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The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade

Following the Second World War, the United States would become the
leading “neoliberal” proponent of international trade liberalization. Yet
for nearly a century before, American foreign trade policy had been
dominated by extreme economic nationalism. What brought about
this pronounced ideological, political, and economic about-face? How
did it affect Anglo-American imperialism? What were the repercussions
for the global capitalist order? In answering these questions, 7he
“Conspiracy” of Free Trade offers the first detailed account of the con-
troversial Anglo-American struggle over empire and economic globali-
zation in the mid to late nineteenth century. The book reinterprets
Anglo-American imperialism through the global interplay between
Victorian free-trade cosmopolitanism and economic nationalism, unco-
vering how imperial expansion and economic integration were mired in
political and ideological conflict. Beginning in the 1840s, this conspir-
atorial struggle over political economy would rip apart the Republican
party, reshape the Democratic, and redirect Anglo-American imperial
expansion for decades to come.
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Preface

Neoliberal policies of free trade and deregulation have become synon-
ymous with economic globalization. As the close-knit global economy
becomes ever more frayed, these same policies are also increasingly com-
ing under fire." Protectionism, the preferred political economic choice
throughout the longue durée of world history, is now once again in
fashion.” From this longer historical perspective, the international turn
to trade liberalization since the Second World War — from GATT to the
WTO —represents the rare exception to the protectionist rule. Aside from
the notable case of Free Trade England, most nations in the latter half of
the nineteenth century sought safety from the gales of modern global
market competition behind ever higher tariff walls, buttressed with gov-
ernment subsidies to domestic industries and imperial expansion.

Few did so with more gusto than the United States, which from the
1860s adhered to stringent economic nationalist policies at home while
increasing its imperial proclivities abroad. Not until the 1930s under the
direction of FDR’s State Department would free trade begin to displace
protectionism as the preferred policy for American economic expansion.
The inspiration for this book arose in seeking to explain this sizeable
political, economic, and ideological about-face within the history of mod-
ern US domestic and foreign policy, a neoliberal turn that continues to
perplex pundits, political scientists, historians, and economists alike. The
origins awaited discovery within the nineteenth century, hidden amid the

! See, for instance, Gerard Dumenil, The Crisis of Neoliberalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2011); Douglas A. Irwin, Free Trade Under Fire (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2009 [3rd ed.]).

2 Henryk Szlaijfer, Economic Nationalism and Globalization, trans. by Maria Chmielewska-
Szlajfer (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Dani Rodrik, The Globalization Paradox: Democracy and the
Future of the World Economy (New York: W. W. Norton, 2012); Anthony P. D’Costa, ed.,
Globalization and Economic Nationalism in Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012);
Ha-Joon Chang, Bad Samaritans: The Myth of Free Trade and the Secret History of Capitalism
(New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2008).

ix



X Preface

conspiratorial conflict over free trade, imperialism, and global economic
integration (economic globalization).?

Encompassing an era in which Great Britain effectively led the globe in
capital investment, emigration, imperial expansion, and industrial pro-
ductivity, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade fast developed into a study of
Anglo-American relations. Previous scholarship of Anglo-American
imperialism, while prodigious, has focused primarily upon non-linear
comparisons between the pre-1945 British Empire and the post-1945
American Empire.* This book offers instead a contemporaneous study
that bridges the historiographical divide separating mid- to late-nine-
teenth-century American imperialism from histories of the British
Empire and economic globalization. The book does so by focusing
upon the ideological debates surrounding free trade and protectionism
that came to dominate the era’s international political economic land-
scape, a global contest over capitalism and imperialism that was fought
with special ferocity within the United States and throughout the British
Empire.

The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade argues that the late Victorian free trade-
protectionist debate was not only a struggle over domestic prosperity, but
also over the course of economic globalization. It was an ideological battle
that would reshape the late-nineteenth-century US political economy and
redirect Anglo-American imperial expansion for decades to come. This
politico-ideological controversy correspondingly shines much-needed
historical light upon today’s ongoing debates over the future of economic
globalization, alongside its complex relationship to global economic
development.’

3 This challenges recent scholarship that suggests neoliberal ideas originated in the twen-
tieth century. See Daniel Stedman, Masters of the Universe: Hayek, Friedman, and the Birth
of Neoliberal Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012); Angus Burgin, The
Great Persuasion: Reinventing Free Markets Since the Depression (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2012); Jamie Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal Reason (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010); Philip Mirowski and Dieter Plehwe, eds., The Road From Mont
Pelerin: The Making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2009).

Phillip Darby, Three Faces of Imperialism: British and American Approaches to Asia and
Africa, 1870-1970 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987); Bernard Porter, Empire
and Superempire: Britain, America and the World (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2006); Tony Smith, The Pattern of Imperialism: The United States, Great Britain, and the
Late-Industrializing World Since 1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981);
Patrick Karl O’Brien and Armand Cleese, eds., Two Hegemonies: Britain 1846—1914 and
the United States 1941-2001 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002); Julian Go, Patterns of Empire: The
British and American Empires, 1688 to the Present (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2011).

See, for example, Dani Rodrik, One Economics, Many Recipes: Globalization, Institutions,
and Economic Growth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Ray Kiely, 7he New
Political Economy of Development: Globalization, Imperialism, Hegemony (New York:

S
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Preface xi

The book is all the more timely considering that current critics of US-
led neoliberalism commonly associate it with imperialism.® Imperial the-
orists of various stripes have similarly asserted that Anglo-American
economic expansion in the nineteenth century was little more than free-
trade imperialism in disguise. Such studies nevertheless overlook the fact
that economic nationalism dominated the late-nineteenth-century
American political economy and imperial expansion. They also gloss
over how, in seeking greater domestic prosperity, the most avid Anglo-
American free traders themselves subscribed to a cosmopolitan anti-
imperial vision of peaceful economic expansion, non-interventionism,
and global market integration.

Through an examination of the era’s Anglo-American free-trade move-
ment and its protectionist opposition, this book illuminates how so many
ideological adherents to free trade during this period advocated against
imperialism in its myriad manifestations. Rather, the principal Anglo-
American proponents of empire were economic nationalists. In response
to the diffusion of free-trade cosmopolitanism and the onset of the late-
nineteenth-century Great Depression (c. 1873-1896), an expansionist
doctrine of economic nationalism rose to prominence within protectionist
circles. This imperial policy, the “imperialism of economic nationalism,”
coercively sought access to foreign markets while maintaining protection-
ism at home. The politico-ideological battle over economic globalization
became particularly frenzied behind the high tariff walls of late-nine-
teenth-century America, where protectionist sentiment ran rampant.
The US search for new markets would thus take on an imperial and
protectionist cast — and American advocacy for free trade would become
tantamount to a British conspiracy. This same controversial Victorian
free-trade tradition would lay the ideological foundations for today’s own
neoliberal order.

Palgrave MacMillan, 2007); Ha-Joon Chang, Globalization, Economic Development, and
the Role of the State (London: Zed Books, 2003); Chang, Kicking Away the Ladder:
Development Strategy in Historical Perspective (London: Anthem, 2002).

S Etal., Ahmet H. Kose, Fikret Sense, and Eric Yeldan, eds., Neoliberal Globalization as New
Imperialism: Case Studies on Reconstruction of the Periphery (New York: Nova Science Pub
Inc., 2007); Francis Shor, Dying Empire: US Imperialism and Global Resistance (London
and New York: Routledge, 2010); Richard A. Dello Buono and Jose Bell Lara, eds.,
Imperialism, Neoliberalism and Social Struggles in Latin America (Leiden: Brill, 2007); James
Petras and Henry Veltmeyer, Globalization Unmasked: Imperialism in the 21st Century (New
York: Zed Books, 2001); Robert E. Prasch, “Neoliberalism and Empire: How are They
Related?” Review of Radical Political Economics 37 (Summer 2005): 281-287.
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Introduction

From the Civil War onward, the Republican party set out to place the
United States on a pronounced protectionist path for domestic economic
growth and imperial expansion abroad. American adherence to the
Victorian English free-trade ideology known as “Cobdenism” — the belief
that international free trade and non-interventionism would bring prosper-
ity and peace to the world — duly became anathema within protectionist
Republican circles. Despite intense Republican opposition, the influence of
Cobdenism would reach its nineteenth-century apex during the non-con-
secutive Democratic administrations of Grover Cleveland (1885-1889,
1893-1897). As a result, in 1895 Republican Senator Henry Cabot
Lodge would take Cleveland’s second cabinet to task for having “been
successfully Cobdenized, and that is the underlying reason for their policy
of retreat” in the Pacific, Cleveland having opposed expanding US control
in Hawaii and Samoa. President Cleveland’s controversial 1887 annual
message calling for freer trade during his first term had similarly shown him
to be “an easy convert to Cobdenism.”' For Republican economic nation-
alists, Cobdenism became tantamount to conspiracy: a secretive British-
led attempt to stunt the growth of US “infant” industries and foil
Republican imperial designs. Cobdenism’s cosmopolitan ideology, in con-
testation with its economic nationalist counterpart, was interwoven within
Anglo-American relations throughout the latter half of the nineteenth
century, spindling alongside modern globalization’s interconnecting
threads of global trade, communications, ideas, people, and policies.

The overarching purpose of this book is to offer a much-needed rein-
terpretation of Anglo-American political economy, ideology, and empire.
With the exception of Free Trade England, nations like the United States
sought protection from global market uncertainty behind the aegis of
economic nationalism throughout the late nineteenth century. Yet

! Henry Cabot Lodge, “Our Blundering Foreign Policy,” Forum 19 (March 1895): 15;
George B. Curtiss, Protection and Prosperity: An Account of Tariff Legislation and its Effect in
Europe and America New York: Pan-American Publishing, 1896), 626.

XV



xvi Introduction

historians instead commonly portray this as an American era of laissez-
faire and free trade, a misimpression that has seeped into the dominant
American imperial narrative. The following chapters correct this political
economic misconception by examining how ideological conflict between
free traders and economic nationalists laid the imperial path for Anglo-
American economic globalization.

The book argues that two ideological visions — “Cobdenite cosmopo-
litanism” and “Listian nationalism” — provided the central arguments for
debates over the course of late-nineteenth-century industrial develop-
ment and economic globalization. The fight was particularly fierce within
the United States and the British Empire. The future of Anglo-American
economic development, market integration, and imperial expansion
rested upon the outcome.

Late-nineteenth-century America’s free-trade cosmopolitans sub-
scribed to the philosophy of Richard Cobden (1804-1865), who became
Victorian England’s free-trade apostle when he successfully led the over-
throw of the British protectionist system in the 1840s. Cobden believed
that international freedom of trade and a non-interventionist foreign
policy would lead to domestic prosperity and world peace. He predicted
that through universal free trade, nations would eventually become so
interconnected and interdependent that war would become obsolete.
Cobden’s free-trade ideas found an avid audience among an influential
group of Victorian America’s liberal reformers.

The influence of American Cobdenism reached its anti-imperial height
during the Democratic presidencies of Grover Cleveland. Cleveland’s
administrations opposed the era’s imperial projects, be it forcibly prying
open foreign markets, annexing Hawaii, or colonizing the Congo.
Cleveland’s cabinets advocated instead a Cobdenite policy of free trade,
non-interventionism, and non-coercive market expansion. These
Cobdenite policies provided a stark contrast both to the aggressive imper-
ial designs of the antebellum Jeffersonian Democrats and to the postbel-
lum Republican party, with the latter quickly discarding the remaining
tattered vestiges of its more restrained antebellum Whig political tradi-
tion: that is, aside from its Whiggish dedication to protectionism.

This period’s leading American protectionist intellectuals — most notably
Henry C. Carey, James G. Blaine, and William McKinley — were Listian
nationalists, who held an Anglophobic belief in infant industrial protection-
ism and internal improvements as enunciated by the German-American
economic theorist Friedrich List (1789-1846). Listian nationalism was a
progressive (i.e. forward-looking and reform-oriented) economic national-
ist doctrine that viewed free trade as an ultimate ideal stage of economic
development, and the coercive acquisition of foreign markets an eventual
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necessity for surplus goods and capital. Following the global onset of the
era’s Great Depression in 1873, disciples of this aggressive Listian ideology
would begin to stand out from the Republican party’s more orthodox
home-market protectionists, who instead stuck to the belief that the US
economy could forever supply its own demand.”

Friedrich List had lived in the American protectionist heartland of
Pennsylvania from 1825 to 1832, during which he updated and elabo-
rated upon eighteenth-century Hamiltonian protectionist theories. List
expounded upon the burgeoning American System of governmental pro-
tectionism and internal improvements, and left his indelible progressive
mark upon American economic nationalist ideology and imperialism for
decades to come. His antebellum influence effectively represented the
first wave of German-American economic nationalism, followed by the
more widely studied second wave that struck American shores in the last
decades of the nineteenth century, which would cement the List-inspired
German Historical School’s position within turn-of-the-century
American economic thought, political economy, and imperial debates.

The complex relationship between economic globalization, imperialism,
and economic development was hotly debated in the nineteenth century, a
debate that continues today along surprisingly similar lines of argument.
Throughout much of the nineteenth century, American protectionist poli-
cies had been advocated with little regard for acquiring foreign markets.
This began to change in the final decades of the century as Listian nation-
alists took control of the Republican party. American Listians believed that
both state intervention and coercive market expansion were crucial for
US economic development and domestic prosperity, a belief that was
closely linked to their progressive regionalized vision for American eco-
nomic globalization. In contrast to many of their more orthodox protec-
tionist political allies who disdained foreign markets, the Listian’s
economic nationalist ideology incorporated a sophisticated long-term
understanding that, as America’s infant industries matured and became
internationally competitive, the United States would need more access to
foreign markets — and Listians were willing to use imperial means to gain
them. When informal protectionist reciprocity policies failed to coerce
open new markets, Listians turned to more formal imperial methods.?

2 1 should note that whereas “Cobdenism,” “Cobdenite,” and “Manchester School” were
terms used by nineteenth-century contemporaries, “Listian nationalist” is my own termi-
nology to describe this imperial strand of protectionist thought. Nor were they isolated to
the United States; they can be seen as national expressions of the wider Listian influence
that took on a global cast by the late nineteenth century.

3 Although there are invariably exceptions to these classifications, Listians also generally
held a more sympathetic view toward the silver question than their Cobdenite
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The Victorian American Empire was in many ways an inverse of that of
the British Empire. In contrast to American continental expansion west-
ward during much of the nineteenth century, the British Empire spread
across the seas and across the globe; whereas the United States absorbed
its continental territories within its federal political system, the global
British Empire maintained a hierarchical imperial relationship with its
overseas colonies, alongside a reliance upon foreign investment; and
where economic nationalism dominated the late-nineteenth-century
American political economy, free trade held sway in England.

Despite these differences, the similarity of the debate between Listians
and Cobdenites within the British and American empires was remarkably
similar. Drawing inspiration both from the writings of Friedrich List and
the protectionist turn among Britain’s competitors, the British Empire’s
new generation of economic nationalists would evolve into formidable
late-nineteenth-century imperial opponents of Cobdenism, even within
Free Trade England itself. This protectionist movement within the
British Empire turned to the theories of Friedrich List. From the 1860s,
onward Anglophobic American implementation of economic nationalist
policies in turn greatly affected the British Empire, where List’s theories
began to vie with English Cobdenite orthodoxy.* Ever more imperial
American protectionist policies strengthened internal calls throughout
the British Empire to curb its Cobdenite proclivities and instead create
a protectionist Greater Britain in order to politically and economically tie
together its geographically disparate settler colonies in South Africa,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. This idea of British imperial
unity was made all the more viable owing to the development of more
efficient tools of global transportation and communication such as rail-
roads, canals, transoceanic telegraphic cables, and steamship lines. By
century’s end, Listians throughout the British Empire demanded imper-
ial federation, protectionism, and intra-imperial trade preference, much
as US Listians sought to expand American access to global markets
through a mixture of high protective tariffs, restrictive reciprocity, and
imperial expansion. Politico-ideological conflict thus paralleled Anglo-
American imperial expansion and economic globalization.

In bringing this conflict to light, The “Conspiracy™ of Free Trade there-
fore seeks to answer three broad questions: how Victorian free-trade

counterparts, as Listians tended to view US adherence to the gold standard as but a further
fiscal shackle tying American markets to the City of London.

 On the influence of Cobdenism in the British Empire, see especially Anthony Howe, Free
Trade and Liberal England, 1846-1946 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); Frank
Trentmann, Free Trade Nation: Commerce, Consumption, and Civil Society in Modern
Britain (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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cosmopolitanism reached and influenced American domestic and foreign
relations; how economic nationalists opposed Cobdenism in the United
States and the British Empire; and how these conflicting ideologies
shaped Anglo-American relations, imperial expansion, and economic
globalization. In doing so, the book describes how American
Cobdenites fought fiercely for freer trade, anti-imperialism, and closer
ties with the British Empire in an era dominated by protectionism, “new”
imperialism, and Anglophobia. American economic nationalists in turn
considered these transatlantic Cobdenite efforts to be part of a vast,
British-inspired, free-trade conspiracy. The following chapters therefore
incorporate an ideological approach to understanding nineteenth-cen-
tury Anglo-American imperial expansion, politics, and economic
globalization.

The ideological origins of American globalization

Tracing the ideological origins of a system or idea is always tricky, as one
can easily get lost in the myriad intellectual tendrils trailing back through
human history. Sleuthing the ideological origins of free trade is a case in
point. The first systematic enunciation of free trade is of course com-
monly attributed to Adam Smith. Yet the universal principles of free trade
originated at least two centuries before the 1776 publication of Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations.” As with the opposing principles of protection-
ism, the ideological origins of free trade can be traced back hundreds of
years.

But these ideas were not static. Nineteenth-century free traders and
protectionists would continue to update and adapt their theories for an
increasingly global political economy. Late-eighteenth-century free-trade
advocates like Adam Smith and economic nationalists like Alexander
Hamilton had expounded their ideas from within a protean international
economic system quite distinct from the global one that began to arise in
the middle of the nineteenth century, when Richard Cobden and
Friedrich List enunciated their conflicting creeds. It was the Victorian
era that bore witness to the tumultuous booms and busts of modern
globalization, whereupon the problems and promises of the foreign mar-
ket began to rival those of the national, and wherein the disciples of
Cobden and List fought to redirect the political economic course of an
ever more integrated world. And it was during this later period that
present-day ideological conceptions of trade liberalization originated.

> Douglas A. Irwin traces the idea back to Plato, Pliny, and Plutarch in Against the Tide: An
Intellectual History of Free Trade (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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Cobden’s and List’s conflicting global visions would battle throughout
the Victorian world, but most vociferously in the American political arena
in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Economic nationalism came to
dominate the US political economy and foreign policy, as protectionist
policies, coupled with imperial expansionism, promised to help allay
widely held economic nationalist fears that America’s more nascent
industries would prematurely be pulled into Britain’s free-trade orbit.°
American Cobdenites, in emulation of Britain’s free-trade system,
instead peaceably sought both an end to US protectionism and anti-
imperial access to foreign markets through international trade liberal-
ization. Their fight for freer trade was an uphill battle.

American economic nationalist fears of Free Trade England quickly
turned into Anglophobic paranoia when American Cobdenites began to
mobilize. This conspiratorial turn is not entirely surprising considering
that British-oriented conspiracy theories had long been a rather ubiqui-
tous American outgrowth of the widely held nineteenth-century fear of
British encroachment in North America. So after England unilaterally
turned to free trade at mid-century, American protectionists began seeing
Adam Smith’s invisible hand hidden behind any attempt to lower
American high tariff walls. If the “paranoid style” were a Victorian
American play, the alleged conspiracy of free trade would deserve top
billing.”

The mid-century establishment of Britain’s own free-trade policy — the
leading source of American free-trade conspiracy theories — would also
provide politico-ideological inspiration to an elite group of classical liberal
abolitionist reformers in the American north like Edward Atkinson,
William Cullen Bryant, and William Lloyd Garrison. The British policy

© Karl Polanyi described this as part of a “double movement” against the nineteenth-
century British classical liberal system in The Great Transformation (New York: Rinehart
& Co., 1944).

7 On nineteenth-century US Anglophobic conspiracy theories, see, also, Richard
Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style in American Politics and Other Essays (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1965); Lawrence A. Peskin, “Conspiratorial Anglophobia and the War of
1812,” FJournal of American History 98 (December 2011): 647-669; Kinley J. Brauer,
“The United States and British Imperial Expansion, 1815-60,” Diplomatic History 12
(January 1988): 19-37; Sam W. Haynes, Unfinished Revolution: The Early American
Republic in a British World (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010); Bradley
J. Young, “Silver, Discontent, and Conspiracy: The Ideology of the Western Republican
Revolt of 1890-1901,” Pacific Historical Review 64 (May 1995): 243-265; Stephen
Tuffnell, ““Uncle Sam is to be Sacrificed’: Anglophobia in Late Nineteenth-Century
Politics and Culture,” American Nineteenth Century History 12 (March 2011): 77-99;
William C. Reuter, “The Anatomy of Political Anglophobia in the United States, 1865—
1900,” Mid-America 61 (April-July 1979): 117-132; Edward P. Crapol, America for
Americans: Economic Nationalism and Anglophobia in the Late Nineteenth Century
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1973).



A matter of definitions xxi

of free trade was adopted in 1846 with the overturning of England’s Corn
Laws, protective tariffs on foreign grain imports. Richard Cobden over-
saw their overthrow as the leader of the Anti-Corn Law League (ACLL;
1838-1846), even as he tied the free-trade movement closely to that of
transatlantic abolitionism. In marked contrast to the conspiratorial recep-
tion among American economic nationalists, the mid-century abolitionist
leaders of the American free-trade movement took encouragement from
Cobden’s efforts. Their transatlantic free-trade cooperation, however,
would spark even more conspiratorial conjecture when Cobden’s friends
and disciples created the Cobden Club (1866—-1982) in London upon his
death for the purpose of spreading free trade to the world, but especially
to the United States.

US Listian nationalists, the nineteenth century’s most progressive
proponents of the “American System” of economic nationalism, became
ever more outspoken and influential as the century came to a close. Even
as American adherents to Cobdenism increased in number following the
Civil War, Listian nationalist demands for protectionism coupled with
coercive foreign market access were also reaching a fevered pitch. The
politico-ideological battle over the future of American economic globali-
zation — whether it would develop through a system of free trade and non-
interventionism or protectionism and imperialism — became frenzied.
How the United States would approach industrialization and the
“Americanization of the world,” as William T. Stead famously put it at
the turn of the century, hinged upon the outcome.®

A matter of definitions

“Coleridge once said that abstract definitions had done more to curse the
human race than war, famine, and pestilence,” remarked Republican
Congressman James Garfield to his friend Edward Atkinson in 1868.
Garfield concluded that Coleridge “must have been reading financial
literature just before he wrote that sentence.”’ The Ohio congressman’s
observation is as apt now as it was then. “Globalization” in particular is
now thrown around so indiscriminately that it runs the risk of becoming
meaningless. A. G. Hopkins describes modern globalization as occurring
upon the arrival of the mid-nineteenth-century nation state and the
expansion of industrialization, when “the sovereign state based on terri-
torial boundaries was filled in by developing a wider and deeper sense of
national consciousness and filled out, variously, by population growth,

8 William T. Stead, The Americanization of the World (New York: Horace Markley, 1901).
° Garfield to Atkinson, August 11, 1868, Carton 1, Edward Atkinson Papers, MHS.
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free trade, imperialism, and war.”'® The only addition to the latter list
would be “protectionism.” Broadly defined, globalization is the process of
speeding up global integration via capital flows, markets, ideas, people,
and technology. Nineteenth-century advances in technology not only
aided in this process, but also provided new paths toward integrating
the globe.'! They allowed for the realistic projection of two conflicting
economic systems — one of free trade and the other of protectionism — for
modernization, for industrialization, and for tying international markets
together. The book correspondingly expands from a transatlantic to a
global study as the world became ever more interconnected through
steamship lines, canals, transoceanic cables, transcontinental railroads,
and imperial expansion in the latter half of the nineteenth century.'? The
following pages focus especially upon this Listian—Cobdenite conflict
over economic globalization, the accelerating process of global economic
integration and market interdependence.

The history of foreign relations and economic globalization includes
the history of ideologies.'” “Ideology” therefore also needs defining: a
belief or doctrine that forms the basis of an ideal political, economic,
social, or cultural system.'* In the case of Listian nationalism and
Cobdenite cosmopolitanism, these bases frequently overlapped.

Certain studies of the turn-of-the-century tariff in turn have taken a
semantic stand regarding the label of “free trade.” These works take an
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Globalization and History: The Evolution of a Nineteenth-Century Atlantic Economy
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A matter of definitions xxiii

extreme view by suggesting that, in the nineteenth century, free trade
entailed the complete and immediate elimination of tariffs, customs
houses, and other trade barriers. As the liberal tariff reformers under
examination here fought primarily for a “tariff for revenue only” and
increases to the list of duty-free raw materials but rarely for a complete
elimination of tariffs, historians like Tom Terrill and Paul Wolman prefer
the label “tariff revisionist” rather than “free trader.”"”

However, this stark categorization of free trade is misleading.
Throughout the nineteenth century, most governments, including those
of the United States and England, obtained much of their revenue from
tariffs.'® Everett Wheeler, who helped establish the influential New York
Free Trade Club, described what they meant by “free trade”: “we did not
advocate the repeal of the tariff. That was not our view of the meaning of
free trade.” Rather, free trade meant a “Tariff for Revenue only.”!”
Nineteenth-century free traders, including Cobden himself, therefore
predominantly sought a low tariff for revenue only, or what J. S. Mill
and other political economists sometimes called a “free-trade tariff.”*®

American Cobdenites well understood that the country’s political
environment of the day would only allow for modest revisions and a
gradual elimination of protective duties. The vast majority of them were
therefore moderate — or gradualist — free traders, meaning they wanted a
minimal tariff revenue system in imitation of the British free-trade system,
but realized it might take decades to establish. Much fewer in number
were absolute free traders, dogmatic doctrinaires who wanted immediate
implementation of direct taxation and an elimination of all customs
duties, although their numbers began to swell as the nineteenth century

Michael Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1996).

5> Tom E. Terrill, The Tariff, Politics, and American Foreign Policy, 1874—1901 (Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press, 1973), 10ff; Paul Wolman, Most Favored Nation: The Republican
Revisionists and U.S. Tariff Policy, 1897—-1912 (Chapel Hill & London: University of
North Carolina Press, 1992), xi.

16 Even Adam Smith ceded the need for tariffs to provide revenue for national defense. See
Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed. by Edwin
Cannan (New York: The Modern Library, 1937 [1776]), 429-432; Jacob Viner, “Adam
Smith and Laissez-Faire,” Journal of Political Economy 35 (April 1927): 198-232; Irwin,
Against the Tide, 78-83.

17 William Graham Sumner, Protectionism (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1888),
16; Everett P. Wheeler, Sixty Years of American Life: Taylor to Roosevelt, 1850 to 1910
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8 Revenue tariffs are levied for gathering state revenue, not to discriminate against foreign
imports. In contrast, protective tariffs are high import taxes designed to discourage or
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drew to a close. It should therefore be kept in mind that free trade in
practical application did not mean a complete absence of tariffs. Britain
itself maintained a tariff revenue system at the height of its free-trade
empire in the mid-nineteenth century.

Misunderstandings surrounding nineteenth-century free trade have
also created confusion surrounding “reciprocity.” The free-trade concept
of trade reciprocity was epitomized in the 1860 Cobden—Chevalier
Treaty, an Anglo-French agreement wherein Britain extended to the
rest of the world without discrimination or conditions the same tariff
concessions it offered to France through what has become known as the
unconditional most-favored-nation clause. The postbellum Listian-
Republican conception of trade reciprocity was very different; it was
one of discrimination and retaliation, whereby imperial Republicans
would seek to prize open new markets in Latin America and the Pacific
through restrictive, conditional, bilateral reciprocity treaties, coupled
with the coercive threat of massive tariff retaliation against foreign signa-
tories. This restrictive reciprocity policy was enshrined within the
Republican imperial playbook through the 1890 McKinley Tariff,
which turned reciprocity into a protectionist tool for informal imperial
expansion for many years to come.'’

The majority Republican ideological adherence to economic national-
ism became entrenched during the Civil War, which, as Richard Franklin
Bensel has shown, brought about the rise of central state authority.
Republicans thereafter instituted an economic system that involved a
majority adherence to a national market and a protective tariff.”’ From
its inception, a large proportion of the Republican party, controlling the
executive for much of the time under consideration, subscribed to eco-
nomic nationalism, an economic doctrine designed to protect the
national market from international competition and crises through gov-
ernmental control of trade, most commonly by way of protective tariffs,
import restrictions, currency manipulation, and subsidization of domes-
tic agriculture and industry. This economic nationalist doctrine

19 A A. Tliasu, “The Cobden-Chevalier Commercial Treaty of 1860,” Historical Journal 14
(March 1971): 71; Jacob Viner, “The Most-Favored-Nation Clause in American
Commercial Treaties,” Fournal of Political Economy 32 (February 1924): 117-118;
James Laurence Laughlin and H. Parker Willis, Reciprocity (New York: The Baker &
Taylor Co., 1903), chaps. 1, 6.

20 Richard Franklin Bensel, Yankee Leviathan: The Origins of Central State Authority in
America, 1859-1877 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Bensel, The
Political Economy of American Industrialization, 1877—-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000). The most accessible treatment of nineteenth-century US tariff
legislation to date remains F. W. Taussig, The Tariff History of the United States NNew York
& London: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1931 [1892]).
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historically has also been closely associated with political nationalism and
a “realist” approach to international affairs.?’ For their part, American
Cobdenites remained an independent cosmopolitan minority within the
Republican party from the 1850s to the early 1880s, and became
Mugwump party “traitors” after 1884 when they threw their support
behind the Democratic presidential candidate, Grover Cleveland.

In correcting the era’s common laissez-faire portrayal, The “Conspiracy”
of Free Trade offers the first detailed transatlantic study of the free-trade
movement in late-nineteenth-century America. The book also offers a
reinterpretation of the Republican party’s formation and ideological reor-
ientation. In the United States, this new free-trade movement arose from
among the leaders of the mid-century Liberal Republican movement.
They were American subscribers to Cobdenism — sometimes referred to
as the “Manchester School” — seeking a liberal world of free men, a
reining in of protectionist-inspired monopolies and political corruption,
and the establishment of world peace through global free trade. The
book’s online Appendix accordingly includes a detailed biographical list
of American Cobdenites, many of whom were the politico-ideological
leaders of free-trade, anti-imperial, abolitionist, and other liberal reform
movements throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.?*

These American Cobdenites struggled but, in the short term, largely
failed in their cosmopolitan goals. Their failure owed much to their
independent spirit. They were too often unable to agree on a cohesive
strategy to accomplish their shared goals, which helps to explain why the
growing Cobdenite influence in the United States only rarely correlated
with successful political reform. Their short-term failure owed even more,
however, to the sizeable intellectual and political opposition of American
economic nationalists.

Perhaps it is this lack of tangible success that helps explain why scholar-
ship on the nineteenth-century free-trade movement in the United States
has been minimal until now. Another reason certainly lies with the com-
plexity of economic controversies that plagued the era. Just on the issues of
protectionism and free trade alone — so often connected with nineteenth-
century monetary issues surrounding the gold standard, international
bimetallism, and the free coinage of silver (national bimetallism) — one

2! Eric Helleiner, “Economic Nationalism as a Challenge to Economic Liberalism? Lessons
from the 19th Century,” International Studies Quarterly 46 (September 2002): 307-329;
David Levi-Faur, “Friedrich List and the Political Economy of the Nation-State,” Review
of International Political Economy 4 (Spring 1997): 154-178; Robert Gilpin, Global
Political Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001).

22 The Appendix, along with the full bibliography for the book, can be found online at www
.cambridge.org/9781107109124.
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can easily become lost in the vitriolic maze of contradictions, counter-
arguments, bogeymen, and obfuscations used by all sides.

One desired end result is to clarify these subjects: to acknowledge their
complexity without making them needlessly complicated. Protectionists
promised high industrial employment and high wages for laborers, both
of which would expand the market for farmers’ and manufacturers’
products. Free traders asserted instead that protectionism, unlike free
trade, artificially increased costs for consumers, made American products
internationally uncompetitive, and diminished agricultural exports for
the sole benefit of a small segment of domestic industries, monopolies,
and trusts.”’

The tariff issue permeated nineteenth-century US politics like no other.
Tariff disputes absorbed enormous quantities of congressional time and
reflected the shifting balance of political power at any one time. As a
result, it quite often divided the United States at a national, sectional, and
local level. Free-trade outlets and organizations were promptly met with
protectionist counterparts throughout the nation. Horace White’s free-
trade organ the Chicago Tribune, for instance, found a strong protectionist
adversary in the Chicago Inter Ocean, as did William Cullen Bryant’s New
York Evening Post in Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. Nor was this a
battle purely between intellectual elites. The ideological struggle over the
road to domestic prosperity and global economic integration expanded
from the east coast to the west, and both sides propagated propaganda
campaigns, not on behalf of some mercurial hegemonic interest of the
capitalist marketplace, but in the hopes of winning over the American
people by making their respective economic ideologies an indelible part of
American civil society and foreign policy.>* Labor unions, manufacturers,
and local farmers throughout the country aligned themselves with one
side or the other. With less tangible success, both sides also sought the
support of African Americans, women, the grassroots Granger move-
ment, and its Populist successor.

As these different facets of the tariff issue demonstrate, internal divi-
sions existed within both the free-trade and protectionist camps.
Arguments for and against freer trade and protectionism were often
amorphous, depending upon the time, place, and audience. Those seek-
ing freer trade ran the gamut from a few of the most extreme, idealistic,
absolute free-trade intellectuals; to more realistic pragmatists who sought

23 Edward C. Kirkland, Industry Comes of Age: Business, Labor, and Public Policy, 1860—1897
(Chicago, IL: Quadrangle Books, 1967), 187.
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could lay claim to a free-trade civil society.
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moderate reductions as gradual steps toward ultimate free trade; to those
who, bereft of ideological motivations, self-servingly desired reductions
on particular duties that would favor their own business enterprises. The
vast majority of the free traders within this study fall within the first two
groups, since it focuses primarily upon the intellectual leadership of the
free-trade and economic nationalist movements.

Protectionists similarly found themselves in internal disagreement over
dutiable rates, dutiable goods, the efficacy of trade reciprocity and foreign
markets, and the ultimate future of America’s infant industries. More
conservative protectionists believed the home market and insular freedom
of trade among the states would forever guarantee high wages for the
laborer and forever supply the demand for American goods, whereas
progressive Listians argued that American products would eventually
need foreign markets as outlets for American surplus goods and capital.
Small businessmen looking for temporary tariff fortifications could easily
find themselves at odds with other American businessmen in rival enter-
prises. The rise of trusts, monopolies, and combinations in turn led to
powerful protectionist special interest groups and lobbyists that wielded
great influence upon government policies and agencies. While it was
generally understood that, theoretically, infant industries must one day
reach adulthood, it thus became advantageous for some to stunt, or at
least stubbornly deny, American industrial maturation. Nor was protec-
tionism solely an issue in the more industrial Northeast. Kentuckians long
sought protection for hemp, Louisianans for beet sugar, and Westerners
for wool.””

Both Listians and Cobdenites were becoming ever more mindful of
foreign markets during this time, covering as it does the interrelated rise of
an integrated global cotton and food system, the “first age of globaliza-
tion,” and what some call America’s second industrial revolution — the US
development of widespread urbanization, consumption, innovation, and
industrialization.?® In the latter half of the nineteenth century, British
investment in the United States skyrocketed; capital investment in manu-
facturing increased tenfold; the number of wage earners nearly fivefold;
the amount of people living within cities increased by a third; and the total

2> Entire books have been dedicated to these subjects. See, for example, Chester Whitney
Wright, Wool-Growing and the Tariff: A Study in the Economic History of the United States
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1910); Roy Gillespie Blakey, The United
States Beet Sugar Industry and the Tariff New York: Columbia University, 1912).

25 Sven Beckert, “Emancipation and Empire: Reconstructing the Worldwide Web of
Cotton Production in the Age of the American Civil War,” American Historical Review
109 (December 2004): 1405-1438; Trentmann, Free Trade Nation, 15; O’Rourke and
Williamson, Globalization and History. For the Second Industrial Revolution, see espe-
cially the work of Alfred Chandler.
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population of the country more than doubled. Technological advances in
turn drastically increased productivity. For instance, between 1865 and
the end of the century, wheat production went up by 256 percent, sugar
by 460 percent, corn 222 percent, coal 800 percent. During this same
period, exports rose from $281 million to $1.231 billion, imports
increased from $239 million to $616 million, and, as the turn of the
century approached, American companies and missionaries spread
throughout the globe.?” The United States was fast closing in on Britain
as the dominant industrial economy.

But with massive urbanization, innovation, immigration, trade, invest-
ment, and industrialization came as well a host of new problems, many of
which entered debates over the tariff and global market expansion. Issues
surrounding labor, wages, economic depressions, and trusts became
particular areas of contention between American free traders and protec-
tionists. Added to which, sectional demands of the Northeast, South, and
West quite often conflicted, leading to further disagreements over what
was truly in the national interest.*®

Adding to the confusion, American historians have long mistaken
Cobdenism for Jeffersonianism, despite their stark differences. For one
thing, Cobdenism took root within the American manufacturing and
financial centers of the Northeast — New York City and Boston — rather
than the agrarian locales of the Jeffersonian South. For another, northern
Cobdenism was tied closely to abolitionism, whereas the southern
Jeffersonian free-trade ideology became associated with the defense of
plantation slavery. Finally, American Cobdenites were Anglophiles,
where Jeffersonians were Anglophobes. With the post-Civil War New
South undergoing tremendous postwar social, political, and economic
upheaval, it was left to the Cobdenite abolitionists to take charge of the
postbellum free-trade movement.

In Global Dawn, Frank Ninkovich has drawn much-needed attention to
the myriad cultural manifestations of late-nineteenth-century liberal
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internationalism. Along these lines, Cobdenism’s Anglo-American “free-
trade culture” was indeed rich, and both men and women took part in it.
The rhetoric of antislavery permeated the postbellum free-trade debate,
acting as a linguistic bridge between the ante- and postbellum eras.
Cobdenite cosmopolitans, many of whom were leading radical abolition-
ists, viewed the “unshackling” of the fetters of trade as but the next step in
the universal emancipation of mankind and as a tool for “civilizing” less
advanced societies.” Listian nationalists in turn believed that premature
free trade kept society in a barbaric uncivilized state. They argued with
similar antislavery language that free trade respectively enslaved
American manufactures and laborers to the British market and
European pauper labor. The free-trade debate even found outlets in the
literature of Mark Twain, Walt Whitman, and Edward Bellamy. African
Americans and women, although a small minority of the late-nineteenth-
century free-trade and protectionist movements, also began to play a
larger role as the century came to a close, as did the culture of manliness.
These cultural aspects of the US controversy over free trade — its free-
trade culture — would become ever more pronounced by the time of the
late-1880s “Great Debate” over American tariff policy.”’

American history as imperial history

Imperial historian Stephen Howe has observed how the “free-trade char-
acter” of late-nineteenth-century American imperialism has become the
“dominant view.”>! The so-called Wisconsin School of diplomatic his-
torians that rose to prominence in the 1960s and 1970s deserves due
credit for this free-trade or open-door historiographical orthodoxy.
Drawing inspiration in part from Marxist theories of economic imperial-
ism, these revisionist foreign relations historians sought an overarching
American imperial narrative: “empire as a way of life,” as W. A. Williams,
the founder of this radical school, put it. Revisionists provocatively

2% Eric Williams controversially drew connections between the English free-trade and
antislavery movements in Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1944).
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suggest that late-nineteenth-century imperial presidents, with broad busi-
ness and agrarian support, embarked upon a bipartisan quest for foreign
markets that culminated in the acquisition of both a formal and informal
American Empire. Williams termed this “Open Door imperialism,” an
American manifestation of John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson’s
“imperialism of free trade.”””

In seeking an all-encompassing open-door imperial narrative, however,
revisionist studies have tended to overlook the prevalence of economic
nationalism in the United States. They have also tended to minimize
the sizeable ideological and political conflicts over American imperial
expansion between and within the Democratic and Republican parties.”’
They have thus recast postbellum American free traders — previously
considered among the most vocal critics of American empire building —
as advocates of informal imperialism.>* Williams termed this seeming
contradiction “imperial anticolonialism,” and various other revisionists
have similarly suggested that there was only a tactical difference between
imperial and so-called anti-imperial commercial expansionists.>”

32 In their groundbreaking 1953 article Gallagher and Robinson revolutionized imperial
studies by arguing that England’s adoption of free trade from around 1850 onward had
helped promote an informal British Empire that historians had previously overlooked.
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The continued salience of the free-trade imperial thesis also owes much
to the cultural turn within US imperial historiography over the past few
decades. This shift has borne witness to a variety of innovative gendered
and racial studies of America’s rise to empire. But owing to their cultural
emphasis, they have effectively ceded the economic imperial impetus to
the revisionists.”’® Subsequent work on American trade expansion within
the broader history of modern globalization in turn has ably complemen-
ted — but has not supplanted — the “strongly influential” open-door
imperial narrative.””

But more broadly, the dominant open-door imperial interpretation
stems from the all too common historical depiction of the American late
nineteenth century as a laissez-faire era, a shining example of what
William Novak has described as “the myth of the ‘weak’ American
state.””® Aside from minimal governmental regulation of monopolies
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and industrial practices, economic nationalist policies prevailed upon the
American political economy, including massive governmental interven-
tion to protect the home market through high protective tariffs, immigra-
tion restrictions, state and federal subsidization of industries and internal
improvements, and governmental land redistribution.’” It was thus eco-
nomic nationalism that dominated the US political economic landscape
in the late nineteenth century.

Debunking the myth of laissez-faire at home allows for a much-needed
reconceptualization of late-nineteenth-century American imperialism
abroad. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade proffers the first in-depth analysis
of the American influx of Victorian free-trade ideology and its global
affect upon subsequent Anglo-American imperial debates. This has
been made all the more feasible owing to the work of various intrepid
scholars. British imperial historians in particular have led the way in
connecting imperial history with that of the history of globalization.*’
Such approaches have encouraged a more dynamic understanding of
British imperialism, one that has shifted away from the metropole—per-
iphery model toward a more inclusive global study of British imperial
networks, which increasingly include the United States within the inter-
connected British World of white settler colonies.*’ By bringing British
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imperial history and historiography into intimate dialogue with the his-
tory of American imperialism and economic globalization, The
“Conspiracy” of Free Trade proffers a corrective to the long-standing
interpretation of the rise of an American Open Door Empire.

Like the open-door thesis, this book seeks to explain what spurred
imperial demands for foreign markets. Also like revisionist scholarship,
The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade integrates the domestic with the foreign.
Trade policy, after all, contains a mixture of both. In this vein, Ed
Crapol’s America for Americans provides a rare exploration of Gilded
Age American economic nationalism, foreign policy, and Anglophobia.
But the era also had its fair share of cosmopolitan free traders and
Anglophiles. As well as explicitly incorporating British viewpoints and
reactions throughout the globe to American policies, and vice versa, the
following study therefore examines those who preferred to “stroke the
lion’s mane” alongside those who enjoyed “twisting the lion’s tail.”

More generally, however, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade challenges the
revisionist argument that a bipartisan open-door or free-trade imperial
consensus took hold in the latter half of the nineteenth century.*?
Although political historians have emphasized ideological differences
between and within the Democratic and Republican parties, such differ-
ences largely disappear within revisionist studies of late-nineteenth-cen-
tury imperialism.*® Their tantalizing open-door imperial narratives thus
quite often conceal or overlook the nuanced and very real ideological,
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political, and economic conflict over global economic integration that was
occurring between free traders and economic nationalists within the
United States — and throughout the world.** As diplomatic historian
David Pletcher once observed: “the continuity of the period was not
that of a fully developed expansionism but of uncertainty, improvisation,
and frequent arguments over foreign affairs — ‘great debates’ in the press
and Congress.”*” This book strives to make sense of the pervasive uncer-
tainty and politico-ideological conflict over American global economic
integration.

Historians now generally agree that imperial history remains the
most effective historical approach to late-nineteenth-century US foreign
relations.*® American imperialism — along with the era’s other imperial
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projects — began to take on global proportions as the nineteenth century
came to a close. However, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade takes an imper-
ial approach that highlights, where previous historians have often blurred
or ignored, differences between informal imperialism, formal imperial-
ism, and non-imperial commercial expansionism. Informal imperialism
allowed exploited areas to maintain their sovereignty, and therefore
involved more indirect economic, cultural, and political coercion to
access and control foreign markets. Formal imperialism instead entailed
direct control of foreign markets by means of annexation, territorial
acquisition, or military occupation. Anglo-American Cobdenites instead
primarily advocated anti-imperial, non-coercive commercial expansion-
ism through international free trade, what British historian Oliver
MacDonagh termed “the anti-imperialism of free trade.” In contrast
to the anti-imperialism of free trade, late-nineteenth-century American
Listians utilized a mixture of informal and formal imperial approaches —
“the imperialism of economic nationalism” — for seeking a more regiona-
lized approach to economic globalization, particularly in Latin America
and the Pacific. The imperialism of economic nationalism was implemen-
ted through informal high tariff walls and restrictive reciprocity if possi-
ble, by formal annexation and military power when necessary.”’ The
progressive Listian program of an expansive closed door played a crucial
role in American imperial expansion in the late nineteenth century, and
thus in controlling the more regionalized course of US economic globa-
lization for decades to come. Listian nationalism therefore was not an
“anti-globalization” movement, but what Peter Evans terms “counter-
hegemonic globalization,” or what international business theorists call
“regionalized integration.”*®

The book’s ideological underpinnings bridge the ante- and postbellum
eras and highlight the dueling approaches to nineteenth-century global
economic integration. Although economic interests certainly played a
role, the leading politico-intellectual advocates for foreign markets during

47 Oliver MacDonagh, “The Anti-Imperialism of Free Trade,” Economic History Review 14
(April 1962): 489-501.
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the latter half of the century were primarily driven by ideological rather
than material motivation. Following the onset of multiple economic
panics and the detrimental depression of the mid-1890s, a demonstrable
number of farmers, manufacturers, and politicians also began to perceive
the need for expanding foreign markets, albeit ultimately through a
Listian rather than a Cobdenite worldview. Contrary to the common
open-door portrayal, the late-nineteenth-century US imperial drive
thus arose owing to the prevalence of the imperialism of economic
nationalism — not the imperialism of free trade.*’

Chapter outline

Chapters 1 and 2 explore the global reception of two new oppositional
ideological movements that would thereafter vie over the proper course of
economic globalization. Chapter 1 explores the mid-century rise of the
“Cobdenite cosmopolitan” and “Listian nationalist” in the United States;
the temporary unification of these two groups under the Republican party
umbrella of antislavery; and the larger influence of Victorian free-trade
ideology on antebellum Anglo-American relations. Chapter 2 examines
the transatlantic repercussions — political, economic, and ideological — of
American protectionism following the 1861 passage of the northern
Morrill Tariff. Many in Free Trade England found northern protection-
ism reprehensible, whereas the Confederate promise of free trade gar-
nered sympathy. The Morrill Tariff would therefore play an important
part in transatlantic relations during the Civil War, and British and
American Cobdenites would prove instrumental in undermining the
Confederacy’s “free-trade diplomacy.””’

Chapters 3 and 4 trace the postbellum American free-trade-protec-
tionist battle over US global economic integration, particularly where the
debate intersected with party politics and foreign policy. Chapter 3 ana-
lyzes the Cobdenite free-trade movement in the postbellum United
States. By way of this new perspective into American domestic and
foreign policy, the chapter exhumes the myriad ways American tariff

4% On the revisionist use of the “imperialism of free trade,” see especially Marc-William
Palen, “The Imperialism of Economic Nationalism, 1890-1913,” Diplomatic History 39
(January 2015): 157-185; Morgan, Into New Territory, 20, 89, 105, 136; Richard H.
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Paul Wolfowitz (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 10-12; Ernest R. May,
“Robinson and Gallagher and American Imperialism,” in Imperialism: The Robinson and
Gallagher Controversy, ed. by Wm. Roger Louis (New York: New Viewpoints, 1976), 228.
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debates intersected with Cobdenism, Anglo-American relations, and
protectionist charges of a free-trade conspiracy. Chapter 4 picks up with
the Liberal Republican movement of the early 1870s. Led by America’s
Cobdenites, it ushered in the first concerted attempt at the national level
to redirect the Republican party’s economic nationalist path. The results
of the Liberal Republican movement both upon the political party system
and the free-trade movement reverberated throughout national politics
and foreign relations for years to come, and laid the groundwork for the
realignment of the US party system in 1884.

Entering office in 1885, Democratic President Grover Cleveland sur-
rounded himself with American Cobdenites as they continued their
attempt to replace the nascent imperialism of economic nationalism
with the anti-imperialism of free trade. Chapter 5 examines Grover
Cleveland’s first presidential term, describing how America’s economic
nationalists spotted and attacked the alleged transatlantic free-trade ene-
mies proliferating among Cleveland’s Cobdenite supporters. His admin-
istration’s advocacy for freer trade, anti-imperialism, the gold standard,
and generally amicable Anglo-American relations would only add fuel to
this conspiratorial fire.”’

As the late-nineteenth-century American economy expanded ever out-
ward, its economic relationship with the British Empire loomed ever
larger in the formulation of US foreign relations, and vice versa.
Chapter 6 correspondingly explores how postbellum Anglo-American
conflicts led to a renewed Canadian-American movement toward North
American commercial union in the late 1880s, accentuating North
American disagreements over the future of Canadian economic globali-
zation. One hundred years before NAFTA, US and Canadian
Cobdenites advocated developing closer economic ties between the
United States and Canada, while Canada’s Listian nationalists sought
with equal fervor to establish instead greater economic integration within
the British Empire.

The imperialism of economic nationalism rapidly matured during the
Republican presidency of Benjamin Harrison (1889-1893). American
Listian nationalists correspondingly found themselves wielding tangible
influence within Congress and Harrison’s cabinet. Chapter 7 provides a
politico-ideological reinterpretation of the Harrison administration’s
efforts to institute its progressive and expansionist protectionist policies.
Republican Listians — under the leadership of Harrison, Secretary of State
James G. Blaine, and Ohio Congressman William McKinley — sought to

>! Thanks are owed to Diplomatic History, where some preliminary sections appeared in
“Foreign Relations in the Gilded Age.”
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implement the imperialism of economic nationalism, and effectively used
the innovative and coercive reciprocity provision of the 1890 McKinley
Tariff to further this end. These Listian policies sent reverberations
throughout the global economy, with a particularly shocking impact
upon the British Empire. Chapter 8 therefore utilizes a global historical
approach to the McKinley Tariff, examining how American protection-
ism helped call into question Britain’s Cobdenite orthodoxy by drum-
ming up Listian support for an imperial, protectionist, preferential
Greater Britain. The shift in scale and scope from the study of the 1861
Morrill Tariff and the 1890 McKinley Tariff also exemplifies the broader
integration taking place within the late-nineteenth-century global econ-
omy, particularly the extended economic reach of US protectionist
policies.’® Chapter 9 thereafter explores the second Cleveland adminis-
tration’s Cobdenite advocacy of the anti-imperialism of free trade, with
American Cobdenites once again attempting to redirect the Listian
nationalist course of American economic globalization, culminating in
the controversial 1896 presidential election. As a result of this pivotal
election, the Listians would steer the US political economy and the
country’s imperial course toward economic integration for years to come.

52 See, also, Marc-William Palen, “Protection, Federation and Union: The Global Impact
of the McKinley Tariff upon the British Empire, 1890-94,” Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History 38 (September 2010): 395-418.
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Economic nationalism and free-trade
cosmopolitanism, ¢. 1846—-1860

The opposite economical systems should be designated as those of the
nationalistic and cosmopolitan schools. The nationalistic or protective-
defensive school ... conceives of political economy as applicable only to
the political bodies known as nations . . . The cosmopolitan, or so-called
free trade school, ignores the existence of nations ... Cobden would
gladly see all boundary lines wiped from the map, and regards nations as
necessary evils. John Hayes'

The gospel of the modern “historical” and “scientific” school, put for-
ward in Germany sixty years ago by Friedrich List, and preached by his
disciples and successors ever since, has, they say, entirely superseded the
ancient doctrine which they nickname “Smithsianismus,” and “cosmo-
politan Free Trade.”. .. Friedrich List and his followers declare them-
selves to be the only worshippers at the shrine of true Free Trade, and
that Richard Cobden’s clumsy foot had desecrated her temple, his
sacrilegious hand had torn down her veil, and his profane tongue had
uttered her mysteries to nations who had for long ages to live and labour
before they could be ready for initiation . .. Round this dogma the Free
Trade and Protectionist argument in all countries of the world ... has
centered. Russell Rea”

On a January night in 1846, the triumphal stage was set within
Manchester, England’s Free Trade Hall. Never before had so many
come to take part in the assemblages of the ACLL (1838-1846), nor
had they such reason. After seven years of ravenous agitation, the ACLL
could nearly taste its long-sought “cheap loaf.” Sir Robert Peel’s
Parliament stood on the verge of overturning the Corn Laws, Britain’s
long-standing protective tariffs on foreign grain.

Public demand for the Manchester event was insatiable. Over 8,000
tickets had been purchased within the first hours of availability. More
than 5,000 hopeful attendees would be turned away. The Free Trade Hall

! John L. Hayes, Customs Duties on the Necessaries of Life, and their Relations to the National
Industry (Cambridge: John Wilson and Son, 1884), 36-37.
2 Russell Rea, Two Theories of Foreign Trade (London: Henry Good & Son, 1905), 6-7.
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was filled to capacity, the mad rush at the doors overwhelming. Ladies
wore their finest dresses, gentlemen their sharpest suits. The hall gleamed
with garish magnificence. Crimson draperies hung upon the platform
wall. Crimson panels covered the end walls. The ceiling was white scat-
tered with crimson ornaments and octagonal crimson shields bordered
with gold. The gallery balconies were decorated with ornate trelliswork.
Over the central iron columns hung a shield, behind which sprung the
robed female statue of the Caryatides. A spectator could easily imagine,
wrote a Manchester Times reporter at the scene, “that the great leaders of
the League movement, fresh from new and yet more successful cam-
paigns than any which they have heretofore achieved, had been met by
their grateful fellow-citizens to be honoured with a “TRIUMPH.””?

At precisely half past seven, Richard Cobden, John Bright, and the
other ACLL leaders entered the hall amid deafening cheers. Cobden,
exuberant, was first to speak once the expectant crowd fell still. He
observed that the free-trade feeling was spreading rapidly across the
globe, especially to the United States: “There is one other quarter in
which we have seen the progress of sound principles — I allude to
America ... I augur ... that we are coming to the consummation of our
labours.” Loud applause greeted his prophetic vision for Anglo-American
free trade.”

About six months after this cosmopolitan celebration, a German
gentleman — dark-haired, bespectacled, with a receding hairline coun-
terbalanced by a rather heavy beard — arrived in London. He coinciden-
tally witnessed the expiration of the Corn Laws in the Upper House. A
few hours later, this same man found himself in the House of Commons
to watch Sir Robert Peel’s ministry “receive its death-blow.” A voice
suddenly came from behind the German: “Mr. Cobden wishes to make
your acquaintance.” The man turned and Cobden, yet energetic at
forty-two, with his unruly muttonchops, offered his hand. “Have you
really come over to be converted?” asked Cobden. “Of course,”
Friedrich List, the German-American protectionist theorist, wryly
answered: “And to seek absolution for my sins.”’

Unbeknownst to either man, their chance meeting foreshadowed a
worldwide ideological conflict over the future of economic globalization.
Soon after meeting Cobden, List returned home. Suffering from severe
depression, he had forebodingly mentioned to a friend in England just
before returning to Germany: “I feel as if a mortal disease were in my frame

3 Manchester Times, January 17, 1846.  * Ibid.
> Margaret E. Hirst, Life of Friedrich List (London: Smith, Elder, 1909), 100-102. See, also,
W. O. Henderson, Friedrich List: Economist and Visionary (London: Frank Cass, 1985).
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and I must soon die.” On the morning of November 30, 1846, List went
out for a walk. He did not return. His body was found that night, blanketed
with freshly fallen snow. He had shot himself.® List’s 1846 depression
counterbalanced Cobden’s euphoria. So too would Cobden’s cosmopoli-
tanism meet its match in List’s legacy: the progressive advancement of
economic nationalism that survived him in many parts of the globe.
Trade liberalization had certainly taken on an international cast at around
this time. The major European powers began instituting freer trade
throughout the mid-nineteenth century, picking up even more steam fol-
lowing the signing of the 1860 Cobden—Chevalier Treaty between Britain
and France. In the United States, the modest 1846 Walker Tariff likewise
appeared a promising start, as would further downward tariff revisions in
1857.7 As the pro-free-trade New York Evening Post observed on New
Year’s Eve 1846, “a great movement of civilized mankind” on behalf of
free trade had begun.® But US economic nationalists were skeptical, to put
it mildly, of Cobdenism’s promised panacea of free trade, prosperity, and
peace. This looming ideological conflict between free-trade cosmopolitan-
ism and economic nationalism was soon to play out on a global stage, but
most controversially in the political arena of the United States.
Transatlantic radicals, subscribing to Richard Cobden’s free-trade
philosophy, were intimately involved not only with the fight to end the
English Corn Laws and American protectionism, but also to abolish
American slavery. For them, free men and free trade were far from
disparate goals. Conversely, leading American economic nationalists
viewed the free-trading plantation South and Free Trade England as
respective enslavers of blacks and American manufacturers. These con-
flicting ideologies would play a critical role in reshaping the Republican
party and Anglo-American relations for decades to come, as would rapid
American westward expansion. The differences between Cobdenite cos-
mopolitans and Listian nationalists would, however, remain hidden
beneath the Republican party’s political surface until after the Civil
War, as both ideological camps rallied to the party’s antislavery banner.

® Ibid., 105, 106-107.
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Globalizing economic nationalism and free trade

Friedrich List had come to distrust the cosmopolitanism of orthodox
economics after engrossing himself in Alexander Hamilton’s economic
philosophy contained in the Report on the Subject of Manufactures (1791)
and Daniel Raymond’s Thoughts on Political Economy (1820). List
observed how free traders had developed the “cosmopolitical idea of the
absolute freedom of the commerce of the whole world.” List pointed out,
however, that by focusing on the individual and the universal they had
ignored the national.’

List believed that these prophets of economic cosmopolitanism were
attempting to go about achieving their goals in the wrong order. “It
assumes the existence of a universal union and a state of perpetual
peace,” confounding effects with causes. The world as it existed dis-
proved their cosmopolitan theories. A precipitous global turn to free
trade would be “a universal subjection of the less advanced nations to
the supremacy of the predominant manufacturing, commercial, and
naval power” of Britain. The rest of the world first needed to catch up.
This leveling of the playing field, List argued, could only be accomplished
through political union, imperial expansion, and economic nationalist
policies of internal improvements and infant industrial protectionism. '’

Building upon Alexander Hamilton’s late-eighteenth-century theoriz-
ing, List argued that a country’s economic policies were dependent upon
its stage of development, and that imperial expansion could provide
much-needed security for industrializing powers like Germany and the
United States. England, with a strong home market and a heavily con-
centrated population, could focus more on manufacturing finer products
and on dumping excess goods in foreign markets. The less advanced
United States of the 1820s—1840s instead needed a mixed economy of
manufacturers and agrarians working side by side, brought ever closer
through the publicly and privately subsidized construction of canals and
railroads. According to List, Latin American nations were at an even
lower developmental stage, still “uninstructed, indolent and not accus-
tomed to many enjoyments”: a lack of “wants” that undercut the

° Keith Tribe, “Natural Liberty & Laissez Faire: How Adam Smith Became a Free Trade
Ideologue,” in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations: New Interdisciplinary Essays, ed. by Stephen
Copley and Kathryn Sutherland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 28,
38-39; Tribe, “Friedrich List and the Critique of ‘Cosmopolitical Economy,”” Manchester
School of Economic and Social Studies 56 (March 1988): 17-36; Joseph Dorfman, The
Economic Mind in American Crvilization, 1606-1865 (New York: A. M Kelley, 1946), II,
577; William Notz, “Frederick List in America,” American Economic Review 16 (June 1926):
261-262; Friedrich List, The National System of Political Economy, trans. by Sampson S.
Lloyd (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1904 [1885]), 97.

10 1 ist, The National System, 102—-103.
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Figure 1.1 Friedrich List (1789-1846)

cosmopolitan global free-trade vision. At their lower stage of develop-
ment, these nations needed to focus on exchanging “precious metals and
raw produce” for foreign manufactures, and would remain colonially
dependent upon more developed manufacturing nations. As to the latter,
List argued that America and a unified Germany needed imperial expan-
sion. Aggressive American westward expansion was therefore becoming
ever more necessary, with growing numbers of Americans passing “over
the Mississippi, next the Rocky Mountains,” to “at last turn their faces to
China instead of to England.” According to List, the German states had
similarly progressed to the point that, upon unification, they would
require the colonial acquisition of the Balkans, Central Europe,
Denmark, and Holland (along with the latter’s colonies) to more firmly
establish his German Zollverein.""

" Friedrich List, “Letter IV,” July 18, 1827, and “Letter V,” July 19, 1827, in Hirst, List,
187-210; List, The National System, 28, 143, 327-328, 332, 342-344; Joseph Dorfman,
Economic Mind, 11, 575-584; Bernard Semmel, The Liberal Ideal and the Demons of Empire:
Theories of Imperialism from Adam Smith to Lenin (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1993), 67-68; Jens-Uwe Guettel, German Expansionism, Imperial
Liberalism, and the United States, 1776—1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012), 63—64; Henryk Szlaijfer, Economic Nationalism and Globalization, trans. by Maria
Chmielewska-Szlajfer (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 56.
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List thereby enunciated an international system of developmental
stages coupled with “infant industrial” protectionism, coercive economic
exploitation, and imperial expansion that Anglo-American imperialists in
decades to come would work to implement at the local and global level. In
1897, Johns Hopkins political economist Sidney Sherwood would label it
“young imperialism,” when national political union was coupled with “a
tariff wall of fortification around the imperial boundaries.” And
Sherwood laid much of the credit for America’s own “youthful” imperi-
alism at the feet of none other than “the successor of Hamilton,”
Friedrich List, whose protectionist doctrine “is rightly regarded as
American in its origin.”'? This Listian imperialism of “young” industria-
lizing nations — the imperialism of economic nationalism — would become
manifest within late-nineteenth-century America.

In contrast to the imperialism of economic nationalism, List argued
that England was practicing what historians have since termed the
“imperialism of free trade.” The leading industrially advanced island-
nation sought to “manufacture for the whole world . .. to keep the world
and especially her colonies in a state of infancy and vassalage ... English
national economy is predominant; American national economy aspires
only to become independent.” List believed that it was unfair to let the
English reap the world’s wealth. “In order to allow freedom of trade to
operate naturally,” underdeveloped nations needed to first be lifted up
through artificial measures so as to match England’s own artificially
elevated state of cultivation.'® List described one of the most “vulgar
tricks of history” as “when one nation reaches the pinnacle of its devel-
opment it should attempt to remove the ladder by which it had mounted
in order to prevent others from following.” He granted that universal free
trade was the ultimate ideal, but first the world’s infant industrial econo-
mies would need a combination of private and public investment, pro-
tectionism, and imperial expansion in order to catch up.'*

List’s protectionist prescription for the perceived pandemic of
Victorian free-trade ideology found wide-ranging patients. Listian disci-
ples spread and multiplied throughout the globe in subsequent decades.

12 Sidney Sherwood, Tendencies in American Economic Thought (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins Press, 1897), 12, 16.

13 1 ist, quoted in Tribe, “List and the Critique of ‘Cosmopolitical Economy,’” 28; List, The
National System, 106—107.

1 List quoted in Leonard Gomes, The Economics and Ideology of Free Trade: A Historical
Review (Cheltenham, UK, and Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2003), 78; Friedrich
List, Professor List’s Speech Delivered at the Philadelphia Manufacturers’ Dinner (s.1.: s. n.,
1827), 5; Dorfman, Economic Mind, I1, 581. See, also, Christin Margerum Harlen, “A
Reappraisal of Classical Economic Nationalism and Economic Liberalism,” International
Studies Quarterly 43 (December 1999): 733-744.
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List’s desire for a German Zollverein, or customs union, would fall out of
favor from the 1840s to the 1860s, but would be revived and fully
implemented by the 1880s. List also became a source of inspiration for
imperial protectionists in England, Australia, and Canada in the last
decades of the nineteenth century.'” Likewise, Japanese economists
“imbibed” List’s economic elixir following various Japanese tours of
Europe in the 1870s and the translation into Japanese of List’s work in
the 1880s.'° Russia’s finance minister during the late-nineteenth century,
S. Y. De Witte, would also look to List for inspiration when he reformed
Russian finances and encouraged the construction of a trans-Siberian
railway. Anglophobic French protectionists similarly leaned upon List’s
theories.'” His work in turn received an avid audience among late-nine-
teenth-century South Asian anticolonial nationalists, to whom American
and German industrial ascendency merely confirmed the value of List’s
work.'® His writings thus found a welcome global audience, especially
among modernizers beyond Western Europe.

List’s economic philosophy would germinate first within the antebel-
lum United States, where it would flourish by century’s end. Exiled from
Germany in 1825, he had fled to the United States, and was indebted to
the earlier protectionist principles of Alexander Hamilton, Daniel
Raymond, and Mathew Carey, the famous Philadelphia publisher, for-
mer president of the Pennsylvania Society for the Promotion of
Manufactures and the Mechanic Arts, and father of Henry Charles

!5 See Chapters 6 and 8.

16 Mark Metzler, “The Cosmopolitanism of National Economics: Friedrich List in a
Japanese Mirror,” in Global History: Interactions between the Universal and the Local,
ed. by A. G. Hopkins (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Tessa Morris-Suzuki, 4
History of Fapanese Economic Thought (London: Routledge, 1989), 50-55; Tamotsu
Nishizawa, “The Emergence of the Economic Science in Japan and the Evolution of
Textbooks 1860s-1930s,” in The Economic Reader: Textbooks, Manuals, and the
Dissemination of the Economic Sciences During the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth
Centuries, ed. by Massimo M. Augello and Marco E. L. Guidi (New York: Routledge,
2012).

Szlaijfer, Economic Nationalism and Globalization, 62; The Current Encyclopedia (Chicago,
IL: Modern Research Society, 1901), 447; W. O. Henderson, “Friedrich List and the
French Protectionists,” Zeitschrift fur die gesamte Staatswissenchaft 138 (1982): 262-275;
David Todd, L’identité Economique de la France: Libre Echange et Protectionnisme, 1814—
1851 (Paris: Grasset, 2008), chap. 13. On French protectionism, see Michael Stephen
Smith, Tariff Reform in France, 1860—1900: The Politics of Economic Interest (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1980).

Bruce Tiebout McCully, English Education and the Origins of Indian Nationalism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1940), 270; Manu Goswami, Producing India: From
Colonial Economy to National Space (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2004),
215, 216, 337; Metzler, “Cosmopolitanism of National Economics,” 104-105;
P. K. Gopalakrisnan, Development of Economic Ideas in India, 1880-1950 (New Delhi:
People’s Publishing House, 1959), chap. 3.
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Carey (1793-1879). List would become a key player in the development
of nineteenth-century Philadelphian protectionist thought.'? By the end
of the century, his influence would culminate in the creation of “the
German-American school of economics.”>"

List became a leading defender of the American System of economic
nationalism. It was fair to say, observed the editors of Boston’s news
organ the Prorectionist in 1919, “that List the economist was ‘made in
America.’” In the fall of 1825, the Marquis de Lafayette introduced his
friend List first to Mathew Carey and then to Henry Clay. After making a
good first impression, List thereafter frequently gave protectionist
speeches at conventions organized by Clay’s friends. In the early decades
of the century, Clay himself would become an arch-proponent of the
“American System” of internal improvements and protectionism and
would come to see free trade as but a new way for Great Britain to
recolonize the United States through commercial domination.!

List exerted a great deal of influence not only on Clay’s American
System but also on Pennsylvania’s progressive economic nationalist phi-
losophy. In 1826, List became a newspaper editor in Pennsylvania, where
he gained national recognition for his defense of the American System.
He took part in the development of coal and railways in the area, and
became a propagandist for the Pennsylvania Society of Manufactures. His
letters to its vice president, Charles Ingersoll, were published in the
United States as Outlines of American Political Economy (1827). List’s
published letters were then distributed to American congressmen later
that year, influencing the 1828 tariff debate, and were at hand to be read
by Mathew Carey’s young and intellectually hungry son, Henry. Some
scholars have even speculated that the timing of List’s protectionist pub-
lications and the 1828 passage of the “Tariff of Abominations” was more
than coincidental.*”

19 Hirst, List, 113-117; Kenneth V. Lundberg, “Daniel Raymond, Early American
Economist” (PhD diss., University of Wisconsin Madison, 1953), 16; Tribe, “Natural
Liberty & Laissez Faire,” 37-38; H. Parker Willis, “Friedrich List: Grundlinien einer
Politischen Okonomie und Andere Beitrage der Amerikanischen Zeit, 1825-1832,”
American Economic Review 22 (December 1932), 700.

29 Robert Ellis Thompson, Social Science and National Economy (Philadelphia, PA: Porter
and Coates, 1875), 132; Luigi Cossa, An Introduction to the Study of Political Economy,
trans. by Louis Dyer (London: Macmillan, 1893), 477.

21 Roland Ringwalt, “Friedrich List’s American Years,” Protectionist 31 (October 1919):
372; Henry Clay, The Papers of Henry Clay, ed. by James F. Hopkins, 4 vols. (Lexington:
University of Kentucky Press, 1959-), IV, 629; Maurice Glen Baxter, Henry Clay and the
American System (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1995), 199, 200; James
Barret Swain, ed., The Life and Speeches of Henry Clay (New York: Greeley &
M’Elraith, Tribune Office, 1843), II, 24.

22 Friedrich List, Outlines of American Political Economy (Philadelphia, PA: Samuel Parker,
1827); Gomes, Economics and Ideology, 73; Notz, “List in America,” 248, 255-256.
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After List’s death in 1846, Henry Carey would take up List’s forward-
looking approach to the American System. Carey would become
Pennsylvania’s “Ajax of protectionism,” a man well known for his impos-
ing height, penetrating gaze, propensity for obscenities, and intellectual
intimidation.?” In his younger days, Carey had been a devout disciple of
Adam Smith. Like List, Carey came to consider free trade an ultimate
ideal for any country, but only after the proper implementation of eco-
nomic nationalist policies — even England, he suggested, had jumped too
far ahead when it abolished the Corn Laws.**

Carey began enunciating his progressive Listian nationalist creed by
the late 1840s, noting that “war is an evil, and so are tariffs for protec-
tion,” but “both may be necessary, and both are sometimes necessary.”
He had expressed similar sentiments to abolitionist senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts in 1847: “Nobody can admire free trade more
than I do ... I never in my life was more surprised than to find myself
brought round to be a protectionist. It is all wrong — as much so as any
other sort of war — but it is a necessary act of self defence.” A temporary
period of protectionism was needed, he suggested, and then the world
might obtain free trade and peace.*’

Carey’s opposition to free-trade cosmopolitanism echoed List’s. Carey
thought that the country’s vast expanse of available lands and a protective
tariff were the twin panaceas to solve American economic ills.
Protectionism was a cure-all that would increase morality and diversify
labor productivity, invigorate the southern economy, and someday free
the slaves. Like List, Carey also believed that the protective tariff
remained essential only so long as American industries remained in

23 William Elder, The Memoir of Henry C. Carey (Philadelphia, PA: Henry Carey Baird &
Co., 1880), 32-35. Elder, while working for the Treasury Department, succinctly enun-
ciated the Listian argument when he urged the imperial acquisition of new markets in the
“tropical regions” for Western farm surpluses, in How the Western States Can Become the
Imperial Power in the Union (Philadelphia, PA: Ringwalt & Brown, 1865), 18.

24 On List’s influence upon Carey, see, also, Thompson, Social Science and National
Economy, 132; Sherwood, American Economic Thought, 14, 16, 22; Hirst, List, 118-122;
Ernest Teilhac, Pioneers of American Economic Thought in the Nineteenth Century, trans. by
E. A.]. Johnson (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1936), 79-80; Mark Thornton
and Robert B. Ekelund, Tariffs, Blockades, and Inflation (Wilmington, DE: SR Books,
2004), 16-17; William J. Bernstein, A Splendid Exchange: How Trade Shaped the World
(New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2008), 320-321; Szlaijfer, Economic Nationalism and
Globalization, 55; Andrew Dawson, “Reassessing Henry Carey (1793-1879): The
Problems of Writing Political Economy in Nineteenth-Century America,” Fournal of
American Studies 34 (December 2000), 479; Frank A. Fetter, “The Early History of
Political Economy in the United States,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society
87 (July 14, 1943): 55-56.

23 Henry C. Carey, The Past, the Present, and the Future (Philadelphia, PA: Carey & Hart,
1848), 302; Carey to Sumner, November 20, 1847, microfilm, reel 5, Charles Sumner
Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.
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infancy. In proper Listian fashion, by the 1870s Carey would even tout
restrictive trade reciprocity — a key US component of the imperialism of
economic nationalism — alongside protective tariffs to aid in US regional
economic integration.”®

Carey saw the South’s domestic slavery as but one manifestation of
human bondage; the southern cotton growers themselves, with no home
market to speak of, were slaves to the global cotton market. He expressed
his dismay to Charles Sumner that antislavery men could simultaneously
claim to be free traders. For Carey, free trade meant economic subservience
to England. Britain wanted the people of the world to “have but one market
in which to sell their produce, and one in which to buy their cloth linen —
paying what she pleases for the one and charging what she pleases for the
other. This is precisely what the planter desires his negro to do.” Carey felt
that free trade and southern slavery were therefore two sides of the same
coin: “The one is just as much slavery as the other.”?” He believed that
slavery and premature free trade were interconnected, an antislavery line of
argument that postbellum American protectionists would continue to uti-
lize. He thus came to view the British Empire’s advocacy of free trade not
only as an impediment to American maturation, but an evil — a threat to
America’s home industries and economic freedom.

Carey found a sympathetic national outlet for his Anglophobic brand of
progressive economic nationalism. From around 1850 to 1857, he
became the economic consultant of Horace Greeley, the editor of the
widely disseminated New York Tribune.”® Carey was now able to promote
his Listian nationalist ideology as an editorial writer for Philadelphia’s
North American and the popular Tribune.>” In recognition of his newfound

25 Henry C. Carey, Principles of Social Science, 3 vols. (Philadelphia, PA: J. B. Lippincott,
1858), I, 28-31; III, 440-445, esp. 442; Sidney Fine, Laissez Faire and the General-
Welfare State: A Study in American Thought, 1865—-1901 (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1956), 16-17; A. D. H. Kaplan, Henry Charles Carey: A Study in
American Economic Thought (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 1931), 30; Arnold
W. Green, Henry Charles Carey: Nineteenth-Century Sociologist (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1951), 137, 140-141; Stephen Meardon, “Reciprocity and Henry
C. Carey’s Traverses on ‘the Road to Perfect Freedom of Trade,’” Fournal of the History of
Economic Thought 33 (September 2011): 307-333.

27 Carey to Sumner, November 20, 1847, microfilm, reel 5, Sumner Papers.

28 On Greeley’s mixture of radicalism and conservatism, see Adam-Max Tuchinsky, Horace
Greeley’s New-York Tribune: Civil War-Era Socialism and the Crisis of Free Labor (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2009).

2% Paul K. Conkin, Prophets of Prosperity: America’s First Political Economists (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1980), xi; Elwyn B. Robinson, “The North American: Advocate
of Protection,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 64 (July 1940): 346;
Nathan A. Baily, “Henry Carey’s ‘American System’” (MA Thesis, Columbia
University, 1941); Jeter A. Isley, Horace Greeley and the Republican Party, 1853-1861: A
Study of the New York Tribune (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1947), 59.
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influence, the Tribune’s European correspondent Karl Marx described
Carey at that time as “the only American economist of importance.” He
thereafter joined the Republican party and helped shape its protectionist
platform, and was often consulted on economic matters by Lincoln,
Lincoln’s treasury secretary, Salmon P. Chase, and numerous other
influential Republican politicians.’® Carey’s progressive Listian nation-
alism had thus found a sympathetic press and an attentive American
readership. So too did List’s Nawonal System of Political Economy
(1841), especially once Carey’s close friend Stephen Colwell solicited
an American translation in the 1850s.”"

Listian nationalism could not claim a monopoly upon American eco-
nomic thought. Richard Cobden’s cosmopolitan ideology was also find-
ing American accommodation. Like List’s doctrine, Cobdenism spread
rapidly, making its way across the English Channel and spreading to
France, Italy, Germany, Greece, and Spain during the 1840s. By the
1860s, Cobdenism would be propagated as far afield as Egypt, Siam,
China, and Australia.”” But Cobden’s cosmopolitan ideology enlisted the
most international recruits across the Atlantic, from within America’s

30 Michael Perelman, “Political Economy and the Press: Karl Marx and Henry Carey at the
New York Tribune,” Economic Forum 16 (Winter 1986): 111-128; Marx, quoted in
Andrew Dawson, Philadelphia Engineers: Capital, Class, and Revolution, 1830-1890
(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2004), 129; Green, Carey, 35; Conkin, Prophets of
Prosperiry, xi; Isley, Greeley and the Republican Party; Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor,
Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 19.

31 See Frederick List, National System of Political Economy, trans. by G. A. Matile, pre-
liminary essay by Stephen Colwell (Philadelphia, PA: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1856), esp.
vi, Ix; Henry C. Carey, A Memoir of Stephen Colwell (Philadelphia, PA: Henry Carey
Baird, 1872), 14.

32 Anthony Howe, Free Trade and Liberal England, 1846-1946 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1997), chap. 3; Alex Tyrrell, “‘La Ligue Francaise’: The Anti-Corn Law League and the
Campaign for Economic Liberalism in France during the Last Days of the July
Monarchy,” in Rethinking Nineteenth-Century Liberalism: Richard Cobden Bicentenary
Essays, ed. by Anthony Howe and Simon Morgan (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 99-116;
Robert Romani, “The Cobdenian Moment in the Italian Risorgimento,” ibid., 117-140;
Detlev Mares, “‘Not Entirely a Manchester Man’: Richard Cobden and the Construction
of Manchesterism in Nineteenth-Century German Economic Thinking,” ibid., 141—
160; Pandeleimon Hionidis, “Greek Responses to Cobden,” ibid., 161-176; New York
Evening Post, November 18, December 31, 1846; Gabriel Tortella Casares, Banking
Railroads and Industry in Spain, 1829-1874 (New York: Arno Press, 1977), 506-550;
Ernest Lluch, “La ‘Gira Trionfal’ de Cobden per Espanya (1846),” Recerques 21 (1988):
71-90; Christopher Schmidt-Nowara, “National Economy and Atlantic Slavery:
Protectionism and Resistance to Abolitionism in Spain and the Antilles, 1854-1874,”
Hispanic American Historical Review 78 (November 1998): 607-608; David Todd, “John
Bowring and the Global Dissemination of Free Trade,” Historical Journal 51 (June 2008):
373-397; Craufurd D. W. Goodwin, Economic Enquiry in Australia (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1966), 11-12.
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rapidly industrializing northeastern states — and from among the coun-
try’s most radical abolitionist reformers.

Cobdenism’s mid-century American arrival introduced a new free-trade
tradition. Studies of nineteenth-century American economic thought have
nevertheless tended to associate the US free-trade tradition solely with
Jeffersonianism.”® Yet Jeffersonianism represented a free-trade ideology
based primarily upon agricultural production, Anglophobia, and a doctrine
that had become tied to the defense of the southern slave system by mid-
century.”* Cobdenism instead took root within northeastern financial and
manufacturing centers like New York and Boston, and its first American
disciples were Anglophiles and abolitionists. Cobdenism was a very differ-
ent free-trade ideology than that of Jeffersonianism.

Cobden’s own classical liberal belief in the benign and universalizing
principles of free trade, inspired by Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations
(1776), contained a strong moral message that struck a familiar chord
in transatlantic abolitionist ears.”> Cobden believed that international
commerce, when ultimately unfettered of the shackles of protectionism,
would bring with it “the grand panacea, which, like a beneficent medical
discovery, will serve to inoculate with the healthy and saving taste for
civilization all the nations of the world.” He had faith that the tools of
globalization — among them free trade, cheap postage, and steamboats —
would one day make the world so integrated and interdependent that war
would become obsolete.*®

33 By mid-century, Jeffersonianism was in fact beginning to lose some ideological ground,
even in the South. See John Majewski, Modernizing a Slave Economy: The Economic Vision
of the Confederate Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009);
Majewski, “Who Financed the Transportation Revolution? Regional Divergence and
Internal Improvements in Antebellum Pennsylvania and Virginia,” Fournal of Economic
History 56 (December 1996): 763—788; Brian Schoen, The Fragile Fabric of Union: Cotton,
Federal Politics, and the Global Origins of the Civil War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2009); Nicholas Onuf and Peter Onuf, Narions, Markets, and War:
Modern History and the American Civil War (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
2006), chap. 8, 324-333; Baxter, Henry Clay and the American System; Robert Royal
Russel, Economic Aspects of Southern Sectionalism (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1924),
37, 40, 55-56, 151, 177; Jay Carlander and John Majewski, “Imagining ‘a Great
Manufacturing Empire’: Virginia and the Possibilities of a Confederate Tariff,” Civil
War History 49 (December 2003): 334-352.

3% See Schoen, Fragile Fabric of Union; Lacy K. Ford, “Republican Ideology in a Slave
Society: The Political Economy of John C. Calhoun,” Journal of Southern History 54
(August 1988): 405-424; Bruno Gujer, Free Trade and Slavery: Calhoun’s Defense of
Southern Interests against British Interference, 1811—1848 (Zurich: aku-Fotodruck, 1971).

35 On the influence of The Wealth of Nations upon subsequent British imperial debates, see
Marc-William Palen, “Adam Smith as Advocate of Empire, ¢. 1870-1932,” Historical
Fournal 57 (March 2014): 179-198.

36 Richard Cobden, Political Writings (London: W. Ridgeway, 1867), I, 46; Frank
Thistlethwaite, America and the Atlantic Community: Anglo-American Aspects, 1790—1850
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Figure 1.2 Richard Cobden (1804-1865)

US Cobdenites, imbued with a similar moral underpinning, numbered
among the mid-century leaders of the transatlantic free-trade and aboli-
tionist movements. America’s northeastern Cobdenites took inspiration
from the seven-year struggle and ultimate success of England’s ACLL,
and quickly became cosmopolitan thorns in the side of not only the slave-
ridden Jeffersonian, but also the northeastern Hamiltonian and

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1959), 155. On Cobden’s foreign policy, see
Peter Cain, “Capitalism, War, and Internationalism in the Thought of Richard Cobden,”
British Journal of International Studies 5 (October 1979): 229-247; William Harbutt
Dawson, Richard Cobden and Foreign Policy (London: G. Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1926);
Nicholas C. Edsall, Richard Cobden, Independent Radical (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1986); J. A. Hobson, Richard Cobden: The International Man
(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1918); Bernard Semmel, T%e Rise of Free Trade
Imperialism: Classical Political Economy and the Empire of Free Trade and Imperialism
1750-1850 (London and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 158-175;
David Nicholls, “Richard Cobden and the International Peace Congress Movement,
1848-1853,” Fournal of British Studies 30 (October 1991): 351-376; Richard Francis
Spall, “Free Trade, Foreign Relations, and the Anti-Corn-Law League,” International
History Review 10 (August 1988): 405-432.
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Madisonian, nationalist political traditions. For American Cobdenite
radicals, free trade became entwined with free labor, free men, and free
soil. Following the Civil War and the abolition of southern slavery, and
ever aware of the burgeoning strength of American manufactures and the
mounting need for foreign markets, much of their attention would turn to
establishing free trade in the ACLL tradition and to righting the corrup-
tive influences emanating from within the postbellum Republican party.

So how did Cobdenism take root in the Northeast, the heartland of mid-
century American industrialism and protectionism? The Victorian free-
trade tradition spread directly from Cobden, Bright, and other leaders of
the ACLL to their radical counterparts in the United States. They did so by
explicitly tying free trade and free labor together. Cobden asked his trans-
atlantic disciples to “remember what has been done in the Anti-Slavery
question. Where is the difference between stealing a man and making him
labour, on the one hand, or robbing voluntary labourers, on the other, of the
fruits of their labour?”>” The ACLL would even begin replacing “repeal”
with “abolition,” as the latter contained more effective transatlantic reso-
nance. The ACLL leadership also made sure to present their free-trade
movement in universalist religious and humanitarian terms to transatlantic
abolitionist correspondents. Cobden was quite clear on this point, urging
the ACLL to appeal to “the religious and moral feelings . .. the energies of
the Christian World must be drawn forth by the remembrance of Anti-
Slavery.”?® African American abolitionist Frederick Douglass’s news organ
noted as much, recalling how the “Anti-Corn Law movement” had “but
one plank in its platform, and that was taken from the system of
Christianity.””” Personal friendships and a shared sense of moral economy
directly led to the transatlantic germination of Cobdenism.

Added to this, the US and British economies had also become ever
more interdependent throughout the nineteenth century. Through free
trade, Anglo-American Cobdenites hoped to speed up this integrative
process in order to cultivate greater prosperity and peace. Already, from

37 Quoted in Stephen Meardon, “Richard Cobden’s American Quandary: Negotiating
Peace, Free Trade, and Anti-Slavery,” in Rethinking Nineteenth-Century Liberalism, ed.
by Howe and Morgan, 212.

38 Morgan, “Anti-Corn Law League,” 90-91; Howard Temperley, British Antislavery,
1833-1870 (London: Longman, 1972), 195; Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement: The
Influence of Evangelicism on Social and Economic Thought, 1795—1865 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1988), chap. 2; Cobden to George Combe, August 1, 1846, Add. MS 43660, Vol.
XIV, Richard Cobden Papers, British Library, London, England; Richard Cobden to
Peter Alfred Taylor, May 4, 1840, in Richard Garnett, The Life of W.J. Fox (London:
John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1910), 258. See, also, Stephen Meardon, “From Religious
Revivalism to Tariff Rancor: Preaching Free Trade and Protection during the Second
American Party System,” History of Political Economy 40 (2008): 265-298.
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1820 to 1860 almost half of US exports went to Britain, and British goods
made up around 40 percent of American imports. By 1860, Britain
imported 80 percent of its raw cotton from the South, and nearly all US
textile imports came from Britain. British and American commercial
policies were thus indelibly linked when Cobdenism was exported to
American shores.*” US Cobdenites believed that free trade would link
the two countries even further, to their mutual benefit. At a personal,
moral, and material level, Cobdenites believed the United States required
free trade.

For transatlantic Cobdenites, free trade and free labor were far from
disparate goals.*' Yet recent work has focused instead on the willingness
of the ACLL to work with the slaveholding South for reciprocal tariffs:
that by the mid-1840s the middle-class leaders of the ACLL had “sub-
verted anti-slavery’s moral authority.” So, too, did leading Southerners
encourage this perceived connection between transatlantic trade liberal-
ization and the decline of antislavery sentiment.*? But why, then, were the
first Anglo-American Cobdenites a regular who’s who of radical abolition-
ists? As Richard Huzzey illustrates, the British antislavery movement had
not fallen away by the 1840s. It had splintered rather than declined,
fractured rather than faltered. Though perhaps not “a nation of aboli-
tionists,” Free Trade England would remain an antislavery nation.*’
America’s own first Cobdenites accordingly included some of the era’s
leading abolitionists, with close ties to British abolitionist free traders.
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George Thompson, among a handful of other British abolitionists from
the 1830s to the 1850s, was sent to the United States to link abolitionism
and free trade together, and controversially so. Thompson was militant —
some thought him mad — in his abolitionist quest. He even attempted to
smuggle slaves out of Missouri in the 1830s, landing him a stint in prison.
At his close friend William Lloyd Garrison’s Boston home could be found
a collection of handbills that had once been scattered about the city’s
streets, offering a $100 reward “for the notorious British Emissary,
George Thompson, dead or alive.”** Within this toxic antebellum envir-
onment, firebrand Thompson toured the United States, giving hundreds
of speeches emphasizing the moral connection between free trade and
abolitionism.*”> While feared and hated by many, he was held in high
esteem among the more radical members of the American abolitionist
movement, who often took their cue from the British and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society in England — so much so that Anglophobic southern
congressmen opined that northern abolitionists were merely mouthpieces
of their British counterparts. With the support of their American aboli-
tionist contacts, by the early 1840s ACLL members saw the possibility of
an internationalization of free trade, beginning with the abolition of the
Corn Laws “as a key to advances” in America. Although not all-pervasive,
the transatlantic abolitionist cause had become intimately associated with
that of Victorian free trade.*®

Massachusetts’s Reverend Joshua Leavitt played a key role in tying
American antislavery to Cobdenism. From the late 1830s onward, this
onetime Whig, leader of the antislavery Liberty party, and editor of the

44 Joseph Yannielli, “George Thompson among the Africans: Empathy, Authority, and
Insanity in the Age of Abolition,” Fournal of American History 96 (March 2010): 979—
1000; Giles B. Stebbins, Upward Steps of Seventy Years. Autobiographic, Biographic,
Historic (New York: United States Company, 1890), 99; Samuel Finley Breese Morse,
The Present Attempt to Dissolve the American Union, A British Aristocratic Plot (New York:
John F. Trow, 1862), 34-38.

Morgan, “Anti-Corn Law League,” 90; Sam W. Haynes, Unfinished Revolution: The Early
American Republic in a British World (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010),
192-199; Hilton, Age of Atonement, chap. 2; C. Duncan Rice, “The Anti-Slavery Mission
of George Thompson to the United States, 1834-35,” Fournal of American Studies 2 (April
1968): 13-31; Thistlethwaite, America and the Atlantic Community, 162; Wm. Lloyd
Garrison, ed., Lectures of George Thompson (Boston, MA: Isaac Knapp, 1836), iii—xxxiii.
Temperley, British Antislavery, 192—193; David Turley, The Culture of English Antislavery,
1780-1860 (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 126; Betty Fladeland, Men and
Brothers: Anglo-American Antislavery Cooperation (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1972), chaps. 10-11; January 21, 1845, Appendix to the Congressional Globe, 28th Cong.,
2nd Sess., 143; Sam W. Haynes, “Anglophobia and the Annexation of Texas: The Quest
for National Security,” in Manifest Destiny and Empire: American Antebellum
Expansionism, ed by Sam W. Haynes and Christopher Morris (College Station: Texas
A&M University Press, 1997), 123; Meardon, “Religious Revivalism to Tariff
Rancor,” 268.

4

o

46



Globalizing economic nationalism and free trade 17

abolitionist Emancipator, came to see that overturning the Corn Laws in
England could shift British trade from the importation of southern
slave-grown cotton to western free-grown wheat. “Our Corn Law pro-
ject,” Leavitt wrote to Liberty party presidential nominee James Birney
in 1840, “looks larger to me since my return after seeing the very land
where wheat grows . ... We must go for free trade; the voting abolition-
ists can all be brought to that . .. and the corn movement will give us the
West.”*” English abolitionist and ACLL leader Joseph Sturge, upon his
American arrival in 1841, made sure to contact Leavitt to inform him of
the status of the Corn Law agitation in England.*® With Sturge’s added
insight, Leavitt discovered that John Bright and a growing number of
British manufacturers, weary of their dependence on southern slave-
grown cotton, desired to turn instead to northern markets to sell their
finished cotton cloth, but were sorely hampered in this endeavor owing
to Corn Law restrictions and American protectionism.*’ According to
his biographer, Leavitt hoped to move the antislavery movement into
“independent political action” and “pounced on this antisouthern and
antislavery dimension of the British league’s message.” Leavitt also
denounced the English people (and by proxy the Corn Laws) for
importing the products of slave labor while blocking staples produced
by free labor from the American North and West throughout the early
1840s. Leavitt went so far as to propose that the people of the free states
set up their own separate embassy in England in order to counteract the
influence of southern slaveholders.”®
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18 Globalizing ideologies

Leavitt, with his newfound transatlantic inspiration, focused much of
his attention upon overturning the Corn Laws. He did so by developing
an American repeal strategy that would aid British manufacturers and
northern farmers (suffering from scarce credit following the banking crisis
of 1837), all while striking “one of the heaviest blows at slavery” by
allowing the duty-free import of northern wheat to repay their foreign
debts.’! Leavitt then beseeched the Senate Committee on Agriculture to
call for the repeal of the Corn Laws. He contended in 1840 that an
antislavery American government might work toward such a repeal.
“Next to the abolition of slavery,” this was “the greatest question.””>
Leavitt’s Liberty party also sent Ohio’s John Curtis to Britain to support
the ACLL in connecting Corn Law repeal with the abolition of American
slavery. Leavitt thereafter presented to Congress another request for
ending the Corn Law and for increasing northern trade with Britain by
replacing the protectionist 1842 tariff with a tariff for revenue only.”” He
also began discussing the possibilities of Anglo-American free trade with
English abolitionists while attending the 1843 antislavery convention in
London. He then went on the ACLL tour circuit with Cobden and
Bright, during which Leavitt claimed that a conspiracy existed between
southern slaveholders and British aristocrats in opposing the Corn Law
repeal.”®

Leavitt reinforced his transatlantic ties through his correspondence
with his English abolitionist friends and through the creation of
American anti-Corn Law organizations. He encouraged his English
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correspondents to think of American interests alongside their own, letters
that were then published in the Ann-Corn Law League Circular in
England. He also began establishing anti-Corn Law societies in the
American Northwest and New York. Although in doing so he gained
the disfavor of protectionists within the Whig party, his efforts provided
further transatlantic moral support for the ACLL and strengthened
Leavitt’s connection to Cobdenism.”’

Abolitionist firebrands Leavitt and Thompson were not alone in bring-
ing the ACLL’s free-trade fight to American shores. A variety of other
American abolitionist free traders also took lessons from the ACLL. As
W. Caleb McDaniel has recently noted, women of the ACLL staged Free
Trade bazaars, giving direct and indirect encouragement to American
abolitionists. Garrisonian pacifist Henry Clarke Wright similarly devel-
oped close ties with the ACLL, and the antislavery and free-trade work of
Harriet Martineau fell within this transatlantic network, as well.’®

William Cullen Bryant, former Barnburner Democrat, Free Soiler,
poet, abolitionist, uncompromising free trader, and editor of the New
York Evening Post, attended ACLL meetings in London during the 1840s.
In admiration for Cobden, Bryant would afterward go on to edit the
American edition of Cobden’s Political Writings in 1865. He would also
become an early leader of the subsequent Gilded Age American free-trade
movement.”’

Arch-abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison was heavily influenced by
George Thompson and other British free traders. As one abolitionist (and
protectionist) friend, Giles Stebbins, recollected, “Wm. Lloyd Garrison
and others of the abolitionists whom I greatly respected, inclined to free
trade; for their English anti-slavery friends were free-traders.” In later
years, Garrison became a member of, and corresponded frequently with,
the Cobden Club upon its creation in 1866, avowing himself “a free-
trader to an illimitable extent.”® For him, free trade was but the next step
to freeing mankind from bondage.

The humanitarian and religious antislavery rhetoric likewise entered the
free-trade language of Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, himself a convert
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from protectionism to Cobdenism, and famous in England for his transat-
lantic tours. In the years to come, he would beseech American free traders
to employ “the same energy and the same agitation” of the antislavery
struggle toward the burgeoning American free-trade movement. He hoped
that he would live long enough “to induce the American people to favor the
unshackling of intercourse between nation and nation.”””

The “American Carlyle” Ralph Waldo Emerson was also involved in
the abolitionist and free-trade movements.°® Emerson first met Cobden
in 1847 at a meeting of the Manchester Athenaeum, where he heard
Cobden give an “eloquent” address, spurring Emerson to comment
upon the shared traits “of that Anglo-Saxon race” that had “secured for
it the scepter of the globe.” He would continue to meet with Cobden on
his English visits for years to come. During one such visit in 1848,
Emerson wrote to his friend Henry David Thoreau of the Free Trade
Banquet held the previous night, where he “heard the best man in
England make perhaps his best speech.” Cobden, “the cor cordis ...
educated by his dogma of Free Trade ... as our abolitionists have been
by their principle . . .. It was quite beautiful, even sublime.”®' Emerson’s
Cobdenite sentiments even found outlet in his literary musings. In his
1857 “Concord Ode,” for example, he would beseech his country to “bid
the broad Atlantic roll, a ferry of the free.”®* Emerson, along with many of
these first-generation Cobdenites, would exude some of his own dog-
matic energy when he helped create the American Free Trade League
(AFTL) in 1865.

Charles Sumner maintained perhaps the closest mid-century corre-
spondence with Cobden and his man-at-arms, John Bright.
“Conscience” Whig Sumner left that party in 1848 for the antislavery
Free Soil party, before becoming an influential member of the Radical
Republicans in the late 1850s. Sumner first met Cobden in 1838 during a
trip to England, and they developed a friendship in the decades leading up
to and during the Civil War. Not coincidentally, Sumner’s protectionist
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convictions began to soften during this period, even as he came around to
Amasa Walker and Richard Cobden’s condemnation of international
war. Henry Carey would thereafter try without success to turn Sumner
away from his Cobdenite convictions. Sumner’s unwillingness to shift
from his Cobdenite beliefs caused Carey to beseech him one final time in
1852 —if only Sumner could just satisfy himself “that protection is the real
and the only road to freedom of trade and freedom in the fate of labour,”
and let go of “British free trade which leads everywhere to the subjugation
of man.”®” Sumner instead became a strong advocate of Cobden’s quest
for “Universal Peace.” In an inspirational 1849 speech before an audience
of Free Soilers, for example, Sumner urged them to remember how the
ACLL had successfully brought together Tories, Whigs, and Radicals to
repeal the monopolistic Corn Laws. As economic historian Stephen
Meardon notes, “The equation of tariff barriers with ‘monopoly,” and
their repeal with ‘Freedom’ . . . was the rhetoric of free trade. More to the
point, in the broader context of peace and anti-slavery in which Sumner
spoke, it was the rhetoric of Cobdenism.”°*

America’s first Cobdenites were thus an imposing group of abolitionists
with strong transatlantic ties.®” Long after Cobden’s death in1865, many
of these American radicals would maintain correspondence with the
Cobden Club’s leadership, and continue to work toward bringing about
Cobden’s universal vision of free trade, prosperity, and peace. These
northern subscribers to Cobdenism were the vanguard of the Victorian
American free-trade movement. William Freehling suggests that
Jeffersonian free trade and slavery had become “intermeshed” in
the South by the time of the Nullification Crisis (1832-1833). By the
1840s, so too were Cobdenism and abolitionism enmeshed within the
American North.®°
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Free trade, the Corn Laws, and westward expansion

The American arrival of Cobdenite ideology was closely linked not only to
abolitionism, but also to connecting the ACLL with American westward
expansion, a seemingly unexpected pairing. From the 1830s, the ACLL
had sought to undo the British protectionist system. England’s industria-
lization delivered with it a double punch of prosperity and poverty. The
latter attribute, argued Richard Cobden, had only been compounded by
the English aristocracy’s militaristic atavism and the well-to-do land-
owners’ selfish adherence to protective tariffs. Such protectionism was
exemplified by the Corn Laws, which for so long had artificially raised the
price of bread stemming from the laws’ protective tariffs on imported
foreign grain. The ACLL therefore had clear cause for celebration in
1846 when the Corn Laws were repealed.®” At long last, the promised
“cheap loaf” proved politically palatable, as did Britain’s ensuing free-
trade policies. The era of the so-called Pax Britannica had arrived, yet with
it came deteriorating Anglo-American relations arising from US west-
ward expansion.

More than timing linked the rise of Free Trade England and American
westward expansion. Just as Britain was turning to free trade, across the
Atlantic, Jeffersonian Democratic President James K. Polk declared war
against Mexico, marking the antebellum apogee of nationwide Manifest
Destiny — the patriotic desire to expand the reach of the United States to
every edge of North America. Antiwar Whigs tended to view the war with
Mexico as an overt attempt to extend the territory of the southern “slave
power.” In response, as historian Sam Haynes paints the scene, western and
southern expansionists tarred “the Whigs with a British brush.” Antebellum
Anglophobia had become a reliable “multipurpose béte noire.”®®
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Anglophobia — defined as fear, distrust, or hatred of the British — was a
multifaceted psychological condition that permeated American politics
from the American Revolution onward, and remained prevalent even
after Anglo-American rapprochement at the nineteenth century’s fin de
stécle. From the country’s founding, southern Jeffersonians both feared
British antislavery agitation and disliked their own continued reliance
upon the British market for their agricultural exports. Many northern
manufacturers instead feared Britain’s pronounced advantages in the way
of industrial production. And all sections generally remained wary of the
British Empire’s geopolitical presence in North America. More than a few
Northerners and Southerners even set out to create a unique national
identity in an effort to differentiate the fledgling American states from
their English colonial heritage. While a strong vein of Anglophilia could
be found among some northeastern elites, Anglophobia proved to be an
effective and malleable tool for gaining electoral advantage; for creating a
new sense of national identification that buttressed the American System
of protectionism; and for further justifying American westward
expansion.®’

The decision for war against Mexico stemmed in no small part from an
American geopolitical fear of British antislavery and annexationist agita-
tion in Texas and California, followed closely by rumors that the British
would support Mexico with men and money if a quarrel were to break
out.”’ US Treasury Secretary Robert J. Walker warned that a pro-British
Texas would lead to a slave exodus from the South and would give the
British Empire a convenient base from which to invade the Mississippi
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delta. Perhaps in the hope of striking a sympathetic chord with Whig
protectionists, others suggested that the British might even use the
recently minted Texas Republic to bypass US tariff schedules. As a
complement to this British antislavery and free-trade fearmongering,
still other expansionists would dangle the tantalizing possibility of acces-
sing Pacific-rim markets — that the new territories would open up the
western coastline of North and South America, as well as the markets of
Russia, India, and China, for American exports.71

The war with Mexico also contained the problematic promise of
acquiring massive tracts of new American territory. Would these new
lands ultimately become free or slave states? This difficult question sur-
rounding slavery’s expansion fertilized the dormant seeds of sectionalism
and secession: seeds that would sprout into Civil War in 1861. Yet even
though slavery monopolized the era’s political scene like no other issue in
American history, the influence of Victorian free trade also reverberated
throughout antebellum US foreign relations and domestic politics, from
the Oregon boundary dispute to the formation of the Republican party.’?

During this era of massive economic growth and transatlantic inter-
connectivity, some paternalistic Listian nationalist intellectuals in the
United States also were slowly coming to accept that American infant
industries would one day reach adolescence and adulthood — and that
reciprocal trade and expanding foreign markets would in the near future
not only become desirable, but necessary. They also viewed Britain’s
newly christened free-trade imperialism as a formidable stumbling block
to proper American industrial maturation.””

Such Anglophobic sentiments had already begun to spill over into
international politics stemming from an Anglo-American boundary dis-
pute surrounding the Oregon territory in the early 1840s, a conflict
commonly remembered by Polk’s 1844 expansionist presidential cam-
paign slogan “Fifty-Four Forty or Fight!” The pro-free-trade New York
Evening Post even reported that some conspiratorial protectionists in
Congress and the Whig press were considering “making the apprehension
of war a pretext for spending large amounts of money in military and naval
preparations,” thereby creating enough new expenditures to justify the
high tariff of 1842. The paper also speculated with less cynicism that there
was now the possibility of combining the Oregon boundary question with
Anglo-American free trade. A “free trade tariff on both sides will settle the
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matter quickly,” the Post predicted in late January, “and give us some-
thing better to do than fighting.” Such speculation received encourage-
ment from the ACLL, with one of its member’s expressing the hope that,
now that England was embracing free trade, “if your President can only
carry out his sensible trade views, the extended intercourse between the
two countries will be the surest guarantee for peace.” Treasury Secretary
Walker, temporarily putting aside his own expansionist impulse for the
sake of tariff reform, had noted in his 1845 annual Treasury report that if
the US tariff were reduced, “the party opposed to the Corn Laws of
England would soon prevail,” leading to Anglo-American free trade.
Even as Whig antiwar politicians were being labeled pro-British, protec-
tionist Whig opponents of Polk were quick to portray him as a paid British
agent, drawing conspiratorial connections between British industrialists,
free-trade propaganda, and Polk’s liberal stance on the tariff.”*

At the same time, the British were also beginning to take notice of the
bountiful wheat crop and the expansive agricultural development of the
American West. Discussion arose on both sides of the Atlantic as to
whether these vast western territories might become Britain’s next bread-
basket, especially after the onset of a severe harvest shortage throughout
the United Kingdom in 1845, culminating in the horrific Great Famine of
Ireland (1845-1852).7 Alongside potentially solving the food shortage
through increased importation of American wheat, British free traders
believed that repeal of the Corn Laws would create such strong commer-
cial connections between the British Empire and the United States that
future Anglo-American hostilities like the boundary issue would disap-
pear. British free traders’ desire for western wheat as part of the promised
“cheap loaf,” alongside a general British turn toward internationalism,
strengthened repeal and laid the groundwork for a peaceable solution to
the Oregon boundary dispute.”®
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Figure 1.3 “Peel and Polk.” London’s humor magazine Punch offers a
cartoon depicting Peel [left] pelting a militant Polk [right] with “Free
Corn,” so as to bring a peaceful settlement to the Oregon dispute. Punch
(1846), X, 155

Yet support for repeal was far from universal. American protectionists
preferred fearmongering to tariff reductions. Baltimore’s protectionist
news organ Niles’ Weekly Register speculated that the Peel government
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would use the Oregon dispute to sway recalcitrant ministers toward
repeal, and that American trade liberalization would mean that the
United States “may again be courted into colonial reliance . . . the glorious
old colonies are coming back to a proper dependence upon British
manufactures.”’’ For some, free trade appeared to be bringing its
promised panacea of peace through more amicable Anglo-American
relations, but for others it also carried with it the possibility of British
free-trade imperialism in the United States.

Cobdenite free-trade agitation in favor of Anglo-American rapproche-
ment also met staunch opposition from some Anglophobic Jeffersonians
hoping to undermine the growing transatlantic abolitionist—Cobdenite
alliance. In 1842, Duff Green, a southern agent, was sent to Europe with
the mission of cutting the ties between northern abolitionists and the
ACLL so as to maintain the current southern—western free-trade alliance
in American politics. He even claimed to have discovered a vast British
conspiracy involving the repeal of the Corn Laws, British emancipation
agitation in Texas, and the destruction of US commerce. Green’s allega-
tions caused alarm back home.”®

Nor did North American prosperity immediately follow transatlantic
trade liberalization. In the short term, at least, the reality of Corn Law
repeal meant that Canada and the United States now had to compete
directly with the agricultural exports of the so-called pauper labor of
Europe.”’ This newfound economic competition was compounded by
the realization that the United States had lost its backdoor trade route
through Canada, a British colony that, until repeal in 1846, had been
receiving preferential commercial treatment from England. Owing to the
sudden increase in European competition, agricultural prices in North
America fell. By 1849, this sharp agricultural price decline produced an
economic depression in Canada, and a corresponding demand from
Montreal’s merchant community for American annexation of Canada.
Alongside placating this annexationist sentiment, avoiding the era’s
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seemingly endless Canadian—American fisheries disputes, and the loss of
Canada’s preferential treatment with England, the closing of this
American backdoor trade route thereafter played a sizeable role in the
development of US—Canadian reciprocity in 1854. Protectionist Whigs
like Daniel Webster and some western farmers — the latter still seething
over the Oregon issue — instead believed that the weak increase in US
wheat exports and declining agricultural prices following repeal only
strengthened the protectionist home-market argument.®°

The 1846 repeal of the Corn Laws, the passage of the low US Walker
Tariff, and the peaceful settlement of the Oregon boundary dispute also did
little to diminish American Anglophobia. All of these events held out the
possibility for a new era of transatlantic trade liberalization and closer
Anglo-American relations.®’ But these events and their aftermath also
demonstrated that Anglophobia and tense Anglo-American relations
were anything but dissipating. The ideological dividing wall between free
traders and economic nationalists was already proving to be formidable.

So how did America’s estranged free traders and protectionists come
to lie together within the Republican party? Put simply, a radical min-
ority of northeastern Cobdenites initially gave their support to the
Republican party — a party made up predominantly of former Whig
protectionists — owing to the fledgling party’s ideology of free labor,
free soil, and antislavery. The Republican party’s minority of Cobdenite
free-trade radicals, drawing upon the ACLL’s leadership and success,
hoped to bring the same promised panacea of free trade and peace to
American shores. As Frederick Douglass’ Paper described it, the
American Cobdenites’ proposed Republican doctrine was “Free Men,
Free Soil, Free Labor, and Free Trade.”® The Whig-Republican
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supporters of the “American System” — revamped by Friedrich List,
Henry Clay, and Henry Carey — would instead seek to move the
Republican party away from antislavery and toward a platform of pro-
tective tariffs and government-subsidized internal improvements. With
a tenuous thread and needle, antebellum antislavery stitched the
Republican party together. Free traders and protectionists in the
North and West had thus found a common cause and tenuous party
loyalty under the broad Republican banner of antislavery, a northern—
western alliance that was buttressed by the construction of Great Lakes
canals and railroad lines.®> When American Cobdenite desires for
freer trade increasingly became a postbellum Republican pipedream,
however, the party’s precarious free-trade—protectionist alliance
would begin to wear. As examined in subsequent chapters, upon the
Civil War’s conclusion and the manumission of southern slaves,
the tempestuous tariff issue would tear this fair-weather friendship
apart.

Moreover, the Panic of 1857 would have lasting reverberations, in
both the ante- and postbellum Republican party. The moderate
Democratic revenue tariffs of 1846 and 1857 appeared to have indicated
a national move toward a policy of trade liberalization: a move that had
partially placated both southern Jeffersonians and northeastern
Cobdenites. But the low tariffs also earned the ire of Henry Carey and
protectionist politicians from the infant industrial Midwest and
Northeast. Economic nationalist ire was heightened following the
onset of the 1857 economic panic, which coincided closely with the
passage of the low 1857 tariff. The timing may have been coincidental,
but it revitalized the Whig-Republican argument that only protection-
ism could return prosperity, stability, and high wages to the American
laborer. This line of argument garnered further protectionist support in
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the West and generally intensified prevailing sectional views.®* Carey
and his Listian acolytes would continue to use subsequent economic
panics in seeking to make the Republican party “a protective party en
bloc.”®

The Republican party’s Cobdenite minority unsuccessfully sought to
counter this Whig-Republican protectionist insurgency. They even tried
to include a “tariff for revenue only” plank into the new Republican party
platform. In 1857, John Bigelow wrote to William Cullen Bryant that
Horace Greeley was instead “trying very hard to get up a clamor for
protection” by “hammering at the Tariff of 46 and the bill of last winter
as the cause of all our troubles constantly.” Bryant’s Evening Post there-
after charged that there was a conspiracy underway “to pervert the
Republican party to the purposes of the owners of coal and iron mines”
through high tariff legislation. Charles Francis Adams, Sr. similarly
warned that “the old Whig side” was attempting “to stuff in the protective
tariff as a substitute for the slave question.”®® As the outbreak of the Civil
War neared, the Republican party’s free-trade—protectionist political alli-
ance was already showing strain.

Conclusion

The burgeoning struggle between Listian nationalism and Cobdenite
cosmopolitanism over the political economic course of American eco-
nomic expansion thus coincided with Manifest Destiny’s mid-century
westward push and England’s own turn to free trade. Contrary to the
common narrative that antebellum free trade only went hand in hand with
southern Jeffersonianism and slavery, a study of the arrival of Cobdenism
illuminates how Anglo-American free trade and abolitionism had also
become entwined in the Northeast. American abolitionist free traders, the
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country’s first Cobdenites, worked closely with their British counterparts
in the overthrow of both the English Corn Laws and American slavery. At
the same time, forward-looking economic nationalists within the
Republican party sought instead an aggressive protectionist path for
American expansion. The newly formed Republican party’s rally around
antislavery may have temporarily overshadowed the Republican coali-
tion’s conflicting free-trade and protectionist ideologies, but a culmina-
tion of events would soon usher in an ideological, territorial, and racial
conflagration that would reshape the transatlantic political economic
landscape for decades to come: especially once the postbellum
Republican party began turning its main focus from antislavery to
protectionism.

The Republican reorientation toward infant industrial protectionism
began in 1860 with the proposal of a protective tariff bill by Vermont’s
Republican congressman, Justin Morrill, with the aid and encouragement
of Henry Carey as well as more orthodox home-market protectionists.
Georgia politician Robert Toombs certainly misread the situation in
November 1860 at the Georgia secession convention, however, when he
stated: “The free-trade abolitionists became protectionists; the non-abo-
lition protectionists became abolitionists. The result of this coalition was
the infamous Morrill bill.” Rather, the proposed bill had backing from
Midwesterners and Pennsylvanians, as it offered protection to wool, iron,
and coal, among other industries. But opposition arose to the tariff not
only in the South, but also in the Northeast, particularly among
Republican Cobdenites.®’

However unintentionally, the Morrill Tariff further alienated
Republican Cobdenites from the party’s protectionist majority. The
demands and the lobbying tactics of the protectionists would prove
more than a match for the country’s cross-sectional free-trade opposition,
especially following the secession of various southern states, whose
Jeffersonian congressmen might otherwise have voted against the bill.
Hoping to woo voters in protectionist Pennsylvania, the Republican
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party majority ignored the northeastern free-trade rumblings of dissent
and fell in behind the high tariff bill. Morrill wrote in April 1861, two
months after the tariff’s passage: “Our Tariff Bill is unfortunate in being
launched at this time as it will be made the scape-goat of all difficulties.”®®
Morrill’s prescience was remarkable.
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2 “The most successful lie in history”

The Morrill Tariff and the Confederacy’s
free-trade diplomacy

The Confederate constitution made slavery and free trade its chief
corner stones. This was not an attempt to mix oil and water. Free
trade was not adopted because of any love of freedom. The
Confederates knew very well that it would help them to perpetuate
slavery and it did secure for them a large measure of British sympathy
and aid. Albert Clarke."

Into your confounded quarrel
Let myself be dragged I’ll not
By you, fighting for a Morrill Tariff; or your slavery lot.
“Mr. Bull to His American Bullies,” Punch, reprinted in
Leeds Mercury, October 1, 1863.

If it be not in slavery, where lies the partition of the interests that has led
at last to actual separation of the Southern from the Northern States? . . ..
The last grievance of the South was the Morrill tariff . . . it has severed the
last threads which bound the North and South together.

Charles Dickens, 1861.7

The Morrill Tariff, passed in early March 1861, was a key domestic
component of the new Republican platform, which also called for internal
improvements, a Pacific railroad, and a homestead law.’ Listian
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nationalist Henry C. Carey had lobbied especially hard for the protec-
tionist legislation, which contrasted sharply with the South’s Jeffersonian
free-trade advocacy. The 1861 tariff would usher in nearly a century of
American protectionism. Anglo-American Cobdenites would corre-
spondingly condemn the country’s economic nationalist turn, heralding
a decades-long Listian—Cobdenite battle over American economic devel-
opment and foreign market integration.

But passage of the Morrill Tariff also created a more immediate pro-
blem for Anglo-American relations during the first years of the Civil War.
Southern congressmen had opposed the protectionist legislation, which
explains why it passed so easily after several southern states seceded in
December 1860 and the first months of 1861. However, this coincidence
of timing fed a mistaken inversion of causation among the British public,
with many initially speculating that it was an underlying cause of seces-
sion, or at least that it impeded any chance of reunion. As Richard
Cobden pointed out in December 1861, the new tariff also proved anti-
thetical to a subject about which the British “are unanimous and fanati-
cal.” That subject was free trade. The Morrill Tariff significantly raised
rates on imports, with duties on specific items such as pig iron and wool
raised to nearly 50 percent: levels of protection that severely hit at
Britain’s exports to its largest single market, the United States.* The
seceding southern states, providing Free Trade England with nearly 80
percent of its raw cotton imports, instead offered the promise of free
trade. The tariff thus played an integral role in confounding British
opinion about the causes of southern secession, and in enhancing the
possibility of British recognition of the Confederacy.’
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When the Union did not immediately declare itself on a crusade for
abolition, there were some in Great Britain who initially thought that it
was the Morrill Tariff that had sparked secession and war. They either
sympathized outright with the South, or at the very least took a neutral
stance.’ Transatlantic abolitionists would afterward maintain that slavery
had been the war’s primary issue all along, while the Confederacy’s
transatlantic supporters and various members of the British press at first
commonly portrayed the war as one fought between northern proponents
of protectionism and southern advocates of free trade. This was a view
that contemporary Southerners and their British sympathizers made sure
to encourage, and one that historians have since neglected.”

Some of the most persuasive studies of Civil War foreign relations have
offered strong arguments for why Britain maintained its neutral stance
throughout the conflict. They emphasize the sizeable diplomatic and
financial ties that had developed between England and the North by
mid-century, but, in doing so, they have overlooked the transatlantic
tariff debate.® The tariff may not have endangered British investment in
the United States, but it certainly ruffled Britain’s commercial feathers
and editorial pages. As Martin Crawford has observed, the Morrill
Tariff’s impact upon British opinion was “greater than most modern
historians have been willing to admit.”® Granted, the tariff would only
play a marginal role in affecting the major decisions of Britain’s top
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policymakers. If, however, the Confederacy’s “free-trade diplomacy” is
expanded to include not only official state-to-state interactions, but also
the efforts of non-state southern sympathizers and pro-Confederate pro-
pagandists to influence English public opinion, then the tariff debate
takes on new significance.'’

Following the Morrill Tariff’s passage, the Confederacy and its trans-
atlantic supporters would dangle the carrot of free trade before Europe
while simultaneously brandishing King Cotton’s stick. While southern
free-trade diplomacy did not ultimately help gain British recognition any
more than did that of King Cotton, the South’s ex post facto free-trade
justification for secession would be picked up by numerous British news
outlets and draw an impressive amount of initial sympathy in England,
which was riding high on its newfound free-trade ideology, Cobdenism."’
This chapter therefore examines the British reaction to the northern tariff
by incorporating English, Scottish, and Irish responses.'? In doing so, it
illuminates how British support for the South went beyond an opposition
to fratricide, blockades, or democracy; it was also an opposition to north-
ern protectionism.'” The secession of southern states made the Morrill

10 \What attention the tariff issue has received primarily has revolved around Charles and
Mary Beard’s emphasis on domestic economic motivations for the Civil War’s onset. As
William Freehling has persuasively argued, however, the tariff question and slavery
agitation had largely become “intermeshed” by the earlier crisis of nullification.
William W. Freehling, Prelude to Civil War: The Nullification Controversy in South
Carolina, 1816-1836 (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 255. See, also, Charles A.
Beard and Mary Beard, The Rise of American Civilization, 2 vols. (New York:
Macmillan, 1927), II, 35-38; Richard Hofstadter, “The Tariff Issue on the Eve of the
Civil War,” American Historical Review 44 (October 1938): 50-55; Marc Egnal, “The
Beards Were Right: Parties in the North, 1840-1860,” Civil War History 47 (March
2001): 30-56; Jane Flaherty, ““The Exhausted Condition of the Treasury,’ on the Eve of
the Civil War,” Civil War History 55 (June 2009): 248-252; Mark Thornton and Robert
B. Ekelund, Tariffs, Blockades, and Inflation: The Economics of the Civil War (Wilmington,
DE: SR Books, 2004), 2, 22-26.
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Tariff’s passage possible, an order of events that few in free-trading Great
Britain were certain of at the time. For British abolitionists, such uncer-
tainty was compounded by the Union’s refusal to tackle southern slavery
head-on at the war’s outset.'* Along with the northern blockade of the
South, British recognition of southern belligerency in May 1861, the
Trent Affair in November 1861, and the September 1862 preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation, the South’s free-trade diplomacy created
ambiguity, division, confusion, and even Confederate support across the
Atlantic. Not until Anglo-American Cobdenites effectively countered the
tariff argument with one of antislavery did British public sentiment
demonstrably begin to shift toward the North. Responding with procla-
mations, editorials, and speeches of their own, transatlantic Cobdenites
were able to turn British attention away from the North’s antagonistic
policies of blockades and protectionism, and toward the Union’s fight to
destroy the southern system of slavery.

The Morrill Tariff’s transatlantic reception

The Morrill Tariff became a campaign issue in 1860. It passed through
the House of Representatives on May 10, 1860, on a sectional vote, with
nearly all northern representatives in support and nearly all southern
representatives in opposition. The bill was then tabled in the Senate
until after the 1860 elections by Virginia’s Robert Hunter, future
Confederate secretary of state and author of the low 1857 tariff. While
the bill hung in political limbo, its advocates and adversaries alike sprung
into action. Democratic senators sought to postpone a vote on the bill,
whereas Republican president-elect Abraham Lincoln — a Whig disciple
of the American System who favored “the internal improvement system,
and a high protective tariff” — promised a sympathetic Pittsburgh audi-
ence that he would make sure that “no subject should engage your
representatives more closely than the tariff,” so as to nurse the country’s
infant industries."’

14 Richard Huzzey, Freedom Burning: Anti-Slavery and Empire in Victorian Britain (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2012), chap. 2.
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Lincoln Memorial (New York: G. W. Carleton, 1882), 76; Jesse W. Weik, Herndon’s
Lincoln, 2 vols. (Chicago, IL: Belford-Clarke Co., 1889), I, 102; Luthin, “Lincoln and
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38 “The most successful lie in history”

The tariff generated a predictable outcry in much of the South. Its
loudest critics, however, conveniently overlooked the fact that, following
secession, a number of southern senators had resigned that might other-
wise have voted against the bill and thereby stopped its congressional
passage. The Morrill Tariff of March 2, 1861, therefore became law in
part as a result of southern secession.

Democratic President James Buchanan, hailing from the protectionist
heartland of Pennsylvania, signed the bill into law with characteristic
loyalty to his state. Ad valorem rates were raised from a low 17 percent
to an average of 26 percent. The tariff also contained specific protective
duties approaching the high level of 50 percent or more on items such as
pigiron and cutlery for the express purpose of protecting American infant
industries. To southern agrarians and British manufacturers whose liveli-
hoods depended upon foreign trade, as well as Cobdenite idealists, the
bill appeared punitive, incendiary, and economically backward.

Even as this Union—British trade crisis unfolded, some northerners began
turning an expansive eye toward Canada. The Morrill Tariff only exacer-
bated Canadian—American tensions. The New York Herald loudly called for
Canadian annexation, an expansionist refrain that fostered anti-northern
sentiment in Britain’s North American colony. Southern sympathizers in
England and Canada then used the Herald’s annexationist calls and north-
ern protectionism to generalize the hostility of northern attitudes toward the
British Empire. The Omrawa Citizen, for example, thereafter made sure to
differentiate between the South’s advocacy of “a free trade policy” from the
North’s “hollow contemptuous sympathy” for “the negro” and an “unbear-
ably arrogant and menacing” conduct of foreign relations.'®

Northern congressmen only grew more upset at such apparent anti-
Union sentiment proliferating in Canada, as well as the growth of
Canadian protectionism. Republican protectionists had previously
expressed outrage over Canada’s breach of the 1854 Canadian—American
reciprocity treaty, when Canadian finance ministers heightened tariff rates
from 1858 to 1860. While some in the Great Lakes area had benefited from
the 1854 reciprocity treaty, and others in the North viewed reciprocity’s
continuance as a logical step toward the eventual annexation of Canada, the
increasingly Anglophobic New York Herald again took the lead, demanding
an end to Canadian—-American reciprocity.'” Canadian-American protec-
tionism thus compounded Anglo-American tensions.

16 Goldwin Smith, A Letter 10 A Whig Member of the Southern Independence Association
(Boston, MA: Ticknor and Fields, 1864), 12; Ortawa Citizen, February 15, 1861;
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Alongside this added anti-northern agitation in a contiguous British
North American colony, the Morrill Tariff fast garnered support for
southern free trade across the Atlantic. The diplomatic consequences of
the bill’s passage promptly became clear to the London Times, noting in
late March 1861 that the South’s goal was to gain the goodwill of England
“by placing Southern liberality in contrast with the grasping and narrow-
minded legislation of the Free States .. .. So far the game is still in favour
of the new Confederacy.”'® John Lothrop Motley, an American in
England, observed in a letter to his mother that the Morrill Tariff’s
passage had “done more than any commissioners from the Southern
Republic could do to alienate the feelings of the English public toward
the United States.”'® As a result, the New York Times reported in mid-
March 1861 that the British had “entirely misapprehended the contro-
versy,” believing instead that slavery did “not constitute the essence of the
quarrel; that it has been merely introduced as a blind, or as an instrument
of provocation, and that the real point of contention lies in the national
Tariff.”?° The tariff argument had found an accepting English audience.

Some northerners warned of the Morrill Tariff’s potential transatlantic
fallout. As early as February 1861, with the successive secession of six
southern states and with the possibility of reunion yet tossed around,
Democratic Congressman Daniel Sickles of New York had decried the
tariff’s approaching passage because it offered “the strongest provocation
to England to precipitate recognition of the southern confederacy.” The
pro-free-trade New York World acknowledged as well that the tariff
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“greatly disaffects England and France ... and presents them a direct
inducement to recognize, at the earliest day, the independence of the
states which reject both it and the policy on which it rests.”*!

Southerners also speculated about the tariff issue’s usefulness in
Europe. The editor of the Charleston Mercury observed a month before
the tariff’s passage that offering free trade to Europe trumped King
Cotton in providing “the strongest possible inducement for our immedi-
ate recognition.”””> Further confounding the British, Confederate
President Jefferson Davis waded into the transatlantic tariff debate early
on with his mid-February inaugural address, less than a month before the
Morrill Tariff was signed into law. He cannily played the South’s free-
trade trump card that “our true policy is peace and the freest trade which
our necessities permit.” His speech also notably excluded any direct
reference to slavery.?” Early on, the Confederacy showed awareness of
the European ramifications of its free-trade diplomacy.

Davis’s address was disseminated in the British press at about the same
time as news arrived of the Morrill Tariff’s passage, both of which added to
the confusion. If Britons were unclear as to why the North was seemingly
making any chance of reunion impossible through its protectionist legisla-
tion, they also found Davis’s inaugural address inscrutable, as was the
South’s “object” of secession. One contemporary study of English public
opinion emphasized editorial consternation regarding the address: “Is it the
question of slavery or that of free trade? We have never read a public
document so difficult to interpret.” The London Times similarly asked: “Is
the question of Slavery subordinate to that of Free Trade, or is Free Trade
the bribe offered to foreign nations to consideration of their pocketing their
scruples about Slavery?”?* The British free-trade apostle Richard Cobden
himself, though eventually a strong supporter of the Union, explained
England’s confusion to his long-time friend, Republican Senator Charles
Sumner: “We [the English] observe a mighty quarrel: on one side protec-
tionists, on the other slave-owners. The protectionists say they do not seek
to put down slavery. The slave-owners say they want Free Trade. Need you
wonder at the confusion in John Bull’s poor head?”?”

21 Congressional Globe, 36th Cong. 2nd Sess., Appendix, 1153, 1190; New York World,
quoted in S. D. Carpenter, Logic of History (Madison: S. D. Carpenter, 1864), 147;
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2% John William Draper, History of the American Civil War, 3 vols. (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1868), I1, 510; London Times, March 8, 1861, reprinted in New York Times, March
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Transatlantic speculation over the connection between southern seces-
sion and the passage of the Morrill Tariff had only just begun. London’s
Morning Chronicle recognized that the bill was crafted to appeal to
Pennsylvania voters, but that the tariff also “has laid the first foundation
of disunion and secession.” This was therefore an inopportune time for
the tariff, as it would only “confirm the alienation of the South from the
Union,” and “strengthen” the motivation of the European powers “to
recognize the free-trade Southern Confederacy.” Scotland’s Caledonian
Mercury concurred, noting that the English, French, and Germans “will
have to fraternize with the South,” owing to the Morrill Tariff.*® Within
Great Britain’s editorial pages, recognition of the South appeared pro-
mising owing to its free-trade diplomacy. The British press was particu-
larly quick to note that the irreconcilable nature of the conflict was not
relegated to ideological debates about slavery; transatlantic commercial
considerations had at first figured heavily.

While civil war itself yet remained uncertain in early 1861, to spectators
across the Atlantic the tariff issue appeared to have made any chance for
peaceful reunion impossible. British newspapers continued to voice their
discontent with the Morrill Tariff, even as they highlighted growing sec-
tional divisions in the United States. “Protection was quite as much a cause
of the disruption of the Union as Slavery,” the London Times pronounced
on March 12, 1861, ten days after the Morrill Tariffhad become law.?” The
Times also remarked upon how the tariff “has much changed the tone
of public feeling with reference to the Secessionists.” London’s Morning
Post aptly summed up the dilemma: “Slavery, no doubt, is the blight and
plague-spot of the South; but the North has its plague-spot in this prohibi-
tive tariff . .. It were well if North and South would say to each other ...
‘Brother, brother, we are both wrong.””*® Ever the stubborn siblings,
neither would.

Owing in part to the passage of the Morrill Tariff, the idea of English
recognition of the Confederacy had become a source of serious speculation.
The Sheffield & Rotherham Independent warned that, as things stood, “our
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Figure 2.1 “Before and After the Morrill Tariff.” Harper’s, a pro-Union
magazine, portrays the North’s outrage over Britain’s apparent shift
from moral outrage to support for southern slavery owing to the Morrill
Tariff’s passage. [Left panel] “Before the Morrill Tariff: Mr. Bull (very
indignant), ‘Back, Sir! — stand back, Sir! I shall protect the poor Negro
from your bloodthirsty prosecutions!’” [Right panel] “After the Morrill
Tariff: Mr. Bull (very indignant once more), “Take that, you Black Rascal!
can’t you attend to your task, and keep the flies off my Friend from the
South? My Dear Sir! the only way to manage with those lazy Niggers is to
drive ’em, drive ’em, Sir! with the lash, Sir!”” Harper’s Weekly, April 20,
1861, 256

government cannot do less than recognize the de facto government of the
South.” The South’s constitution, the newspaper further noted, prohibited
industrial protectionism and instead reduced duties enough to compensate
Europe “for the loss sustained by the Morrill tariff bill,” whereas all the
North had offered in return were prohibitive trade restrictions.?’ British
conservatives and the Lancaster Gazerre even began speculating that
the North was in reality going to war for the sake of protectionism and
empire.”" It appeared to critics on both sides of the Atlantic that the North
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had to change tactics if it were to undercut possible European recognition
of the Confederacy. The South, hoisting the banner of “Free Trade” for its
foreign observers, appeared to be starting strong at the war’s outset in
garnering British sympathy — and perhaps even recognition.

The Confederacy’s free-trade diplomacy

The Confederacy’s free-trade diplomacy took shape not only within British
editorial pages, but also within more formal diplomatic circles. In the first
week of May 1861, the Confederate commissioners to England — Mann,
Rost, and Yancey — gained an interview with Lord John Russell, the British
foreign secretary, through the efforts of William Gregory, a sympathetic
member of the House of Commons. They stated to Russell that the Morrill
Tariff was the principal cause of secession, and that the South only desired
free trade with the world. They repeated this sentiment to Russell in
writing. The commissioners were acting under the direct orders of
Robert Toombs, then Confederate secretary of state. Toombs had
instructed the commissioners in March to meet with Russell as quickly as
possible, and urged them to emphasize that secession was necessary owing
to the North having forced the South to “pay bounties to northern manu-
facturers in the shape of high protective duties on foreign imports” since
1828. The Morrill Tariff of 1861 “strikingly illustrated” this unjust policy,
Toombs continued. He believed that this line of argument would show the
wisdom of the Confederacy, “especially in the estimation of those countries
whose commercial interests, like those of Great Britain, are diametrically
opposed to protective tariffs.” He even quoted the maxim of Richard
Cobden: The Confederate states would “buy where you can buy cheapest,
and sell where you can sell dearest.” As a result, Toombs expected Britain
“will speedily acknowledge our independence.””! Thus, by March 1861
the Confederate State Department had enunciated through official chan-
nels its free-trade diplomacy toward Europe. Toombs and his successors
would soon extend this policy to Spain, Cuba, and Russia, as well as to the
British, Danish, and Spanish West Indies.??
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The South’s governmental and nongovernmental free-trade diplomacy
was paying propagandistic dividends, compounded by the Union govern-
ment’s initial unwillingness to declare slavery the primary issue of seces-
sion and reunion. Confederate diplomat Edwin de Leon wrote a letter to
the editors of the London Times in late May that slavery was “a mere
pretext” for secession, as shown by continued northern defenses of the
institution through its guarantee of slavery where it existed and through
its enforcement of the fugitive slave law. The Preston Guardian even
asserted that when northerners cried “no slavery,” they really meant
“protection.””” William H. Gregory called for British recognition in the
House of Commons. He argued that it would bring an end to the slave
trade; keep the states from fighting a “fratricidal, needless war”; and
provide retaliation against the North’s “selfish, short-sighted, retrograde”
protectionist policy. The Union minister to England, Charles Francis
Adams, Sr., after meeting with Britain’s foreign secretary, Lord John
Russell, noted that the Morrill Tariff and the conflict’s seeming nonissue
of slavery yet left southern recognition on the table.>*

All the while, Britain’s maintenance of neutrality appeared to benefit
the South and antagonize the North. The 1862 construction in British
ports of Confederate war vessels like the Alabama further outraged the
Union, many of whom viewed their construction as a covert act of war by
the British against the North. The issue would remain a source of
Anglophobic ire for years to come. Alongside northern protectionism,
British neutrality heightened Anglo-Union animosity.

British pro-South sympathizers made sure that the tariff argument
remained prominent for many months to come. James Spence,
Liverpool’s pro-Confederate merchant and London Times writer, spent
but one chapter on slavery in his influential publication The American
Union (1861). He spent the other seven on the Morrill Tariff, the right to
secession, and why he thought a future reunion was culturally and philo-
sophically impossible. After a close reading of Spence in late 1861,
Charles Dickens himself became decidedly pro-South, and argued in
the pages of All the Year Round that the Morrill Tariff had “severed the
last threads which bound the North and South together.” John Bright
wrote to Charles Sumner that the subject of the tariff was of such “great
importance” that little “would more restore sympathy between England

33 London Times, May 25, 1861, 12; Preston Guardian, May 29, 1861. See, also, Belfast
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and the States than the repeal of the present monstrous and absurd
Tariff,” as it gave “all the speakers and writers for the South an extra-
ordinary advantage in this country.””’

Northern attempts to acquire loans from England further illustrated
the tariff’s unfavorable transatlantic traction. Following the southern rout
of northern troops at Bull Run in July 1861, New York banker August
Belmont sought a Union loan from the British. As leverage, he reminded
Prime Minister Palmerston of the South’s continued maintenance of
slavery, to which Palmerston retorted: “We do not like slavery, but we
want cotton and we dislike very much your Morrill tariff.”>°

Such continued British support for the Confederacy’s free-trade diplo-
macy is all the more remarkable considering that the North controlled
much of the outgoing information to Europe regarding the war, and that
the Confederacy’s official European propagandistic and diplomatic activ-
ities were negligible until the end of 1861. Whatever favorable coverage
they had received thus far was owed predominantly to Britain’s non-
governmental southern sympathizers.

Nevertheless, northern control of transatlantic information flows began
taking its toll on pro-Confederate sympathies in Europe. Such imbal-
anced war coverage first inspired Toombs’s Confederate State
Department successor, R. M. T. Hunter and, afterward, Hunter’s 1862
replacement, Judah P. Benjamin, to send Henry Hotze to England in
order to ghost-write editorials in leading L.ondon newspapers, emphasiz-
ing northern tyranny, scientific racialism, and the benefits offered to
Great Britain by the Confederacy’s free-trade policies.

Upon his arrival, Hotze was shocked to find a near lack of any profes-
sional Confederate propaganda machine within the British press. Hotze’s
own first successes did not come about until February 1862, with the
Morning Post editorial page opening itself as a promising outlet for encoura-
ging British recognition of the Confederacy. Playing on British anti-Chinese
sentiment brought on by the Opium Wars (1839-1842, 1856-1860), he
asked if Britain could sit back and watch the world’s cotton and tobacco
fields walled in by “legislation like the Morrill tariff,” which resembled “the
favorite legislation of the Chinese empire.” A united America and a
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dependent South, he warned, would offer a similarly autarkic empire. In
subsequent weeks, he also began contributing to the London Times, the
Standard, the Herald, and the Money Market Review. He next created his
own paper, the Index, to better disseminate Confederate propaganda in
Britain and France, and its printing would continue until August 1865.%"
The South’s free-trade diplomacy received more bolstering following the
Union seizure of the Confederacy’s special commissioners bound for
Europe upon the Trent in early November 1861. It provoked British out-
rage, and the South took advantage. Amidst the affair, L.ord Lyons, British
minister in Washington, expressed to Lord John Russell his hope that the
Morrill Tariff might be replaced by a tariff for revenue only.”®
Furthermore, Confederate Secretary of State Hunter’s order to the
recently released commissioner to Britain, James Mason, was to continue
on to London and express the South’s dedication to low import duties and
its “great interest” in producing and exporting staples, thereby binding
“them to the policy of free trade.” Playing upon Britain’s Cobdenite heart-
strings, he was also to stress that the Confederacy’s “free trade” was
essential to the progress of humankind and “to preserve peace.””” John
Slidell, Confederate special commissioner to France, similarly reported to
the French foreign minister on February 7, 1862, that upon recognition the
Confederate States would commit to a policy of free trade and peace.*’
Slidell’s report illustrated how the advance of southern free-trade
diplomacy in Britain had now made its way across the English Channel
to France. Thurlow Weed, the Union’s unofficial emissary to France,
reported to Secretary of State William Seward that the French emperor
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was hinting at breaking the Union blockade or even recognizing the
Confederacy owing to the detrimental economic problems striking
France, continued northern military failures, and the unpopularity
of the Morrill Tariff. Just weeks after Weed’s message, William
S. Lindsay, a radical member of English Parliament and a wealthy
British ship-owner, hurt by the North’s tariff and its southern blockade,
traveled to Paris in order to urge Napoleon III to spur action on the
matter. Lindsay emphasized Confederate propagandistic talking points
to the French emperor: The North had gone to war, not for emancipation,
but for the Morrill Tariff and southern subjugation. And the emperor
expressed agreement with Lindsay’s assessment.*!

The transatlantic antislavery counterattack

Cobdenites began to counter the pernicious tariff argument with one of
antislavery. In December 1861, John Bright turned the conversation to
the Morrill Tariff when asked to give his views of the Tren: Affair in
Rochdale, England. In emphasizing that the Civil War was at heart over
the issue of slavery, he noted how “there is another cause which is some-
times in England assigned for this great misfortune ... the protective
theories in operation in the Union, and the maintenance of a high tariff.”
Yet this tariff argument used “by ignorant Englishmen” did not exist in
America itself, he retorted. Nor had the tariff question arisen during the
attempts at compromise in December of the previous year. “It is a ques-
tion of slavery” and nothing else, he reiterated to his English audience.*”

Bright’s counterattack alongside continued Union control of transat-
lantic information flows spurred Judah P. Benjamin to action when he
took over the Confederate State Department in the spring of 1862. He
wrote to Mason that, owing to the North’s “system of deception so
thoroughly organized as that now established by them abroad,” it was
not wise to ignore public opinion. Benjamin supplied Mason, Hotze, and
the Confederate minister to France, John Slidell, with the services of
Edwin de Leon along with $25,000 to be used to enlighten public opinion
“through the press” in Great Britain and France.*> Mason thereafter put
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de Leon in contact with his Parisian connections as well as with Spence,
“the most efficient and able advocate here [England], through the press,
of Southern interests,” and who soon thereafter also became the principal
cotton agent of the Confederacy. Owing to de Leon’s work, dozens of
newspapers in France correspondingly printed articles amicable to the
South, especially Paris’s Patrie, which became the French version of
Hotze’s Index.**

In Parliament, southern sympathizers like William Lindsay and
William Gregory continued to call for recognition of the free-trading
Confederacy in order to end the violence. Lindsay called for peaceful
separation, and claimed that the war had been caused by unjust and
injurious northern protectionist taxation upon the South, culminating
in the Morrill Tariff. Gregory called for southern recognition and
declared: “By the new tariff the rulers of the United States have virtually
proclaimed that the great American Continent is to be closed to the
products of Europe.” When another member of Parliament eloquently
responded as to why he believed “that slavery was the real cause of the
issue,” he was forced to speak over shouts of “No, no!” and “The tariffl”*

Such Confederate editorial and parliamentary efforts seemed to have
paid off with propagandistic dividends, as recognized by American
Cobdenites Charles Sumner and John Bigelow, close friends of Richard
Cobden and John Bright. In October 1862, for instance, Sumner
expressed his frustration to John Bright at the general lack of northern
support in England.*® Transatlantic Cobdenites were fast realizing they
would have to go on the offensive to subvert southern free-trade
diplomacy.

Although no fans of the Morrill Tariff, Anglo-American Cobdenites
like John Bright were nevertheless among the most vocal in defending the
North’s position in England. Bright continued to give speeches
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undermining the prominent tariff argument. Cassius M. Clay, the
Union’s Russian minister, having just read Bright’s recent Rochdale
speech, complimented him for showing “so forcibly” that “the tariff had
nothing to do with our revolt.” Bright’s radical and polarizing pro-Union
arguments had some influence in eventually turning British opinion.*’
His efforts were bolstered when US Cobdenite abolitionist William Lloyd
Garrison started working closely with his British friend George
Thompson in the spring of 1862 to help shift English public sympathy
away from the South.*®

But it was J. S. Mill who would offer the best refutation of the tariff
thesis in England. By 1862, the tariff argument had gained enough public
traction to earn Mill’s attention, and he proved quite effective at voicing
his opinion concerning slavery’s centrality to the conflict. He sought to
refute “a theory in England, believed by some, half believed by many
more ... that... the question is not one of slavery at all.” Assuming this to
be true, he asked, then what is the South fighting for? “Their apologists in
England say that it is about tariffs.” Yet the Southerners “say nothing of
the kind. They tell the world . .. that the object of the fight was slavery.”
Mill noted how “slavery alone was thought of, alone talked of ... the
South separated on slavery, and proclaimed slavery as the one cause of
separation.” He also predicted that the Civil War would soon placate the
abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic; as the war progressed, “the
contest would become distinctly an anti-slavery one.”*’

Mill’s argument was effective. It was echoed in J. E. Cairnes’s publica-
tion, The Slave Power (1862). Cairnes was “at some pains” to explain that
the central issue of the American Civil War was “not one of tariffs,” a view
which had “pertinaciously” been “put forward by writers in the interest of
the South.”’® London’s Daily News followed Mill’s counterattack with an
anti-tariff argument of its own, observing that, as to the question of why
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the South seceded, “the partisans of secession here, being crafty in their
generation, are ready with an answer calculated to find its way to the
English heart. They at once reply, ‘A protectionist policy, a hostile tariff,’”
even though “the Morrill tariff had virtually” nothing to do with seces-
sion. ““The eternal nigger’ stands in bold relief in the front of this horrible
offending,” the Daily News concluded, and “there is no hustling him out
of the way, he crops up everywhere. Tariffs only hide him for a

The antislavery counteroffensive would gain further transatlantic
attention following Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation
of September 22, 1862. He did so in part hoping to garner moral support
from those in Britain who still thought there was little difference between
the governments of the North and South regarding American slavery. It
soon helped in turning the transatlantic debate from tariffs to slavery. The
tariff argument steadily lost editorial and public support, and Mill’s
abolitionist prophecy began to bear fruit by 1863, owing to numerous
nongovernmental northern propagandistic efforts in England; the Union
victory at Antietam in September 1862; and a growing acceptance of the
sincerity of Lincoln’s proclamation.’”

Strong Anglo-Union financial investments complemented the procla-
mation’s long-term effects upon Great Britain. Jay Sexton has drawn
attention to the Civil War era’s increased Anglo-American financial ties
and the ensuing American “debtor diplomacy.” In similar fashion, and on
the heels of Lincoln’s September proclamation, the Charleston Mercury
petulantly reported that “Northern bonds and stocks, held in England,
may be regarded as so numerous and important as to neutralize the
temptations of free trade with the Confederate states.””” Pro-
Confederate tariff arguments were noticeably beginning to lose out, not
only to concerted transatlantic antislavery efforts that enunciated slav-
ery’s centrality, but also to Anglo-Union investment.

The antislavery argument gained more transatlantic traction as
Cobdenites redoubled their efforts. Oxford’s Regius Professor Goldwin
Smith became an active supporter of the North as a member of the
Manchester Union and Emancipation Society. He correspondingly took
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on the various tariff-related arguments of southern sympathizers in
Britain.”* Richard Cobden now also gave his wholehearted endorsement
to the northern cause, overcoming his earlier misapprehensions about the
North’s tariff and blockade. He wrote to Sumner in February 1863
that the Emancipation Proclamation had aroused “our old anti-slavery
feeling ... and it has been gathering strength ever since.” The proclama-
tion also led to meetings, the result of which “closed the mouths of those
who have been advocating the side of the South.” Bright seconded
Cobden’s observation, writing to his American friend Cyrus Field:
“Opinion here has changed greatly. In almost every town great meetings
are being held to pass resolutions in favor of the North, and the advocates
of the South are pretty much put down.”” George Thompson, founder
of the Garrison-inspired London Emancipation Committee, and British
Cobdenite Thomas Bayley Potter, founder of the Manchester Union and
Emancipation Society, also started seeing noticeable success by
December 1862. Frederick Douglass’s African American newspaper
observed the change in England; thanks to the efforts of men like
Bright, Thompson, and Cobden, the Confederacy could no longer hide
their reason for rebellion behind phrases like “independence,” “self-
government,” or “free trade.” In doing so, “the sheep’s clothing is
removed and the devouring wolf appears.””°

Pro-South advocates hoped to combat this mounting abolitionist
counterattack through mobilization of their own, but with little success.
In desperation, the Manchester Southern Club and Southern
Independence Associations in Lancashire and London sought to empha-
size instead that the Confederacy would never reopen the slave trade and
would ultimately emancipate its slaves. Failed attempts were also made
by John Roebuck in Parliament to recognize the South, arguing that the
North was hypocritical on the slavery issue and “the South offers to us
perfect free trade.””” By 1863, such pro-Confederate arguments were
becoming overwhelmed by northern antislavery propaganda, even as
African American and other pro-North advocates gained greater success
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in their attempts to persuade the British working class to favor the
Union.”®

American abolitionists like Henry Ward Beecher toured England
calling for northern support and flipping the tariff argument on its
head. In October 1863, Beecher told a Liverpool audience “foaming”
with “madness” that the Morrill Tariff had in fact been passed “to pay
off the previous Democratic [Buchanan] administration’s debt .... It
was the South that obliged the North to put the tariff on.” Cobdenite
Beecher even promised an end to northern protectionism: “There is
nothing more certain in the future than that America is bound to join
with Great Britain in the worldwide doctrine of free trade.” In March
1864, radical pro-North Chartist Ernest Jones gave a popular speech in
Bright’s hometown of Rochdale, wherein he noted how “some gentle-
men here tell you that the rebellion is for free trade — that it was a revolt
against the Morrill tariff.” Why then had the Crittenden Compromise,
proffered unsuccessfully in December 1860, not contained “one word
about free trade” or the Morrill Tariff? “It is slavery in the beginning,
slavery to the end,” Jones concluded.”’

Under the growing onslaught of the slavery argument, coupled with
Beecher’s own tantalizing promises of future free trade with the Union,
the South’s own free-trade argument correspondingly lost ground. The
Leeds Mercury noted this trend. In early 1864, it recalled “that during the
first year of the war slavery was entirely ignored as a cause .... and the
‘Morrill Tariff’ was held to be the key to the whole affair.” Now “when the
British public ... casts its eyes northwards, it sees ... that slavery has a
great deal to do with the object of the war, whatever it had to do with the
cause of the war. Nominally the war is a war against rebellion: practically
it is a war against slavery.” Similar arguments were appearing in ever
greater numbers in British publications.®’

In 1865, Goldwin Smith, hoping to stem the rising tide of Anglophobia
in the United States, attempted to explain initial British acceptance of the
tariff argument to a Boston audience. Had the North stated plainly from
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the beginning that their fight was “against Slavery, the English people
would scarcely have given ear to the cunning fiction ... that this great
contest was only about a Tariff.” Smith had “heard the Tariff Theory
called the most successful lie in history.” And he conceded that it had
indeed been influential in misleading Britain “and ought not to be over-
looked. It was propounded with great skill, and it came out just at the right
time, before people had formed their opinions, and when they were glad
to have a theory presented to their minds.”®’

The tariff argument would prove not only influential, but also tena-
cious. While nearly muted from 1863 onward, it somehow survived the
war itself. As late as January 1866, the Blackburn Standard yet touted the
Morrill Tariff as “the last straw breaking the camel’s back ... which
produced the late civil war.” Foreshadowing the conspiracy-theory-
laden Anglophobic tariff debate of the American Gilded Age, the
Standard concluded by expressing its hope, now that “the American
people have shed blood in the cause of protection,” that they might next
“become converts to the free-trade principle.”°?

Conclusion

Alongside the diplomacy of King Cotton, historians need to remember
as well the South’s diplomacy of free trade. Compounded by various
other transatlantic crises in the first years of the conflict, the Morrill
Tariff heightened anti-northern and pro-southern sentiment across the
Atlantic — and with it the prospect of European recognition of the
Confederacy. The belief that slavery was the central cause of the conflict
would not effectively permeate the British political landscape until well into
the war. It took a few months after Lincoln announced his preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862 before the North and its
antislavery allies — particularly J. S. Mill, Richard Cobden, and Anglo-
American Cobdenites like John Bright, T. B. Potter, Goldwin Smith,
George Thompson, William Lloyd Garrison, and Henry Ward Beecher —
effectively began to counteract the tariff argument with their own moralistic
propaganda as the war openly turned into a war over slavery.®” Until then,
the Confederate State Department and Confederate sympathizers in Great
Britain skillfully used the tariff debate to their advantage.

The Morrill Tariff also created domestic cracks in the brittle
Republican coalition by further alienating its minority of northeastern
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Cobdenite cosmopolitans. These party fissures would only grow as the
Republican party continued to promote its postbellum protectionist poli-
cies and as it became ensconced in charges of cronyism and corruption.
The party’s breaking point, however, lay in the decades ahead, an era that
notably lacked the antislavery cause or a civil war to maintain Republican
cohesion.

These mounting Republican tensions would become exacerbated
following the death of Richard Cobden on April 2, 1865, within days
of the fall of Richmond. A telegram of Cobden’s passing made its
speedy way to Egypt, where the driving force behind the transatlantic
telegraph, American Cobdenite Cyrus Field, and French developer of
the Suez Canal (1869) Ferdinand de Lesseps were feasting with one
hundred European gentlemen. Field grimly handed the telegram to de
Lesseps, who read it aloud over the din of the dinner’s boisterous
assemblage. Silence fell. Every man, representing every nation of
Europe, immediately got up and left, “feeling as if he had lost a personal
friend.” In homage, Field thereafter placed a signed portrait of Richard
Cobden on one side of his library and a portrait of John Bright on the
other.’*

Five days after Cobden’s death, Charles Francis Adams, Sr., Union
minister to England, walked through Midhurst in Sussex, in the trail of
Cobden’s funeral procession. It was a quiet, picturesque setting. Adams
stood in the back, while various members of Parliament and close
relatives filled the front. Bright himself openly wept, and Adams felt
his own eyes swelling. With Cobden’s support for democracy, “he
becomes the founder of a new school, the influence of which is only
just beginning to be felt,” Adams presaged.®® But the new economic
nationalist school of Friedrich List would also prove influential in
the coming decades. On his deathbed, Cobden reportedly had decried
J. S. Mill for having “done more harm by his sentence about the foster-
ing of infant industries, than he had done good by the whole of the rest of
his writings.”®® Perhaps if Cobden had lived a decade longer, he would
have regretted even more his inability to convert List during their chance
London meeting in 1846. Although Cobden could not have guessed it,
the global ideological battle between Cobdenite cosmopolitans and
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Listian nationalists was just beginning. The Morrill Tariff had not only
influenced the diplomacy of the Civil War, it had established the foun-
dational protectionist policy of the Republican party for decades to
come: a policy that would ultimately help drive the Cobdenite wing
from the Republican party. Anglophobic charges of a British free-trade
conspiracy would duly follow.



3 Mobilizing free trade

The postbellum American free-trade movement,
foreign policy, and “conspiracy,” 1866—1871

The Rebellion failed to open up our markets for British goods, and the
Free-Trade Cobden Club was immediately formed.
Tariff League Bulletin (New York).'

Mr. T. B. Potter presides at the London end of the line, and Mr. David
A. Wells manages the Connecticut end. The lever with which these
gentlemen will soon attempt to wag the world is to be free-trade. The
Cobden Club is to furnish the muscle and Mr. Wells the brain .... In a
very short time we shall have Cobden Clubs all over this country.

North American (Philadelphia), September 14, 1877.

On Friday, July 27, 1866, 45-year-old Cyrus W. Field took a small boat
and pushed off from the magisterial vessel christened the Great Eastern,
and headed toward the docks of Heart’s Content, Newfoundland.
Field’s boat pulled away as the last feet of gutta-percha cable spilled
forth from the Great Eastern’s hulking frame. The Atlantic cable was
finally laid. Field had spent more than a decade connecting the North
American continent by rail and wire. Now, after a multitude of setbacks
and failures, he and his British financial backers — among them the
British government upon the urging of Field’s recently deceased friend
Richard Cobden — had indelibly joined Europe with North America.
John Bright considered Field a hero, “the Columbus of our time,”
whose accomplishment marked the beginning of a new era of Anglo-
American relations. To speak from the United Kingdom to North
America “now is but the work of a moment of time, and it does not
require the utterance even of a whisper. The English nations are brought
together, and they must march on together.”” At a subsequent
Cobdenite banquet in England, Sir Louis Mallet honored Field’s having
“annihilated time and space between England and America ... in the
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cause of Free Trade.”” Although the world was by no means flat, thanks
to the efforts of Field, its geographical and temporal distances were
certainly shrinking at an astounding rate. Merchants and diplomats in
New York and London could now reach each other in a matter of
minutes with but a few clicks of a telegraph key. Certainly, this was a
defining moment in the history of Anglo-American relations and of
modern globalization.

The laying of the cable dovetailed with the transatlantic free-trade
movement. Within a year of Cyrus Field’s accomplishment, classical
liberal reformers would create the Cobden Club in London and the
AFTL in New York. Field himself was part of this elite group of radical
transatlantic advocates of Cobdenism: the belief that international free
trade and a foreign policy of non-interventionism would bring prosperity
and peace to the world. Heralded by some of the most prominent ante-
bellum abolitionist crusaders, the postbellum American free-trade move-
ment maintained close ties with British free traders. Ties were
strengthened further following the Cobdenite conversion of US econo-
mist David Ames Wells, and the peaceful settlement of the Alabama
claims, a dispute stemming from the British supplying of warships to
the Confederacy during the Civil War. Anglo-American free traders
thus worked closely together in their attempt to make Cobdenism the
ideology of American foreign policy.

But these same free-trade connections and designs would also bring
with them Anglophobic protectionist charges of a transatlantic conspi-
racy. American protectionists claimed that the British were practicing
informal aspects of free-trade imperialism by attempting to prize open
American markets through the insidious influence of various transatlantic
free-trade propagandists among the press, professors, and politicians.
American members of London’s Cobden Club (1866-1982) were their
prime suspects. The controversy surrounding the spread of Cobden’s
Victorian cosmopolitan ideology, the American protectionist response,
and the effect of an influential international nongovernmental organiza-
tion — the Cobden Club — therefore offer new avenues for revisiting the
contentious debate over American foreign market expansionism in the
late nineteenth century.

The mid-century transatlantic arrival of Cobdenism began a new
chapter in the history of American free trade, party politics, and foreign
relations. The Democratic party of course contained numerous adherents
to the Jeffersonian free-trade tradition throughout the long nineteenth
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century, and postbellum Jeffersonians would continue to criticize strin-
gent “war” tariffs for hurting agricultural exports, for artificially inflating
the price of consumer goods, and for frequently creating national budget
surpluses that many Americans considered unnecessary. Yet, Cobdenism
sprouted its American roots not within the Jeffersonian South, but in the
Northeast, where more than three-quarters of its US adherents resided.*
Whereas Jeffersonianism had become the antebellum ideology of
American slave owners, Cobdenism would become the free-trade ideol-
ogy of numerous American abolitionists. In further contrast to the
South’s Jeffersonian tradition, America’s Cobdenites first began to pro-
mulgate their free-trade philosophy not as Democrats, but as Republican
independents. The influence of Cobdenism within the Republican party,
however, has until now gone neglected.” As a result, historians have
precipitously downplayed the role of the conspiratorial accusations that
followed, and have glossed over the ideological battle brewing between
the postbellum Republican party’s economic nationalist majority and its
small contingent of Cobdenite cosmopolitans over the proper course of
American industrial development and global economic integration.®
Even if historians have overlooked the influence of Cobdenism in the
United States, postbellum American protectionists — aligning themselves

4 The Cobden Club’s American membership was comprised primarily of Northeasterners,
a roughly equal measure of professors, intellectuals, politicians, newspaper editors, man-
ufacturers, financiers, and railroad men. Its notable American membership totaled over
200. Of them, 162 hailed from the Northeast (74 percent), 41 from the West (19 percent),
and 16 from the South (7 percent). More than halflived in New York City and the Boston
area, the twin hubs of the postbellum American free-trade movement. Among the first
generation of Cobdenites alone, at least twenty-six were active leaders in the antislavery
cause. See the online Appendix for a full membership list.
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increasingly under the intellectual leadership of the country’s more pro-
gressive Listian nationalists — certainly did not. The tariff question came
to dominate the American political arena as protectionists and free traders
struggled over the proper course for US economic globalization.

David A. Wells and the rise of the American
free-trade “conspiracy”

The Atlantic’s temporal and geographical distances had been bridged
with Cyrus Field’s telegraph, but despite high expectations, this historic
global development at first did little to ameliorate Anglo-American ten-
sions. Relations remained tumultuous following the Civil War, even after
the 1871 Treaty of Washington, which would settle many long-standing
and contentious disputes between the two countries, and even with the
strengthening of Anglo-American financial ties as the US Treasury
Department sought British funding for the country’s massive Civil War-
related debts.” Britain’s policy of free trade was held under particular
suspicion within America’s powerful protectionist political circles. One
student of Listian nationalist Henry Charles Carey summarized this
position in 1865 by elucidating American fears of British free-trade
imperialism and by expressing the lingering anger over perceived British
support for the Confederacy: “[Free trade] is largely a cry raised by British
capitalists and manufacturers, to unsettle our policy, and that of the
world, that they may reap the benefit, by making England the workshop
for the world ... all will remember how the majority of the trading and
manufacturing classes in England, and the tory aristocracy, sympathized
with rebellion here.” The “lies” of the London Times, the fitting out of the
Alabama, and its escape “from their docks through the feeble meshes of
‘British neutrality,” to prey upon our commerce, are all fresh in mind.”®
The label of “free trader” was now equivalent to “traitor” among
American hardline high tariff proponents and Anglophobes.
Protectionist ire was directed particularly upon London’s Cobden
Club, established in England in 1866 by Thomas Bayley Potter, a
British politician and abolitionist. Potter created the club in memory of
his friend Richard Cobden, who had successfully fought for the repeal of
Britain’s Corn Laws in 1846, and who had dedicated much of his life to
the global eradication of protectionism and war. One of the club’s under-
lying goals was admittedly to undermine protectionist preeminence in the

7 For the latter, see Jay Sexton, Debtor Diplomacy: Finance and American Foreign Relations in
the Civil War Era, 1837-1873 (Oxford: Clarendon, 2005); Sexton, “The Funded Loan
and the Alabama Claims,” Diplomatic History 27 (September 2003): 449-478.

8 Giles Stebbins, “British Free Trade,” a Delusion (Detroit: s.p., 1865), 1.
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United States. But more generally the club desired world peace through
international arbitration, non-interventionism, and free trade. The
Cobden Club’s avowed altruism was stated in its motto, “Free Trade,
Peace, and Goodwill among Nations.”’

Although the Cobden Club’s meetings were always held in England
and the majority were British members of Parliament, its membership
was global, with honorary (non-due paying) members fighting for freer
trade and sound money in their home countries, from western Europe to
South Africa, Egypt, Fiji, Ceylon, India, and Japan. Membership was
attained first through nomination by an existing member; followed by a
vote of acceptance by the Cobden Club Committee in London in recog-
nition of the nominee’s advocacy of free trade and sound money princi-
ples in their home country; and finalized upon the nominee’s acceptance
of membership. As a later chairman of the Cobden Club noted, however,
most of its members especially had “advocated Free Trade for this coun-
try [Britain], and brought it about, because they believed and proved it to
be for the advantage of British trade.” Although the club’s aims were
pacific and international in scope, its primary goal thus was the promotion
of peace and prosperity for England. To England’s Cobdenites, the idea
of freer Anglo-American trade and peace also appeared attainable in the
aftermath of the bloody and costly Civil War. The idea was further
strengthened owing to the espousal of Cobden’s peaceful doctrine
among his American friends — American membership in the Cobden
Club became second in number only to England (see Appendix).'®

American Anglophobia and mounting opposition from economic
nationalists made the Cobden Club’s efforts extremely difficult. As
American Cobdenite and antebellum abolitionist Joshua Leavitt noted
in his 1868 essay on how best to establish closer political and commer-
cial ties between the United States and Great Britain: “No man of
prominence in America can support even a partial relaxation of the
rigours of Protection without bringing upon himself the stigma of
being a partisan, and probably a pensioner, of ‘British Free Trade.””
So long as protectionism remained in the United States, Leavitt added,
“it will remain an expression of unabated and unalterable hostility, in

° Anthony Howe, “Richard Cobden and the Crimean War,” History Today 54 (June 2004):
46-51; Oliver MacDonagh, “The Anti-Imperialism of Free Trade,” Economic History
Review 14 (April 1962): 489-501.

10 April 23, 1868, Cobden Club Commuittee Report, CC MSS; London Times, July 12, 1880, 11;
Lord Rhayader, “Letter to the Editor,” Daily Telegraph, March 9, 1937; H. B. Jackson,
History of the Cobden Club (London: Cobden-Sanderson, 1939), 19, 21-22, 30, 39;
Chairman of the Cobden Club, July 1, 1893, The Cobden Club Dinner (1893), 4-5. For
the Cobden Club’s influence in Britain, see Anthony Howe, Free Trade and Liberal
England, 1846—1946 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 116-141.
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the face of which it is in vain to expect any considerable amelioration
in the political and commercial relations of the two countries.”"’
Spreading Cobdenism to the United States would prove to be a
difficult task.

The twin antebellum legacies of antislavery and the ACLL provided the
much-needed inspiration to the postbellum American free-trade move-
ment. American Cobdenite cosmopolitans observed in abolitionist lan-
guage that protectionist politicians like Ohio’s General Schenck — a man
whom they vainly hoped would “follow the illustrious example of Sir
Robert Peel, and proclaim himself a convert to the truths of Free
Trade” — and Pennsylvania’s William “Pig Iron” Kelley had shackled an
“iron collar around the neck of the nation. At the crack of Kelley’s whip is
the whole nation forever hereafter to bow in unison to Pennsylvania’s
black idol.” To free traders, the protective system was one of conscrip-
tion, making the workingmen “semi slaves,” coercing them through
“odious laws to contribute toward supporting monopolies under the
false title of ‘the American System.’”'?

The hostility was mutual. The founder of an anti-Cobden Club in
Troy, New York, derisively described the American Cobden Club mem-
ber as “a very small man with a very small head, very large ears, and a
fearfully large mouth. The ear is a transatlantic ear, so constructed that it
can hear the faintest whisper from London. The mouth of this odd
specimen of humanity is in perpetual motion, but it never utters a
sound which is not first heard in London.” In order to counteract the
growing influence and perceived threat of the Cobden Club’s efforts to
bring free trade to America throughout the last decades of the century,
anti-Cobden Clubs were founded in New York and Pennsylvania, the
long-standing industrial protectionist heartland. The American
Protective Tariff League, for instance, was established in New York
City largely to break the “fatal spell of the Cobden club,” and to “out-
Cobden” the Cobden Club’s propaganda. According to its charter,
Philadelphia’s aptly named Anti-Cobden Club would be founded in the
1880s to protect against the “threatening danger” of an organization
whose “sole purpose” was to engraft “upon our country the noxious
and enervating doctrine of free trade.” The Anti-Cobden Club’s meetings
were “filled to overflowing” within Philadelphia’s Anti-Cobden Hall,

1 Joshua Leavitt, An Essay on the Best Way of Developing Improved Political and Commercial
Relations Between Great Britain and the United States of America (London: Macmillan and
Co., 1869), 32-33.

12 Free-Trader (May 1870), 199; (June 1870), 4, 20; Wells to Atkinson, August 7, 1868,
folder 3, carton 13, Atkinson Papers, MHS.
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where the club’s founder, David Martin, worked to stymie free trade and
civil service reform."”

In an inverted reflection of Free Trade England, protectionism
proved politically popular in late-nineteenth-century America, and eco-
nomic nationalists from within Pennsylvania’s pig iron and steel manu-
facturing centers provided the intellectual leadership, as well as many of
the charges of a British free-trade conspiracy.'* Listian nationalist Henry
Charles Carey of Philadelphia notably led the postbellum polemical and
ideological vanguard. For many years he held court at his home on
Sunday afternoons. These meetings famously became known as
“Carey’s Vespers,” where all things political and economical were dis-
cussed, and where issues were hotly debated over chilled glasses of dry
white hock wine imported from Germany’s Rhine area, apparently with-
out any sense of irony. Among its attendees were Ulysses S. Grant,
Salmon P. Chase, Joseph Wharton, William “Pig Iron” Kelley, James
G. Blaine, and Carey’s nephew, Henry Carey Baird. The Cobdenite
opposition was also invited to attend on occasion. Goldwin Smith,
Cornell professor and émigré from Oxford, for example, once accepted
an offer to attend “Carey’s Vespers” in 1870. Having already given the
Cobden Club its motto “Free Trade, Peace, Goodwill among Nations,”
after attending “Carey’s Vespers,” Smith then proffered to the protec-
tionist city of Philadelphia a contrary one: “Monopoly, war, ill-will among
nations.”'” From among Carey’s ranks would arise notable Listian lea-
ders, including Maine’s famous “Plumed Knight,” Republican politician
James G. Blaine.

The influence of Victorian free trade ironically began to pervade
Republican political circles by way of one of Carey’s own protectionist

'3 Chicago Inter Ocean, January 4, 1888, quoting the founder of the Anti-Cobden Club,
“Thousand Defenders of American Industry” of Troy, New York; North American,
March 21, 1888; October 8, 1889; “The Annual Dinner of the American Protective
Tariff League,” Erie County Independent, January 18, 1889; Syracuse Standard, June 4,
1887; Auburn Bulletin (NY), September 18, 1889; New York Evening Post, September 24,
1889; New York World, September 23, 1892. For more on Philadelphia’s “Anti-Cobden
Club,” see North American, August 27, 1890; July 21, 1892, 6; May 28, 1896,
2; December 12, 1896, 3.

For more on protectionism’s popularity, see Douglas A. Irwin, “Tariff Incidence in
America’s Gilded Age,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper Series, No.
12162 (April 2006): 1-34.
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Century Sociologist (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1951), 36; Goldwin
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disciples, David Ames Wells (1828-1898). As historian John Sproat has
noted, Wells would exert “more ‘potent influence’ on American tariff
thought in the late nineteenth century than any politician or academic
economist of his time.”'® Born in Springfield, Massachusetts, Wells was
raised upon the protectionist doctrine common among Massachusetts
manufacturers’ sons. After attending and excelling in the Lawrence
Scientific School at Harvard University, he moved to Philadelphia in
1851, a city he once described “as the central sun of political economy
and science, as there I could get the advice of Mr. Henry C. Carey.” He
thus became an adherent to the “strongest” school of protectionism while
sitting “at the feet” of Carey. Wells kept up a regular correspondence and
visitation with him for years thereafter. Wells then joined Abraham
Lincoln’s Treasury Department in 1865 as Special Commissioner, for a
short time becoming the most important economist in government.'’
Entering political office under the protectionist persuasion, Wells would
leave a Victorian free trader.

While Wells’s personal doubts regarding the tariff arose as early as 1866
owing to the efforts of US Cobdenites Edward Atkinson and J. S. Moore,
he covertly converted from protection to free trade following his visit to
England as Special Commissioner in 1867. Republican Secretary of the
Treasury Hugh McCulloch had written to Wells that perceptive high
tariff men in the United States feared that Wells would “become too
much indoctrinated with free-trade notions by a visit to England” —
especially from London’s Cobden Club. Apparently they were right to
worry. Wells, coming to the belief that free trade would benefit the United
States as well as Britain, became an ideologically changed man during his
time in England, following an illuminating dinner with the Cobden Club
and tours of Lancashire cotton mills, where Wells “learned many things
which still further shook” his “faith in the doctrines of Protection.” Yet,
according to Wells, what completed his free-trade conversion was a con-
versation with Carey himself. The two were discussing Cobden’s recent
death, whereupon Carey remarked that “among the many mercies since
the war,” Cobden’s passing was the greatest. “How is that?” Wells asked.
“Why, don’t you see,” Carey replied, “he was such a friend of this country

16 John Sproat, “The Best Men”: Liberal Reformers in the Gilded Age (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1968), 179. For Wells’s influence, see Cohen, The Reconstruction of
American Liberalism 1865—-1914, 88-94; Joseph Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American
Civilization, 5 vols. (New York: Viking Press, 1946), II, 969-970; Dorfman, Economic
Mind, 111, 134-135.

7 F. B. Sanborn to the Cobden Club, Official Report of the Annual Meeting of Members, 1898,
6; Free-Trader (December 1870): 123; Tucker, Mugwumps, 28; Michael Perelman,
“Retrospectives: Schumpeter, David Wells, and Creative Destruction,” Fournal of
Economic Perspectives 9 (Summer 1995): 190.
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that if he had come over here the people would have all gone to hear him,
and he would have taken the occasion to indoctrinate them with Free-
Trade.” Carey’s response unnerved Wells. Seemingly in anticipation of
what was inevitably to follow, he attempted to mislead his former mentor
about his conversion, assuring Carey in mid-September 1867 that he had
“not turned free trader” upon returning from England. All the while,
Wells linked up with the burgeoning American free-trade movement.
Within a few years, he was made a member of the Cobden Club, and he
would afterwards be appointed the club’s secretary for the United
States.'®

Against the protectionists’ realist argument that national commercial
independence alone would guarantee American economic security, Wells
would continue to elaborate upon his idealistic free-trade views. For him,
the universal free exchange of goods was “in accordance with the teach-
ings of nature,” and, echoing Cobden, that free trade was “most con-
ducive to the maintenance of international peace and to the prevention of
wars.” To Wells, protectionism was but another form of slavery as it
prohibited individuals from freely utilizing the products of their labor."®

During the 1860s Wells not coincidentally befriended and gained the
support of an outspoken and influential group of American Cobdenites,
who had aided in his free-trade conversion. Republican Congressman
James Garfield, an antebellum abolitionist from Ohio, Wells reminisced,
“was in principle as radical a free trader as ever lived . . . he was a member
of the Cobden Club [1869],” and “helped make me a free trader”;
Garfield’s “logic and his wit were always antagonistic to the theory of
protective duties.” Abolitionist, Boston cotton manufacturer, and inti-
mate friend of Wells, Edward Atkinson considered Cobden “among the
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greatest of men in the service to mankind” and became a well-known
proponent of introducing free trade to America in the manner of the
ACLL. Atkinson also was an economic advisor to Charles Sumner,
James Garfield, and the Cleveland administrations, as well as a leading
American Cobden Club member (1869). Abolitionist Horace White,
editor of the Chicago Tribune, frequently corresponded with J. S. Mill
and Cobden’s free-trade ally John Bright, subscribed to the Manchester
School’s anti-imperial critique of foreign policy, became a member of the
Cobden Club in 1872, and sought to eradicate protectionism just as the
Republican party had once dealt with slavery. For White, “Free Trade”
was but an obvious addition to the slogan of “Free Soil, Free Labor, and
Free Speech.” Finally, the “Nestor of Free Trade,” William Cullen
Bryant, prominent poet and editor of the New York Evening Post, had
attended ACLL meetings in London during the 1840s, used his popular
newspaper to espouse free-trade principles, edited the American edition
of Cobden’s Political Writings in 1865, and became a member of the
Cobden Club in 1869. The influence of these men upon Wells and their
shared subscription to Cobdenism invariably led to further conspiratorial
conjecture.?’

Adding to the conspiracy theories surrounding Victorian free-trade
ideology in the United States, leading members of London’s Cobden
Club did indeed work closely with these and other prominent American
free traders in a concerted propaganda campaign. They disseminated well
over 15 million Cobden Club leaflets and nearly 2.5 million books and
pamphlets throughout the final decades of the nineteenth century.”’
Alongside its various political and economic propagandistic activities,
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Book Store, 1934), 4-7, 64; Joseph Logsdon, Horace White, Nineteenth Century Liberal
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1971), 174, 357-358; Chicago Tribune, November 12,
1870; Tucker, Mugwumps, 6; Minutes of February 9, 1872, CC MSS; Free-Trader
(December 1870), 118, 125-126; John Bigelow, William Cullen Bryant (Boston, MA:
Houghton, Mifflin, 1890), 182-183; George Haven Putnam, Memories of a Publisher,
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the club also gave out prizes to free-trade scholars at American univer-
sities, and maintained close ties with the AFTL. These actions and
connections, while not nefarious, definitely were motivated in part by
British national interests and raised the alarm among American protec-
tionist circles, as shown upon Wells’s return from England. To friends
and foes alike, it was clear that American free traders were now fighting
their battles “under the banner of Cobdenism.”**

Wells, backed by his clique of Cobdenites and bolstered by his recent
conversion to free trade, published a scathing indictment of the present
American tariff and currency system in his 1869 Treasury Department
report. It concluded that the domestic market would not be able to soak
up the country’s agricultural surplus, and called for a revenue tariff and
increases to the free list. New York Cobdenite Mahlon Sands believed
Wells’s report to be a “standard ... we can fight under,” promising that
the AFTL would bring Wells on board with a yearly salary of $5,000 once
he broke ties with the Philadelphia protectionists once and for all. Horace
White wrote Wells that it was “the most important and valuable state
paper ever produced in this country on any financial or economical
subject. The high tariff gentry will never get over it.” The Cobden Club
promptly made 3,750 copies for distribution and the AFTL included the
report as a supplement to its January edition of the Free-Trader in 1870.
Wells’s American free-trade friends rejoiced, proclaiming that Wells “will
be the Cobden of America ... you will win for our country the same
victory and honor he won for his.” Mahlon Sands noted: “Once he was
Saul, now he is their chief apostle to the Gentiles.” Maine’s youthful,
bearded, and magnetic Republican Congressman James G. Blaine had
urged Wells to “be very cautious” in his report, but Wells opted instead
for striking “very heavy blows,” even if it cost him his job. He did not
think, however, that the protectionists would “dare openly attack” him.*’

Wells was wrong. His protectionist enemies, particularly his spurned
mentor Henry Carey and New York Tribune editor Horace Greeley,
charged that Wells had been bribed with British gold. Greeley’s Tribune
responded that “we do most surely believe that the scope and drift of

22 George B. Curtis, Protection and Prosperity: An Account of Tariff Legislation and its Effect in
Europe and America (New York: Pan-American Publishing Co., 1896), 617.
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Galpin, 1875), 128; Free-Trader. Supplement (January 1870); Elihu Burritt to Wells, May
14, 1869, reel 1, Wells Papers; Crapol, America for Americans, 24—26; Free-Trader (March
1870), 169; Wells to Atkinson, October 29, 1868, folder 5, carton 13, Atkinson Papers.



Mobilizing free trade 67

Mr. Wells’s late Report was influenced by the money of foreign rivals,”
and that Wells, as revenue commissioner, had been “bought and paid for”
by the British. Carey, in a series of thirteen open letters to the Tribune, in
turn asked why Wells’s report aligned itself “so precisely in accordance
with the views and wishes of those great British ‘capitalists,’” who, “in
their efforts to gain and keep foreign markets,” distributed “money so
freely among those of our people who are supposed to be possessed of
power to influence public opinion?” In the House of Representatives,
Republican Congressman “Pig-Iron” Kelley of Pennsylvania, Carey’s
most avid congressional disciple, attacked Wells for moving “stealthily
toward his sinister objects.” Kelley charged that Wells’s report advocated
on behalf of the British “whose interest is to hold us in commercial and
maritime dependence,” and that he had been bribed by his “Sheffield
employers.” Kelley also drew attention to the suspicious timing of Wells’s
1867 trip to England and his conversion from protection to free trade.
The charges of a British conspiracy had begun, and Wells strengthened
such charges through his years of dissimulation among his former protec-
tionist allies regarding his Cobdenite conversion.”*

As a result of his controversial revenue report, Wells’s career within
mainstream Republican politics came to an abrupt end, foreshadowing
the long, difficult road stretching before the reformers of the civil service
and the tariff. Young Cobdenite Henry Adams noted as much to Edward
Atkinson: “Our coming struggle is going to be harder than the anti-slavery
fight.”?® The Republican mainstream’s adverse reaction to Wells’s report
called for a change of Cobdenite tactics.

Mobilizing free trade: the AFTL and liberal republicanism

Disgusted by cronyism, corruption, and Republican protectionist ortho-
doxy, David Ames Wells and his fellow reformists crafted the message of
the Liberal Republican movement. This predominantly free-trade and
civil-service reform movement voiced its concerns primarily through
print: American Cobden Club members Wells and Edward Atkinson in
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the North American Review; Samuel Bowles in the Springfield Republican;
William Cullen Bryant in the New York Evening Post; Horace White in the
Chicago Tribune; William M. Grosvenor in the Missouri Democrar; and
Henry Adams, himself holding “a warm feeling of good-will to England,”
joined the Cobdenite camp in the pages of the North American Review.
Adams had known Cobden well during his years in England, and drew
inspiration from John Bright and “Mr. Cobden” regarding “the free-trade
issue and our outrageous political corruption.” While Henry Adams’s
free-trade position might have been unpopular, he wrote Bright in 1869,
“I know what to say and I shall say it without much caring whose toes I
tread upon.” His brother, Charles Francis Adams, Jr., was also an
admitted free trader: “One who believes in the economic dispensation
of Adam Smith, as developed by Richard Cobden.” Oxford Professor
Goldwin Smith’s 1869 arrival in Ithaca, New York, provided the trans-
atlantic free-trade movement with further intellectual and editorial
firepower.°

In 1865, Bryant, Jacob D. Cox, White, and Atkinson founded the
AFTL, with the success of Cobden and Bright’s ACLL as inspiration.
Bryant was its inaugural president through 1867, replaced by Cyrus
Field’s brother, the jurist and peace activist David Dudley Field, followed
by David Wells in 1871.%” The AFTL commenced upon an active pro-
paganda campaign, aided further when, after some coaxing on Atkinson’s
part, Reverend Henry Ward Beecher officially joined the free-trade fray.
Beecher, General Roeliff Brinkerhoff, Professor Arthur Latham Perry of
Williams College, Edward Atkinson, William Lloyd Garrison, and David
Dudley Field went on speaking tours throughout the country on the
AFTL’s behalf from 1869 to 1870. Dozens of meetings were held and
thousands of pamphlets were distributed. Other prominent AFTL mem-
bers included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Joshua Leavitt, former New York
Governor Samuel Tilden, former Ohio Governor George Hoadley, a
young publisher by the name of Henry George, Congressman Samuel
“Sunset” Cox, Carl Schurz, E. L. Godkin, Robert B. Minturn, and

25 Henry Adams to Carl Schurz, October 27, 1870, in Henry Adams, The Letters of Henry
Adams, ed. by J. C. Levenson, et al., 6 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1982), II,
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William M. Grosvenor. Charles M. Marshall was the AFTL’s treasurer,
and Mahlon Sands its secretary.?®

The AFTL organized a propaganda campaign to spread Cobdenism to
the United States. It began publishing a monthly, The League, from June
1867 to October 1868. The newspaper was named after the ACLL’s own
popular circular, and its motto was a quote from Richard Cobden: “Free-
Trade: The International Common Law of the Almighty.” With the
increasing popularity of protectionist publications containing “league”
in their titles, however, in 1868 The League was renamed The Free-Trader
(1868-1871), which jumped in publication from 4,000 to 16,000
between 1869 and 1870 alone, making its way to “nearly every newspaper
in the United States,” and even noting its first female subscriber in
December 1869.%°

The AFTL maintained close ties with the Cobden Club and the Free
Trade Association of London, with the latter writing the AFTL upon its
inception that its endeavor to secure free trade for free labor was but the
“consummation of the task” that had been “commenced in the abolition
of slavery. Free Trade is the vital element of Free Labour: without the
former the latter cannot healthfully exist.” The AFTL’s “Declaration of
Principles” advocated “Free Trade, the natural and proper term in the
series of progress after Free Speech, Free Soil and Free Labor.” The
Cobden Club’s membership roles swelled with the addition of large
numbers of AFTL members, further strengthening transatlantic free-
trade ties.*®

The American free-trade movement gained ever more momentum as
its onetime abolitionist leadership sought to move past the Civil War’s
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problematic legacy of Reconstruction. In 1869, for instance, former
abolitionist Horace White’s Chicago Tribune gave its endorsement to the
following sentiment: “The negro, having secured all his rights, including a
seat in the United States Senate, has ceased to be an object of interest.”
Atkinson expressed a similar attitude: “Let the reconstruction matters be
once settled, and the fight between Protection and Free Trade will be
upon us, and Free-Trade views will win.” While the rhetoric of antislavery
permeated the coming free-trade debates, the former southern slaves
themselves would increasingly become marginalized both in national
politics and in the minds of American Cobdenite abolitionists in the
decades following the Civil War. Historian Andrew Slap has even argued
that by 1872 the Liberal Republican movement itself would doom
Reconstruction.’’

The AFTL’s free-trade insurgency did not go unnoticed or unchal-
lenged. Immediately upon the league’s founding, a spokesman for
Cincinnati’s Society for the Encouragement of American Industry
observed “that British agents in this country are already at work to reduce
the tariff.” Economic nationalist Giles Stebbins of Detroit stated without
reserve that the AFTL “is ‘run’ in the interest of foreign manufacturers and
their importing agents — who want control of our markets — and of political
demagogues.” In Congress, protectionist representative and iron mill
owner John A. Griswold of Troy, New York, expressed his own suspicions
about the AFTL’s strong transatlantic relationships. He also read a letter
from the former American consul at Liverpool, Thomas H. Dudley, who
warned that the British were “making great efforts on this side to repeal our
tariff and admit British goods free of duty . . .. Their plan is to agitate in the
Western States, and to form free-trade associations all over the country.”>?
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Dudley’s observation proved rather accurate. Free-trade leagues clo-
sely associated with the AFTL and the Cobden Club began sprouting up
throughout the country in subsequent years, predominantly in the
Northeast and West. The South, undergoing its own vast economic,
political, and social upheaval, had ample issues besides that of free trade
to keep its attention. Struggling post war southern development of infant
industries, internal improvements, the flight of former slave labor to the
North and West, initial Democratic political impotence, and correspond-
ing political and racial violence were gradually bringing about, among
other changes, a reorientation of the South’s outlook on the tariff question
during Reconstruction and afterward. Mining and manufacturing inter-
ests in Virginia, West Virginia, Alabama, and Tennessee were “more
zealous” for protectionism, for example, as were struggling southern
textile industries, Louisianan sugar interests, and Kentucky’s hemp
growers.”” Aside from a handful of laissez-faire “Bourbon” Democrats,
free-trade advocacy was finding its most vocal postwar adherents outside
of the Jeffersonian New South.’*

During this period that historian Morton Keller describes as “the
triumph of organizational politics,” the process of creating local free-
trade (and protectionist) leagues was systematized. The Chicago Tribune
explained how simple it was to form one, giving the following suggestions
to local clubs: hold monthly meetings and debates between protectionists
and revenue reformers; supply traveling lecturers; and that “good could
be done — as Cobden’s example shows — by catechizing candidates for
Congress and for Legislatures which were to elect Senators, on their views
of revenue reform.”>’
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With the legacy of the ACLL in mind, the AFTL’s principal goals were
to send out lecturers and distribute free-trade tracts throughout the West
and North, alongside organizing “Revenue Reform societies in all the
large towns.” The Chicago Free Trade League held its first meeting early
in 1866, with Horace White a member of its constitutional committee and
a vice president. Western agrarian communities appeared ripe for har-
vesting free-trade feeling. After all, asked Cobdenite Congressman
Samuel “Sunset” Cox, “who should ponder the lesson of the English
corn laws, if not the American farmer?”>° The Chicago branch proposed
to fight against exorbitant railway rates and the present national tariff,
which at once “distinguishes and damns the name of [Justin] Morrill,”
Republican author of the 1861 protective tariff.”” Over in Boston,
Atkinson, Charles Francis Adams, Jr., and William Lloyd Garrison orga-
nized the Reform League in April 1869, which focused on civil service
reform and tariff reductions. Atkinson, Wells, William Grosvenor, Sands,
White, and Jacob Cox also formed the Taxpayers’ Union in November
1871 to act as a lobbying group in Washington, DC, in order to more
effectively influence legislation for a revenue-only tariff. The AFTL’s
Henry Demarest Lloyd headed the publication of a new monthly, The
People’s Pictorial Taxpayer. In coordination with Sands at the AFTL,
William Grosvenor was made the Taxpayer Union’s Washington “Free
Trade lobbyist,” with free-trade radical J. S. Moore his secretary.
Grosvenor himself began developing a secret grassroots list of the coun-
try’s tariff reformers. Their efforts in the West and Northeast paid notice-
able dividends. The Nation observed in 1870 that “a great change” had
come over public opinion over the last few years concerning the tariff.
“Newspapers all over the country, and particularly in the West ... have
become decidedly free-trade.”>®

In what would become a predictable and effective response throughout
the United States, protectionists regrouped in these same areas of agita-
tion to save industries from what they viewed as a rapidly spreading
Cobdenite threat. To thwart Horace White’s determination to access
“the markets of the world,” the Chicago Tribune’s former protectionist
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editor, Joseph Medill, for instance, encouraged “the friends of the
‘American System’ to organize also, and meet sophistry with facts.” In
Detroit, Carey disciple Giles Stebbins directly connected and attacked
British free trade and the AFTL’s efforts in the western United States. In
New York, the journal The Protectionist announced in early 1870 that it
would begin issuing its paper weekly rather than monthly “in order to
counteract more effectually the increasing dissemination of the perni-
cious Free-Trade doctrines of the Free-Trade press of the country.”
Henry Carey’s nephew, Philadelphia publisher Henry Carey Baird, in
turn took up his aging uncle’s progressive protectionist mantle, and began
to spar with the leading free traders of the day on the stump and in print so
as to block the “nefarious schemes” of the AFTL, that “foreign importers’
British Free-Trade League of New York.”?°

Stoking conspiratorial embers to white hot, allegations of the AFTL’s
transatlantic ties came out into the open in 1869 when, upon receiving a
copy of the AFTL’s financial records, New York Tribune editor Horace
Greeley uncovered that three-fourths of the League’s funds “came either
directly from foreign houses™ or “their recognized agencies” in New York,
particularly from the wealthy Baring family in England. The AFTL was
by no means a national movement, the Tribune asserted, but was “Foreign
in the incitement of its organization, Foreign in the interests it is intended
and calculated to promote, and Foreign in much the larger portion of the
contributions whereby it is supported and rendered efficient.” The
Tribune also noted that these were not merely financial ties, but familial;
AFTL member Robert B. Minturn, the Tribune pointed out, was the
brother-in-law of Baring himself.*°

Instead of responding in the defensive to the New York Tribune’s dis-
covery, the AFTL welcomed the revelation. It found the Tribune’s find-
ings encouraging, particularly because they pointed out that the league
had been able to raise a whopping $50,000 in just nine months. Such
rapid fundraising suggested that the AFTL “shall not have to wait so
long . .. as the anti-corn-law men of England did for Free-Trade in corn.”
As to the Tribune’s discovery that the majority of funding came from
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“importers, foreign bankers, or ship-owners,” this the AFTL also did not
deny. After all, the league observed, “we doubt if anybody will think the
worse of Free-Trade because men who own ships and men who use them
believe their business honorable and honest, and who ask that the laws of
trade shall have free course, untrammeled, except for the necessary
purpose of revenue.” As to the “foreign bankers,” there were only a
couple, unless foreign bankers included anyone dealing in foreign
exchange. Such appeals to “petty prejudice,” the AFTL countered,
were “always the resort of knaves and fools when argument fails them.”*!
The protectionists, it seemed, had proven unsuccessful at derailing the
AFTL’s early momentum.

The fervor that once drove antebellum antislavery soon found renewed
rhetorical expression among Cobdenites on both sides of the Atlantic. In
the pages of the AFTL’s Free-Trader, for instance, William Grosvenor
asked: “What is the difference of principle between that slavery which
took the whole of the earnings of labor for the benefit of another and that
slavery which takes any part of its earnings for the benefit of another? We
are all anti-slavery men to-night.” In England, John Bright considered it
“strange that a people who put down slavery at an immense sacrifice, are
not able to suppress monopoly which is but a milder form of the same evil.
Under slavery the man was seized and his labor was stolen from him, and
the profit enjoyed by his master and owner.” Likewise, under protection-
ism “the man is apparently free, but he is denied the right to exchange the
produce of his labor except with his countrymen, who offer him less for it
than the foreigner would give.”** Abolitionist agitators had found a ready
rhetorical outlet for their political economic reformation.

From December 1870 to June 1871, the American free-trade move-
ment saw sizeable propagandistic gains. Local AFTL meetings increased,
spanning from Maine to Minnesota, and the distribution of the league’s
free-trade tracts in this period alone numbered more than 245,000.
Following the 1870 elections, the AFTL had also unsuccessfully sug-
gested a secret conference that would join “Western Revenue Reform
Republicans with democrats” to start the new reform movement and
control the House of Representatives. Horace White was subsequently
castigated for suggesting a bipartisan anti-protectionist union with the
Bourbon Democrats in Congress. He was taken to task for such an ill-
timed idea, put forward just as the Klan began ratcheting up its violence
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and intimidation in the South, thereby forcefully reminding the country
of the Democratic party’s ongoing racist, bloody legacy.*’

In spite of White’s bipartisan backfire, the AFTL soon began to gain
adherents among American blacks. Joseph H. Perkins of Cincinnati, for
instance, made a name for himself stemming from his free-trade advo-
cacy, as did the Colored Young Men’s Christian Association of
Washington. Owing to such cross-racial momentum, William Cullen
Bryant half-predicted and half-hoped that the American System would
not maintain such a strong hold upon the Republican party as it had on
the Whigs.**

The growth of the free-trade movement caught the eye and ire of
Pennsylvania’s William “Pig-Iron” Kelley, who as a youth had subscribed
to the “cosmopolitanism of free trade” and zealously had given his sup-
port to the 1846 Walker Tariff. In 1859, however, he had arrived at the
Listian belief that “the protective system is the only road to really Free
Trade.” Kelley also observed how “Free-Trade principles are spreading
through the North like wildfire, just as secession principles once overran
the South.”*” Cobdenites were not the only ones retooling the rhetoric of
antislavery for the postbellum tariff debate.

The increasing power of the Liberal Republicans’ Cobdenite leader-
ship was being felt in national as well as local politics. Speaker of the
House James G. Blaine (R-ME) had been warned in late 1870 that free-
trade sentiment was becoming more popular among northwestern
Republicans. Blaine correspondingly began to view the Liberal
Republican free-trade reach within Congress with enough trepidation
that he made a duplicitous deal, ostensibly offering them control of the
House Ways and Means Committee in return for continued party loyalty.
American free traders thereafter tried to have Republican Congressman
James G. Garfield — who had by now “lost the good-will of the
Protectionists” owing to his warning that protectionism would be the
ruin of the Republican party — appointed chairman of the committee,
only to be thwarted in the end by Blaine.*°
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In 1870, some of these same liberals decided to get more politically
engaged. Under the leadership of Cobdenites Carl Schurz and William
Grosvenor, they formed an independent ticket — a Liberal Republican
party ticket — “in favor of tariff reform” in Missouri. A similar association
seeking universal amnesty, civil service reform, and free trade was devel-
oped in Cincinnati the following year, led by AFTL leaders Jacob Cox
and George Hoadley.*’

Alongside such political organizing, the Liberal Republican move-
ment in turn found strong journalistic support. Cobdenite editors such
as Horace White of the Chicago Tribune, Manton Marble of the New
York World, Samuel Bowles of the Springfield Republican, and Murat
Halstead of the Cincinnari Commercial took up the cause in their respec-
tive newspapers. Listian Henry Carey Baird began describing the New
York Evening Post as “the special organ, advocate, and friend of the
British free-trade revenue reformers,” which was now under the editor-
ship of Charles Nordhoff. In May 1870, these same free traders met
privately in Washington, DC, with David Wells; the AFTL’s Taxpayer
Union lobbyist William Grosvenor of the Stz. Louis Democrat (and repre-
sentative of the Missouri party); E. L. Godkin of the Narion, who
Oswald Garrison Villard described as “a devoted adherent of the
Manchester School” and a subscriber to the “lofty idealism of Cobden
and Bright”; Charles Francis Adams, Jr.; Henry Adams; Amasa Walker;
his son Francis Walker; and Mahlon Sands. At this private meeting,
they resolved to ask President Grant for a renewal of Wells’s term as
Special Commissioner of the Revenue, and decided “that action outside
of the Republican Party would become necessary” if the Republican
party did not seek “repentance” for its protectionist past and “remove
the crushing shackles” of the current high tariff system. This meeting
was followed by a larger one in late November at the invitation of the
AFTL. The Liberal Republican movement’s national phase had
commenced.*®

The summer of 1870 then witnessed two occurrences that significantly
enhanced growing Republican intraparty dissent: David Wells was forced
to step down from his Treasury Department position; and, in Cobdenite
fashion, Charles Sumner successfully halted the Grant administration’s
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attempt to annex Santo Domingo.*’ As a result, Grant turned against the
independents for thwarting his expansionist scheme, and proceeded
further down the path of cronyism and political patronage in order to
gain temporary congressional allies. Grant thereby also garnered further
animosity from civil service reformers. Yet around this time a growing
Anglo-American crisis was also reaching its breaking point, temporarily
overshadowing these ever more visible Republican rifts.

“Messages of peace and goodwill”: free-trade
transatlanticism and the 1871 Treaty of Washington

With the presidential election of 1872 on the horizon, transatlantic
Cobdenite efforts turned toward foreign policy. Anglo-American tensions
had heightened throughout the 1860s. Anglophobia did not just spill over
from the Civil War; it flooded the American political landscape. By 1870,
for its part, the British government was rather eager to bring an end to
transatlantic ill will as its political leaders peered with anxiety across the
English Channel at the outbreak of war between France and Prussia.
Many US Northerners, however, held a lingering resentment over seem-
ing British support for the South during the Civil War, particularly over
the British selling of warships like the Alabama to the Confederacy. The
British-made vessels had proven effective against northern ships, and the
US federal government now sought indemnities from Britain over its role
in these so-called Alabama Claims. The possibility of war between Britain
and the United States loomed large — an ominous speculation that was
commonly batted about on both sides of the Atlantic. “There is to be a
war of some kind with England,” Henry Carey observed in 1869, “either
of tariff or of gunpowder.””°

The postbellum prospect of Anglo-American strife spurred proponents
of peace to encourage instead global Anglo-Saxon political union in order
to avoid further disagreement. Cobdenite Goldwin Smith, having just left
his post as Oxford University’s Regius Professor in order to teach in the
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United States, held out hope that the Alabama dispute would not lead to
violence. He wrote the Cobden Club’s founder, Thomas Bayley Potter,
that the club might even lend its aid to ending the “Alabama case” as it
was “just the sort of thing for the Club to do .. . if we could once get rid of
this wretched quarrel ... a great obstacle to Free Trade principles in
America will be removed.” But Smith also warned Potter that “any direct
efforts on the part of Englishmen to propagate Free Trade here by
supporting Free Trade associations” needed to be avoided, as “they put
a weaker and fatal efficacy into the hands of Carey & Co.””!

Smith and Potter’s desire to see the Cobden Club play a part in the
proceedings was not all that farfetched. Anglo-American Cobdenites
would play crucial roles throughout the dispute. The showdown already
was appearing less dangerous with Cobdenite Charles Francis Adams, Sr.
as American arbiter, and with Cobdenite William Gladstone as Britain’s
prime minister.”* Cyrus Field played a key role, as well. As dangerous as it
was, he had long found himself acting as an unofficial American ambas-
sador between the two countries. He had already diffused a difficult
situation during the Civil War when Confederates had attempted to
draw Canada into the conflict by staging a Canadian raid upon St
Albans, Vermont. Indeed, throughout the Civil War, Field had main-
tained close ties with England. Perhaps too close; charges of treason were
brought against him in 1862 owing to his intimate transatlantic corre-
spondence. A decade later, riding high upon his transatlantic cable, Field
would prove integral in bringing a peaceful end to the Alabama contro-
versy. In an era where the US Foreign Service was less than professiona-
lized, Field — alongside the efforts of international bankers wary of an
upset financial market — epitomized the importance of nongovernmental
actors in late-nineteenth-century foreign relations.””

Field found himself in London when the Alabama Claims dispute
broke out in the late 1860s. It was further fortuitous that his friend
William Gladstone had returned to the British premiership, compounded
by Field’s close contact with President Grant and his cabinet, as well as
strong ties to the British legation in Washington. Field first encouraged

> Smith to Potter, November 1, 1869; Smith to Potter, December 7, 1869; Smith to Potter,
February 1, 1870, Add. 43663, Vol. XVII, Cobden Papers. On the Irish issue, see
especially David Sim, A Union Forever: The Irish Question and U.S. Foreign Relations in
the Victorian Age (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2014).

>2 Early in his career, William Gladstone had been a Tory opponent of Cobden, but
converted to Cobdenism by around 1860. See Anthony Howe, “Gladstone and
Cobden,” in Gladstone Centenary Essays, ed. by David Bebbington and Roger Swift
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000), 113-132.

>3 Samuel Carter III, Cyrus Field: Man of Two Worlds (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons,
1968), 217-218, 198-203; Sexton, “The Funded Loan and the Alabama Claims.”



“Messages of peace and goodwill” 79

John Bright to offer his own pacific opinion on the Alabama matter in
order to thaw the sudden chill in relations. Field then held a banquet for
the English High Commissioners, where his guests gave their “unofficial
and cordial ratification” to the Treaty of Washington, and where William
Cullen Bryant and Henry Ward Beecher gave speeches on the future of
Anglo-American peace and friendship.*

No matter how many letters were exchanged, however, Bright’s old
friend Charles Sumner, in his usual uncompromising and principled
manner, proved intransigent on the subject of reparations. In initial
agreement with President Grant and Hamilton Fish, Sumner demanded
that Canada and the West Indies be handed over to the United States
both as payment for Britain’s transgressions, and so as to avoid any future
conflicts between the North American neighbors. Such a desire to join the
United States with Canada was concurrently shared by Goldwin Smith,
an idea that he would advocate for many years to come, although never in
the outraged spirit in which it was promulgated by Sumner.’”

Sumner’s vituperative response, exaggerated as it was in the British
press, has since been portrayed as one stemming from some combination
of Anglophobia, jingoism, and an unhappy marriage. Yet it was not fear of
the British, militarism, or his estranged wife that motivated him, although
his actions might metaphorically be viewed as those of a spurned lover.
Sumner’s was the anger of an Anglophile upset that the British govern-
ment and people had not lived up to his high expectations during the Civil
War. It was also the reaction of a Cobdenite peace advocate seeking an
end to any further disputes between the two countries on the North
American continent. Sumner was flummoxed to find that his emotive
message had been so misconstrued in Britain; the transatlantic hysteria
that followed was entirely unintentional.’®

>% Tustin McCarthy, ed., The Settlement of the Alabama Question. The Banquet Given ar New
York to Her Britannic Majesty’s High Commissioners by Mr. Cyrus W. Field (London:
Tinsley Brothers, 1871), ix; London Times, March 4, 1872, 12; Field to Vice-President
Schuyler Colfax, February 24, 1872; Francis Wells to Field, April 16, 1872; Edward
Thornton to Field, April 17, 1872, folder 2, box 1, Cyrus W. Field Papers, NYPL;
Carter, Field, 198-203.

%> Goldwin Smith, America & England Their Present Relations. A Reply to Senator Sumner’s
Recent Speech (London: John Cambden Hotten, 1869); D. H. Chamberlain, Charles
Sumner and the Treary of Washington (New York: Riverside Press, 1901), 32-33. For
French-Canadian support for annexation at this time, see Hector Fabre, Confederation,
Independence, Annexion: Conference faite a I’Institut Candien de Quebec (Quebec: Imprime
au bureau de I’Evenement, 1871).
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Sumner’s Canadian agitation also had a strong connection to Richard
Cobden, as it stemmed from Cobden’s own “loose the bond and go”
approach to the British colonies. In response to Sumner’s enthusiastic
reaction to Montreal’s agitation in favor of American annexation in 1849,
Cobden had written to Sumner: “I agree with you that nature has decided
that Canada and the United States must become one ... if the people of
Canada are tolerably unanimous in wishing to sever the very slight thread
which now binds them to this country, I see no reason why ... it should
not be done amicably.” As Charles Francis Adams, Jr. noted in his study
of the event: “These words of Cobden furnished the key of the situation as
it lay in his essentially doctrinaire mind. He, accordingly, looked forward
with confidence to the incorporation of British Columbia into the
American Union; but he always insisted that it ‘should be made by peace-
ful annexation, by the voluntary act of England, and with the cordial
assent of the colonists.”” To support his uncompromising stance, Sumner
would repeat Cobden’s words as late as April 1869.°7

But Sumner misread the situation in Canada and in England.
Unfortunately for him, although one failed Canadian proposal for a
North American Zollverein was briefly put forth in 1870, the annexa-
tionist sentiment that had been popular between 1849 and 1854 had
subsided in Canada. Goldwin Smith observed at the time that London
also was “beginning to turn away from the tenets of the Manchester
school,” as demands arose for greater imperial consolidation rather than
devolution.”® Sumner had effectively misunderstood the rise of Canadian
nationalism that had followed confederation in 1867. Unlike in the
American case, Canadian nationalism “never meant separation” from
the motherland. Thus, when Sumner was told that English sentiment
was decidedly against letting Canada go, Sumner stubbornly replied that
“he knew ... that England was willing; with the sentiment so strong in
England the Canadians could be dealt with.” Goldwin Smith admitted
afterward that Sumner had been misled by his years of correspondence
with Cobden, Bright, and the Duke of Argyle. Much of this international
crisis therefore stemmed from Sumner’s misunderstanding of Canadian
nationalism and the dampening of Cobdenite sentiment in Britain.
Sumner’s Cobdenite misreading of the situation perplexed more than

>7 Sumner to Cobden, May 2, 1849, reel 68; Cobden to Sumner, November 7, 1849,
microfilm, reel 7, Charles Sumner Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University,
Cambridge, MA; Goldwin Smith, Treaty of Washington: A Study in Imperial History
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1941), 19, 20, 29, 29n; Charles Francis Adams,
Jr., Before and After the Treary of Washington: The American Civil War and the War in the
Transvaal (New York: New York Historical Society, 1902), 103-104.

>8 Smith, Treary of Washington, 19, 20, 29, 29n; Marc-William Palen, “Adam Smith as
Advocate of Empire, ¢. 1870-1932,” Historical Journal 57 (March 2014): 179-198.
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the British press. Henry Adams expressed his own incomprehension of
Sumner’s pro-annexationist motivation to John Bright, and even urged
Edward Atkinson to bring Sumner to his senses by giving his support to
the Treaty of Washington.’

In 1871, a settlement was ultimately reached through international
arbitration, in no small part owing to the efforts of Cyrus Field. Seeing
friends Grant and Sumner as the crux and key to peaceful settlement,
Field sent a torrent of letters to the two of them throughout 1869, anxious
as he was “to keep good feeling between England and America.”®’
Following the successful Alabama settlement, Field invited his transat-
lantic friends to his regularly held Thanksgiving dinner at the
Buckingham Palace Hotel in London, complete with sweet potatoes,
pies, and roast turkey. Prime Minister Gladstone, sitting on Field’s
right at the dinner, commented that Field had been “the most efficient
promoter of the settlement of the Alabama question,” and that Cyrus was
like “a telegraph wire, so often has he crossed the Atlantic, and always
charged with messages of peace and good will from nation to nation.”®’

The 1871 settlement’s possible positive implications for Anglo-
American friendship were not lost on transatlantic Cobdenites. In 1873,
Wells remarked at the annual Cobden Club dinner that the Treaty of
Washington had marked “one of the most important epochs in the history
of our time.” It was also a good step in the direction of free trade through
its liberalization of the Anglo-American fish trade. While the world was
still far from attaining universal peace, “this is but one more reason for
seeking the means of preventing war.” He concluded, amid boisterous
cheers, with a toast to international arbitration, peace, friendship, and
transatlantic brotherhood.®*

Such an amicable relationship, however, remained a long way off.
Listian Henry Carey strongly opposed the treaty. With considerably less
enthusiasm, Carey agreed with Wells that the treaty “is really one of free
trade with the British Empire.” Playing upon fears of the British, Carey

>% Adams, Before and After the Treaty of Washington, 103—104; Smith, Treaty of Washington,
29; Henry Adams to John Bright, February 3, 1869, Add. 43391, Vol. IX, Bright Papers;
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wrote to Grant that the treaty’s softening of US trade relations with
Canada merely allowed the British to side-step American protectionist
walls and would allow a British fleet to float with ease into the Great
Lakes, placing US cities in imminent danger.®> While transatlantic
Cobdenism played an important role in settling the Alabama dispute
and ameliorating Anglo-American relations, economic nationalists like
Carey showed that their Anglophobic outlook was far from softened by
the dispute’s settlement.

Conclusion

Cyrus Field’s laying of the Atlantic cable in 1866 dangled the tantalizing
prospect of better Anglo-American relations. Aided by the speeding up of
transatlantic communications alongside various propagandistic efforts of
the Cobden Club and the AFTL, British and American Cobdenites were
increasingly making their presence felt in foreign and domestic affairs.
Their influence manifested itself through the peaceful settlement of the
Alabama claims, the burgeoning American free-trade movement, and the
corresponding Anglophobic charges of a vast free-trade conspiracy.
Conspiratorial charges were leveled against the real and perceived
American influence of the Cobden Club, which had become closely tied
to the AFTL. Indeed, US Cobden Club members took charge of the
postbellum free-trade movement, and gained further intellectual leader-
ship following the Cobdenite conversion of David Ames Wells, a one-
time protectionist disciple of Henry Charles Carey.

American free traders found further postbellum inspiration from the
antebellum abolitionist movement and the earlier successes of the ACLL
in England. For independent Republicans like Wells, Horace White, and
Edward Atkinson, protectionism was but a further shackle enslaving
Americans; rather than having the freedom to trade with all the world,
Americans were instead being coerced into buying foreign and American-
made goods at artificially high prices by order of the US government.
American Cobdenites also believed that cronyism, political corruption,
monopoly, and war invariably followed in protectionism’s wake.

The Republican party all the while was fast moving away from its
antebellum antislavery ideological foundations and was rebranding itself
as the party of protectionism and imperial expansion. Like their Cobdenite
counterparts, Republican economic nationalists used antislavery language.

3 Carey to Grant, November 23, 1874, in Henry C. Carey, Miscellaneous Papers on the
National Finances, the Currency, and Other Economic Subjects (Philadelphia, PA: Henry
Carey Baird & Co., 1875), 17-20.
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But they instead associated free trade with slavery, suggesting that pre-
mature adoption of free trade would enslave American markets and infant
industries to the more advanced British manufacturers. The party’s
Listian wing would also begin to coercively seek access to Latin
American and Pacific markets, in part to undermine British influence in
those regions.

In desperation, the Republican Cobdenite minority worked to alter the
party’s economic nationalist course through political action. With the
establishment of the Liberal Republican movement, they sought to
remake the Republican party into one of free trade, anti-imperialism,
and civil service reform. By doing so, they found themselves directly
involved in halting Republican imperial ventures and in shaping the out-
come of various political contests, from the 1872 presidential elections to
the 1884 election of Grover Cleveland.



4 Fighting over free trade

Party realignment and the imperialism of economic
nationalism, 1872-1884

[Henry Carey] has over and over again expressed the opinion that the
death of Richard Cobden was one of the crowning mercies for which the
United States had cause for gratitude.

David Ames Wells, speaking at the 1873 Cobden Club banquet.’

Mr. Wells would gladly have repeated in America the career of
Cobden. J. Laurence Laughlin.”

The tariff issue dominated late-nineteenth-century American politics like
no other. The Republican party’s Cobdenite independents, believing that
free trade and non-interventionism would bring prosperity and peace to
the world, found themselves outnumbered by Republicans who instead
believed that nations were locked in a perpetual state of war. For the
latter, protectionism was viewed as both a defensive and an offensive
weapon for sheltering American infant industries from unfettered global
market competition, especially from Free Trade England.
Protectionism’s extraordinary ability to indirectly redistribute wealth
between and within sections also made it a fixture of congressional policy-
making. With the exception of the Democratic party’s Randall faction, a
majority of congressional Democrats tended to champion Jeffersonian
free trade. In contrast, a majority of the Republican party favored pro-
tectionism, despite the ongoing efforts of its Cobdenite wing. And with
Democrats usually controlling the Senate and Republicans the House,
any significant tariff revisions usually occurred only on the rare occasions
in which one party gained control of both congressional houses
(Republicans in 1890 and 1897; Democrats in 1894). Congressional
voting data also suggests that the parties generally remained intractable
concerning the tariff issue throughout the era. Minority protectionist
elements in the New South had little tangible success in turning their

! David Ames Wells, Free Trade and Free Enterprise: Report of the Proceedings at the Dinner of
the Cobden Club (Llondon: Cassell, Petter & Gilpin, 1873), 45.
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section away from its Jeffersonian ideological roots, for example, and
America’s Cobdenites in the North and West had little to show for their
attempts to turn the Republican party away from its economic nationalist
course from the mid-1860s to mid-1880s.’

Owing in no small part to the growing importance and divisiveness of
the tariff issue, the 1870s ushered in an era of national party crisis. The
Democratic foundations were cracked, its southern wing seeking
Redemption through black disenfranchisement, political intimidation,
and Klan terrorism. The Republican party found itself riven by faction-
alism as its powerful old-guard “Stalwart” pro-Grant political machinery
led by Roscoe Conkling squared off against its younger “Half-Breed”
rivals, who instead supported James G. Blaine, John Sherman, or George
Frisbie Hoar.* A third group, the party’s Liberal Republican indepen-
dents, found themselves at loggerheads with the Republican faithful in
attempting to end the party’s corruptive political machines, its spoils
system, its protectionist policies, and Reconstruction. Black
Republicans became ever more disillusioned while they watched the
onetime antislavery party shift toward these other issues, and away from
African American civil rights.” Following the 1870 ratification of the

3 Richard Franklin Bensel, The Political Economy of American Industrialization, 1877—1900
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and 7.2, pp. 470-471. Sharyn O’Halloran, for example, suggests that congressional trade
voting patterns aligned one-to-one with partisan affiliation, whereas Judith Goldstein has
shown that ideology at times trumped sectional and party interests. Sharyn O’Halloran,
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Fifteenth Amendment guaranteeing voting rights irrespective of race or
color, for example, laissez-faire Liberal Republicans speculated that the
federal government arm had been extended far enough — maybe even too
far — to protect freedmen and women.® And the Republican party as a
whole began to turn away from issues of antislavery toward those of
political economy: tariff and monetary reform.” The intraparty conflict
and ideological reformation that followed would culminate between the
presidential contests of 1872 and 1884.

The results of the 1872 presidential campaign reverberated across
national politics, the transatlantic free-trade movement, and US foreign
relations for years to come. Liberal Republican Cobdenites encountered
intense opposition to their attempts to reconfigure the party’s dominant
economic nationalist ideology in the North and West. Along the way,
these free-trade Republican independents became vocal anti-imperial
critics of the Republican party’s early implementation of the imperialism
of economic nationalism. This embryonic imperial policy would grow as
Listian nationalists like James G. Blaine (R-ME) began having their way
in domestic and foreign affairs. Their progressive Listian global vision
sought to reform American imperialism by forcing open new markets for
American goods while maintaining protectionism at home, thereby pro-
mising higher prices for American goods and, correspondingly, higher
wages for American laborers. Whereas in England free trade coexisted
with empire and civil society, within the less industrially developed
United States economic nationalism and empire were instead starting to
align. Listian nationalism was beginning to find an accepting home
market.

Republican imperialism of economic nationalism would start to
become more politically palatable owing to the onset of a global economic
depression in 1873. The depression led to severe lay-offs and business
failures in the United States. Added to this, the federal government’s de
facto deflationary turn to the gold standard that same year — the “Crime of
’>73” — constricted the money supply, making it harder for indebted
Americans to pay back their loans. Populist distrust of the British-led

5 This retreat from civil rights coincided with a broader anti-democratic turn among some
northern elites. See Sven Beckert, “Democracy and its Discontents: Contesting Suffrage
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Reconstruction,” Journal of Negro History 45 (April 1960): 88-102. Many southern
black Republicans were also staunch supporters of government-backed internal improve-
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gold standard and its American adherents grew throughout the decade,
an Anglophobic sentiment that would be used against Anglo-American
“goldbug” advocates of free trade and anti-imperialism. For their part,
Cobdenite critics of American imperialism strengthened their transatlan-
tic ties in response to the protectionist and imperialist proclivities of the
postbellum Republican party. And these same American free traders
continued to draw inspiration from England’s ACLL, its free-trade suc-
cesses now thirty years past, alongside contemporary support from
London’s hyperactive Cobden Club.

An examination of the domestic and international dimensions of the
American free-trade movement offers a new ideological approach to
postbellum party politics and foreign policy. US Cobdenites — under the
direction of David Ames Wells, Horace White, William Cullen Bryant,
Edward Atkinson, and R. R. Bowker — worked to halt the Republican
party’s sharp economic nationalist turn and to undermine its incipient
imperialist impulse. Republican intransigence to these attempts would
gradually encourage the Liberal Republican Cobdenites to shift their
support to reformist elements within the Democratic party. This party
realignment would reach fruition during the pivotal presidential elections
of 1884 — with long-term consequences for American global economic
integration for decades to come.

The disastrous 1872 elections

The 1872 Liberal Republican Convention in Cincinnati garnered sup-
port from disaffected Republicans and a growing number of Bourbon
Democrats, but the convention’s faction of Liberal Republican free tra-
ders stood out as the most zealous. David Ames Wells, George Hoadley,
and Horace White were on the committee that framed the Liberal
Republican national platform, and William Grosvenor laid out the
intended goals of this “meeting of Republican reform friends”: first,
restore local self-government in the South; second, establish a tariff for
revenue only; third, bring about “hard money” currency reform; and
fourth, institute proper reform of the civil service. Grosvenor himself
was instructed to remain in the capital as the “Washington agent” of the
AFTL.®

8 Caro Lloyd, Henry Demarest Lloyd, 1847-1903, A Biography, vol. I (New York:
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With the endorsement of Wells and the AFTL, Charles Francis Adams,
Sr. initially stood out as a strong, albeit reluctant, favorite for the conven-
tion’s presidential nomination. Yet the free traders quickly lost control of
the convention. This happened in part because the convention contained
a motley mixture of free-trade and protectionist elements, as well as some
men focusing solely on civil service reform or on a more liberal policy in
the New South that included amnesty for ex-Confederates. Another
reason for their loss of control resulted from the free-trade faction’s lack
of political talent. They were outmaneuvered by protectionist New York
Tribune editor Horace Greeley, who had become involved in the Liberal
Republican political movement. Greeley’s sudden interest in the move-
ment evoked distrust from Atkinson and other free-trade leaders. They
did not believe Greeley “to be honest as to the tariff” or civil service
reform. Soon confirming their suspicions, Greeley threatened to with-
draw the Tribune’s powerful support if the Liberal Republican platform
included a free-trade plank: “If it should be decided to make Free Trade a
cornerstone of the Cincinnati Movement,” he and his newspaper would
“ask to be counted out.” In an ironic twist of political fate and maneuver-
ing, the Cobdenites’ same economic nationalist enemy Greeley thereafter
obtained the convention’s presidential nomination, as well as the national
Democratic party’s subsequent half-hearted endorsement.’

Cobdenite apprehension of Greeley’s machinations turned into para-
noia when it was suspected that key Liberal Republican leaders had
sacrificed the free-trade cause upon Greeley’s protectionist alter. The
AFTL leadership was concerned about rumors that William Grosvenor,
their own Taxpayers’ Union lobbyist in Washington, might have switched
sides. As a result, the AFTL leadership feared that Grosvenor’s secret list
of American free traders might “fall into the hands of the Greeley men,”
as AFTL Secretary Mahlon Sands explained to Edward Atkinson.
With Atkinson’s cautious authorization, AFTL officers Sands, Henry
D. Lloyd, and Robert Minturn correspondingly had Grosvenor’s rooms
in Washington, DC, ransacked while he was away. His books and papers
were confiscated and taken to AFTL headquarters in New York for
further inspection. An embarrassing volley of charges and countercharges
followed this act of internal espionage. Grosvenor, indignant, explained
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his innocence in the matter. With AFTL faces red over the affair, tempers
soon cooled, and the decision was made to pay Grosvenor’s remaining
debts in Washington and to dissolve the Taxpayers’ Union.'°

This episode hints at the distrust and disunity that followed in the wake
of the disastrous 1872 Liberal Republican Convention. America’s
Cobdenites thereafter had a poor choice of backing either Grant or
Greeley for president.'' Lacking an acceptable presidential option, in
desperation William Lloyd Garrison lashed out at Charles Sumner and
Horace White, and White’s Chicago Tribune defended itself against edi-
torial barrages from Garrison, Bryant’s New York Evening Post, and
Godkin’s Narion. Adding to the growing disconnect between the
Cobdenites and the mainstream Republican party, the pro-free-trade
Chicago Tribune found itself replaced by the newly christened protection-
ist Chicago Inter-Ocean as the Republican party’s official Illinois news
organ.'? Upon Grant’s reelection, the Chicago Tribune summed up the
situation: “Grant, the practical protectionist, has triumphed over
Greeley, the theoretical protectionist, who suffered himself to be made
the figure-bearer of a free trade party.”"” The fallout from the convention
had a further important result. Greeley’s nomination and his subsequent
loss to Grant further weakened the tenuous ties binding the minority
Cobdenite faction to the Republican party mainstream.

Although maintaining their independent status and free-trade procliv-
ities, Wells’s Cobdenites dissolved the Liberal Republican movement in
despair. The independent Republican free traders were once again left
directionless, floundering in relative political impotence. They looked
helplessly on as the Panic of 1873 struck. Grant and the Stalwarts took
the brunt of the blame, paving the way for a Democratic takeover of the
House of Representatives the following year. Atkinson took the 1872
convention debacle particularly hard, and thereafter developed a more
patient, long-term view toward tariff reform. He afterward wrote to Wells
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that “we must . .. remember that England took from 1824 to 1846 before
the corn laws were repealed, and it took 20 years more to perfect their
work.” It might take a while, but he was confident free trade would
win out.'*

Also with optimism, the Chicago Tribune and David Wells looked upon
the tens of thousands of mobilizing western Granger farmers. White’s
Tribune offered editorial aid to those farmers who were showing free-trade
colors.’” White and the AFTL became influential enough among the
Grangers that one protectionist journal noted suspiciously how the “cun-
ning” AFTL was working “to deceive the farmers into the belief that the
country, owing to the protective features of the tariff, is about to enter
upon a period of serious embarrassment, from which it can escape only by
the early adoption of a free-trade tariff.” New York City’s Cobdenite
news organ New Century noted that the Grangers themselves appeared
“ripe for the enlightenment” of free trade.'®

Such optimistic free-trade designs for the Granger movement, how-
ever, proved rather precipitous. Rapid economic growth coupled with a
restricted currency led to deflation and declining crop prices from 1873 to
1896. Grangers, suffering from the deflationary policy, sought an expan-
sion of the money supply to counter this trend; and the adoption of
national bimetallism — the national coinage of silver and gold — seemed
like an effective way to do so. This upsurge in silverite sentiment in the
wake of the 1873 panic led goldbug AFTL leader Robert Minturn to write
Atkinson in 1878 that he had at first hoped that economic “hard times”
would have turned Westerners to the principles of free trade. Instead, the
West had moved toward national bimetallism."”

To counter this move, America’s pro-gold-standard Cobdenites
regrouped to oppose the Bland-Allison Act of 1878. In doing so, they
unwittingly placed themselves at the transatlantic center of further conspir-
atorial charges — this time surrounding monetary policy. The passage of the
Bland-Allison Act ended up being a slight victory for American silverites as
it provided that the US government would make monthly purchases of
western silver. Cobdenite opposition to the bill also caused these “enemies
of silver” to be characterized afterward as co-conspirators with the gold-
standard bearers of the City of London, as they jointly connived to keep

14 Atkinson to Wells, November 11, 1875, reel 3, Wells Papers.

15 Wells, Free Trade and Free Enterprise, 62; Chicago Tribune, January 16, 1873, 4; January
18, 1873, 2; March 18, 1873, 4; March 28, 1873, 2; April 3, 1873, 1; April 17, 1873, 2;
April 19, 1873, 2; July 4, 1873, 2.

16 «The Granges and the Free-Trade League,” Republic (November 1873): 1, 513; New
Century (February 1876): 67.

7 Minturn to Atkinson, July 3, 1878, carton 2, Atkinson Papers.
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Figure 4.1 “Cobdenite Insignias.” The International Free-Trade
Alliance’s [center] and the New York Free Trade Club’s [right] insignias
were nearly identical to the Cobden Club’s [left].

“up their Cataline assemblages” with “their daggers ever ready to strike
down the silver dollar,” or so Elihu Farmer recounted in The Conspiracy
against Silver (1886). The US goldbug “priests to this golden Juggernaut . ..
smile to see the wreck and ruin its gilded wheels have wrought; while
around this car may be seen the bloody footprints of the British lion.”'®

While this sanguine battle over silver played out throughout the 1870s,
American Cobdenites continued to mobilize. Free-trade agitation in New
England led to the creation of the Boston Free Trade Club, which the
Narion described as “one of the most active and rapidly growing organiza-
tions of the kind.” In New York City, Abraham Earle, R. R. Bowker,
William Cullen Bryant, William Graham Sumner, and Parke Godwin
established the International Free Trade Alliance (IFTA), which once
again turned to the free-trade efforts of Richard Cobden for inspiration.
The alliance’s transatlantic energy was doubly useful, with the AFTL still
reeling from the 1872 election fallout. Along with using the ACLL as a
blueprint for American agitation, the new alliance also borrowed the
Cobden Club’s insignia [figure 4.1] and its mantra: “Free Trade, Peace
and Good Will among Nations.” The IFTA’s members numbered through-
out the United States, and stretched as far north as Quebec and as far west
as Japan, giving some credence to its titular claim to internationalism.'’

18 E. J. Farmer, The Conspiracy against Silver, or a Plea for Bi-Metallism in the United States
(Cleveland, OH: Hiles & Coggshall Printers and Binder, 1886), 8.

19 Nation, December 28, 1876, 377; Abraham L. Earle, Our Revenue System and the Civil
Service, Shall They be Reformed? (New York: International Free Trade Alliance, 1874);
First Report and Circular Address of the International Free Trade Alliance (1874); New
Century (December 1875): 9—-11, 17; New Century (January 1876): 43.
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Where Edward Atkinson moderated his Peelite approach to ending
American protectionism, David Wells strengthened his radical subscrip-
tion to Victorian free-trade ideology.?° Wells returned to England in 1873
to speak at the Cobden Club’s annual dinner then being held in
Greenwich. Introduced at the banquet as “the leader of the Free Trade
party in that country,” he highlighted the outspoken economic nationalist
opposition to Cobdenite principles in the United States. Fear of Victorian
free trade remained strong among his countrymen who subscribed to “the
old, selfish, and Pagan principle” of protectionism. Wells, quite aware of
the suspicion his trip would arouse at home, also acknowledged that some
among them would consider his attendance at the dinner “sufficient
evidence of a conspiracy and a reward for the betrayal of their industrial
interests.””!

Unlike the charges of conspiracy, the cosmopolitan flattery bestowed
upon Wells was well deserved. Like Cobden before him, Wells was indeed
becoming the “International Man,” accepting honorary membership in
the Royal Statistical Society in 1871; filling J. S. Mill’s now vacant posi-
tion in the French Academy of Political Science in 1874; joining the Regia
Accademia dei Lincei of Italy in 1877; and presiding over the AFTL in
1871, the American Social Science Association in 1875, and the New
London Historical Society in 1880.?? America’s Listians had certainly
found a formidable intellectual opponent in Wells. Although beset by
continued charges of a transatlantic conspiracy and political setbacks,
Wells and his Cobdenite coterie were starting to regain some of their lost
momentum and to strengthen their transatlantic ties.

Peelite politics and the 1876 elections

Outnumbered in their own party, independent Republican free traders
were not afraid of reaching across the aisle when the opportunity arose. In
1876, Wells and J. S. Moore worked privately with his ally Congressman
William R. Morrison (D-IL), the Chairman of the House Committee on
Ways and Means, and a founding member of the recently cre