity exchange. Like the classical political economists to
whom they were indebted—and indeed, like most leading monetary theorists from Adam Smith
until John Maynard Keynes—the Jacksonians sought to strip away the “veil” of purely pecuniary
phenomena, to cut through the web of finance that rendered market relations increasingly
opaque, to reveal the underlying factors of production and laws of motion at work.'” “We are
menaced by our old enemies, avarice and ambition, under a new name and form,” Leggett wrote.

“The tyrant is changed from a steel-clad feudal baron . . . to a mighty civil gentleman, who
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comes mincing and bowing to the people with a quill behind his ear, at the head of countless
millions of magnificent promises. . . . A CONCENTRATED MONEY POWER; a usurper in the
disguise of a benefactor; an agent exercising privileges which his principal never possessed.”101
By detaching the money supply from the “real economy” of goods and services, Leggett
argued, banks sponsored overtrading, overbuilding, and reckless risk-taking at the expense of
prudent investment in response to actually existing demand. They excited “a feverish and
baneful thirst of gain—gain not by the regular and legitimate operations of trade, but by sudden
and hazardous means,” an “appetite [that] grows by what it feeds on,” perverting the legitimate

102

pursuit of self-interest into ghastly form. ™ Paper money, he wrote at the height of the panic,

is a curse to the poor, continually defrauding them of a portion of their hard earnings,

without their knowing how or when they go. It is a curse to the rich, introducing among

them an insane desire of boundless wealth, and leading them into the most demoralizing
schemes of speculation. It is a curse to the whole country, unsettling the established
modes of industry, creating false notions of the relative respectability of various callings,
alluring men from the steady pursuits of agriculture and the mechanick arts, and setting
them in full chase after those glittering stock-bubbles, which cheat the eye with the
appearance of valuable substance, but turn to nothing in the grasp.'®

Banknotes, in other words, were as volatile, seductive, and fraudulent as the speculative

machinery they fueled. They epitomized the tendency of money to become an overpowering end

in itself instead of a subservient means of exchange.

Leggett’s foremost contribution to the money question concerned what he regarded as an
especially pernicious form of literary and financial fraud. On its face, a banknote bore the
appearance of a reciprocal agreement, which formed the basis of the reciprocal nature of market
relations in general, the exchange of equivalent values. But the face value of a note was not its
actual market value: banknotes circulated at a discount, or rather at an endless series of discounts

reflecting, first, the deduction that a local bank would make in cashing them for gold or silver,

and second, the varying reputations of their original banks of issue. Leggett contended that the
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difference between the face value and the market value of banknotes amounted to a swindle, a
surplus silently expropriated in every transaction.

He began with workers” common complaint that employers paid them in “uncurrent
notes” issued by backwoods banks of little repute, bought from Wall Street brokers for this
express purpose. In a variant of the well-known “Gresham’s Law” that bad money drives out
good, he argued that the most depreciated currency gravitated to those on the bottom rung, who
had no choice but to accept it at face value, while their employers pocketed the difference
between what they brought to Wall Street and what they paid their workers. But even if they
were paid in hard money, he contended, workers were still robbed of their rightful wages by the
circulation of depreciated banknotes. For the shopkeepers who sold them food and fuel had to
pay off their own loans in specie, not paper; and the wholesale merchants who sold to the
shopkeepers paid for imported goods with gold and silver as well. The premium that shopkeepers
and merchants paid to cash their banknotes, Leggett wrote, they charged their customers in
higher prices, each adding a margin of profit on top. The indirect tax on paper levied by banks
and brokers trickled down “till it reache[d] the broad backs and hard hands of the mechanics and
laborers,” forced to bear the full burden in the end.'™

So long as banks continued issuing small notes, Leggett urged workers to redeem their
paper wages for gold and silver instead of passing along the bank money. Making the most of
their undesirable position in the paper chain, he suggested a yet more direct remedy. “A cheap . .
. method of disseminating the principles of those opposed to incorporated rag-money
manufactories,” he suggested, “would be for them to write upon the back of every bank-note
which should come into their possession, some short sentence, expressive of their sentiments.

For example—‘No monopolies!” “No Union of Banks and State!” ‘Jackson and Hard Money!”
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‘Gold before Rags!” and the like.” When called upon to endorse a bad bill, “it would be well to
inscribe upon it in a clear and distinct hand, ‘Wages of Iniquity!”’lo5 By turning banknotes into
broadsides in this way, wage earners could correct the monetary misrepresentation and help to
make the market the arena of plaindealing it was meant to be.

Behind Leggett’s influential critique of the relationship between banknotes and wages lay
an understanding of currency and credit instinctively suspicious of “magnificent promises.” A
promise to pay, he held, was only fulfilled by being paid off in cash, not by becoming a means of
payment itself. A contract between a creditor and debtor remained sacred no matter how far the
debt traveled or how many hands it passed through. “The bill-holder should always be secure,
whatever might become of the stock-holder,” he wrote. “That which is received as money, and
which is designed to pass from hand to hand as such, should not be liable to change into

worthless paper in the transition.”'*®

Leggett would not require that banks actually hold in their
vaults the gold or silver represented on their notes. The point was that note-holders should be
secure in their property, knowing that a bank was no less obliged to keep its promises than any
individual. The object could be achieved, he wrote, by requiring bankers to maintain sufficient
capital in “real, substantial, imperishable property, such as lots, farms, houses, ships, and the
like” to redeem all its notes in hard cash, certified by a government comptroller or other
authority, and periodically reappraised to ensure that the “unalienable property” remained equal
in value to that of the note issue. Then, “each holder of a note would, in point of fact, hold a title-
deed of property to the full value of its amount,” never subject to chalnge.lo7

So in calling for “free banking,” in longing for the day “when the principles of free trade
will be perceived to have as much relation to currency as to commerce,” Leggett included a

crucial caveat: for banking to regulate itself, it had to be founded on “unalienable property.”108
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To think of the medium of exchange itself as ultimately unalienable in this way was to envision a
market economy imbedded in an essentially non-market framework. Though the “hard money”
position is generally associated with the notion of money as a real commodity rather than a mere
instrument of credit, Leggett’s language suggested that money was not properly a commodity at
all. As Craig Muldrew has written of money in early modern England, “Gold and silver were not
the water upon which the vessel of the economy floated; they were the anchor which held the
same ship in place upon a sea of credit, but this was an anchor which was becoming increasingly
corroded by the currents of economic change.”m9

The quest for a fixed standard that would make “plaindealing” possible, that would allow
for truthful transactions by providing a reliable measure of value, manifested a deep concern
about standards of moral value as well. The differentiation of currency from commerce, closely
related to the contemporaneous segregation of labor from capital, epitomized for Leggett the
peculiarly floating and self-referential character of market value, and therefore of all other values
in a market society. Yet in what was the standard of value to be fixed? Farms, houses, and ships,
like gold and silver, were themselves increasingly liable to wide fluctuations. Even if bank paper
were as good as gold, Leggett noted, prices might rise steadily if the supply of gold grew faster
than the demand. Paradoxically, then, a fixed standard of value—one that would keep prices
relatively stable, relieving those on fixed incomes of the persistent press of inflation and the
recurrent crises that came in its wake—had to rest on the watery bed of the market itself. Like
postbellum opponents of the gold standard, who faced the opposite problem of prolonged
deflation, he and like-minded Jacksonians sought to hitch the money supply to the demand for its
services, or to the volume of buying and selling for which currency was called into use—the

“real needs of trade,” in the parlance of monetary theorists.
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This was the burden of Leggett’s articulation of the so-called “real bills doctrine”
restricting banks to the business of discounting commercial paper, or obligations directly tied to
actual purchases and sales of goods. First elaborated by Adam Smith, the basic idea called for
banks to limit their note-issue to essentially self-liquidating, short-term loans to merchants
arising from wholesale transactions, as the early mercantile banks in American seaboard cities
did after the Revolution. This conservative stricture ostensibly restrained banks from altering the
quantity of currency relative to the quantity of commerce and causing inflation or deflation, and
it supposedly ensured that bank notes circulated at roughly their face value in silver or gold.'"
“When bank issues are limited within this circle, the notes of the bank in circulation are founded
on the security of the notes of the merchants in possession of the bank, and the notes of the
merchants rest on the basis of goods actually purchased, which are finally to be paid for with the
products of the soil or other articles of export,” Leggett explained. “The maintaining of the
currency at this point . . . would be supplying the channels of business to the degree requisite to
facilitate the operations of commerce, without causing those operations to be unduly extended at
one time, and unduly contracted at another.”'"!

Beginning in the 1790s, however, American banking had spread from the city into the
countryside and branched out into the less conservative business of “accommodation loans.”
These were simply straight cash loans, unconnected to any prior business transaction, typically to
enable a borrower to invest in land or equipment, a new shop or a new venture, with the
expectation that it would be paid back with future revenues. By the 1830s, accommodation
lending greatly exceeded commercial lending, as banks took a leading role in sponsoring
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economic development.  ~ The crux of the problem with the credit system, as Leggett saw it, was

that specially chartered banks channeled such accomodation lending away from the petty
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proprietors and aspiring entrepreneurs who deserved credit, and toward politically favored
investors instead. The free competition for funds made possible by “free banking,” he believed,
would naturally redirect loan capital where it was truly needed, making credit easier to obtain for
“plaindealing merchants and shopkeepers” even as it cut off the flow to speculators, stock-
jobbers, and rentiers. 13

Implicit in the Jacksonian critique of banking was a vision of commerce as a sound and
fair foundation for cash and credit, a level playing field from which the financial system had
dangerously departed and to which it might safely return. This ideal market, in which monetary
transactions were modeled on barter much as written publications were modeled on oral

communication, was best described in the most important economic treatise of the Jacksonian

era, A Short History of Paper Money and Banking in the United States (1833), by the

Philadelphia financial journalist William M. Gouge.114 So impressed was Leggett by this work
that he reprinted it at the Evening Post’s considerable expense while Bryant was in Europe—
ironically going into debt in order to cover the costs.'"

Without the corrupting influence of legislative favoritism, Gouge contended, the credit
system would simply act as a go-between, uniting those who held idle funds with those who
could put such funds to productive use. In the “natural order of things,” credit would be based on
moral character just as cash would be based on substantial property. Those with money to lend
and those in need of it would negotiate with each other directly, without the illegitimate
interference of government or banks. Freed from the tumult of a speculative economy, creditors
would be able to judge the trustworthiness of debtors themselves, and aspiring farmers and
mechanics could obtain the assistance they needed without becoming caught up in high-risk

gambles. The essential problem lay in the toll taken by parasitical middlemen standing between
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lenders and borrowers, buyers and sellers, rich and poor, preventing the free and harmonizing
flow of market forces. “What would be the condition of the merchant who should trust every
thing to his clerks, or of the farmer who should trust everything to his laborers,” Gouge wrote,
deploring bankers’ irresponsibility with their stockholders’ and depositors’ money.
“Corporations are obliged to trust every thing to stipendiaries, who are oftentimes less
trustworthy than the clerks of the merchant or the laborers of the farmer.”''®

If Leggett had greater confidence in the corporate form itself, he shared Gouge’s faith
that proper representation could reconcile older republican principles with new market practices,
agrarian democracy with industrial capitalism. “[I]f we could only get rid of a few laws and
institutions which give advantages to some men over others, we might arrive at a state of
improvement which would surpass that of any country of which mention is made in history,”
Gouge wrote, and Leggett algreed.117 As Edward Kellogg, another antebellum currency reformer,
put it, “The evil is legislative, and the remedy must be legislaltive.”118 As it turned out, the panic
of 1837 paved the way for the passage of the New York Free Banking Act the following year,
essentially enacting the main plank of Leggett’s legislative platform. Fifteen other states
followed suit over the next twenty years, and the state laws contributed significantly to the
framing of the National Banking Act of 1863.""” Along with the banning of small notes, the
disestablishment of the Bank of the United States, and the creation of the Independent Treasury,
free banking amounted to a major achievement for Leggett’s cause.

Yet of course, these victories augured neither the demise of the “money power” nor the
decline of speculation and the hoped-for return to a simple market economy. The irony may be
attributed, in part, to crucial aspects of the credit system that were not evident to Leggett or most

of his contemporaries. Chief among these were the way in which banks altered the money supply
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through the use of demand deposits and checks as opposed to banknotes, and the fact that the
volume of “real bills” themselves depended on the profitability of investing in production and
exchange to begin with, which depended in turn on the interest rate banks charged—so that
restricting banks to “real bills” would not effectively constrain bank-led expansion of the money
supply either.'?

More broadly, however, the limits of Leggett’s vision reflected the inherent tension
within the modern institution of political and monetary representation. “Money,” as Kellogg
wrote, “is as much the representative of the property of the people, as the legislature are the

. . . 121
representatives of their constituents.”

But as Edmund Morgan has observed, representative
government contained an intrinsic contradiction between the role of representatives as dutiful
servants of their constituents and their status as rulers in their own right, governing on behalf of
“the people” as an imaginary whole, above and beyond the actual voters to whom they owed

office.'??

In related ways, the rise of the “middleman economy” conferred a new kind of power
on agents and factors, bankers and brokers themselves, along with the bills and notes in which
they dealt. The growing autonomy of financial intermediaries and financial instruments betrayed
a basic conflict between their function in merely mediating the exchange of goods and services
and their character as representatives of “the market” as a mythic force transcending any material
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The social

transactions, governing the production of wealth and the distribution of income.
order that the concept of representation came to describe bound commerce and finance, selling
and speculating, more inextricably than Jacksonian political economy could comprehend.

In his own time, Leggett’s melodrama of the market inspired a widespread will to believe

that the panic of 1837 manifested the corruption rather than the completion of the natural

development of the market economy.124 At the same time, it enabled many Americans to
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consider the twin rise of wage labor and finance capital as a question rather than a premise: a
fundamentally political question concerning the redistribution of rights, resources, and rewards.
Much of the value of recovering the struggle over the rise of industrial capitalism lies in the
complex questions it raised, such as the “labor question” and the “money question,” not simply
the answers it offered. The answers were inevitably limited by their historical context:
Americans in the 1830s could only compare the events of that thrilling and terrifying decade
with what they had known before. The questions, however, may not be so easily relegated to the

past.
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