


 Henry George, Frederick Jackson Turner,

 and the "Closing" of the American Frontier

 By Alex Wagner Lough

 Henry George and Frederick Jackson Turner launched their public careers amid eco
 nomic panic and widespread fear about Ameri

 ca's future. The world had barely emerged from

 the Long Depression of the 1870s when, in 1879,

 George declared that private property in land lay
 at the core of the nation's social and economic

 problems. "Everywhere that you find distress and
 destitution in the midst of wealth," the California

 journalist wrote, "you will find that the land is

 monopolized."1 Industrial panic, unemployment,

 and unprecedented wealth inequality, George
 believed, resulted from the ability of landown

 ers—a class that appeared to shrink with each

 passing generation—to exact huge sums from

 the wages of labor in the form of rent. "The own

 ership of land," according to George, represented

 "the great fundamental fact which ultimately

 determines the social, the political, and conse

 quently the intellectual and moral condition of a

 people."2 Turner, and much of the world, agreed.

 When Turner first introduced his famous frontier

 thesis at a meeting of the American Historical

 Association at the World's Columbian Exposition

 in 1893, the nation faced widespread economic

 instability and uncertainty. The stock market

 had just collapsed, saddling America with bank
 ruptcies, layoffs, and a pervasive sense of doom

 among its citizens. Similar to George, Turner
 turned his focus to land—the nation's relation

 ship with and dependence upon it—to explain
 the current economic meltdown. "The frontier

 has gone," the young Wisconsin-bred historian

 declared, "and with its going has closed the first

 period of American history."3 The existence of the
 frontier, Turner believed—that line "at the hither

 edge of free land"—not only defined the nation's

 historical development, but also safeguarded

 American democracy by compelling its "institu

 tions [to] adapt themselves to the changes of an

 expanding people."4 For Turner, the disappear

 ance of the frontier signaled the end of the era

 of American exceptionalism, largely defined by

 its independence from the class-based agitations

 facing Europe.

 Although different in their intellectual orienta
 tion as well as their fundamental view about the

 importance of land to the future of America and

 its bounty, both George and Turner drew from
 the work of the same historians, economists, and

 philosophers to tackle the issues before them.
 Like his mentor Herbert Baxter Adams and

 "most post-Darwinian thinkers of the nineteenth

 century," as Richard Hofstadter has pointed out,

 "Turner was fascinated by the idea of laying out

 the development of civilization in a series of

 distinct evolutionary stages."5 But unlike Adams
 and other historians, Turner viewed that evolu

 tion of American development from West to East.
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 The allure and beauty of bountiful harvest in this Santa Clara Valley orchard suggests the
 national promise that enough free land existed in nineteenth-century America to provide every
 family its own homestead. By the turn of the century, however, many Americans believed that

 all of the land in the West had been settled and feared the consequences of the disappearance of
 the public domain. Addressing this "land question," Henry George and Frederick Jackson Turner
 advanced critical theses that illuminated the economic, political, and social concerns of the era.
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 "The United States lies like a huge page in the

 history of society. Line by line as we read this

 continental page from West to East, we find the

 record of social evolution," he claimed. "It begins

 with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell

 of the disintegration of savagery by the entrance

 of the trader, the pathfinder of civilization; we

 read the annals of the pastoral stage in ranch

 life; the exploitation of the soil by the raising of

 unrotated crops of corn and when in sparsely

 settled farming communities; the intensive cul

 ture of the denser farm settlement; and finally

 the manufacturing organization with city and

 factory system."6

 These stages repeated themselves on the west
 ern frontier where nature blessed America with

 a seemingly inexhaustible source of land. On

 Turner's frontier, American society was reborn;

 "[t]his perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American

 life, this expansion westward with its new oppor

 tunities, its continuous touch with the simplicity

 of primitive society," Turner wrote, "furnish the

 forces dominating American character. "7 Ameri

 can social evolution depended on the advance of
 the frontier and, more importantly, the existence
 of free land on which to advance.

 As Lee Benson and other historians have noted,

 the notion that society developed in direct relation

 to its land supply did not originate with Turner.

 A few years prior to the appearance of Turner's

 essay, the Italian economist Achille Loria wrote

 that he believed that the history of the United

 States provided a near-perfect illustration of his

 "landed property system of political economy," in

 which, Loria postulated, "the relationship of man
 to the amount of 'free land' available for cultiva

 tion holds the key to human history."8 In addition

 to Loria, Ray Allen Billington also acknowledged

 Turner's debt to John Stuart Mill, Francis A.
 Walker, and Simon H. Patten, from whom the

 essayist "distilled several concepts essential

 to his frontier thesis," including the theory of

 land rent.9 As did George, Turner believed that

 rent—the price of land—involved social as well

 as physical factors and that rent increased relative

 to a diminishing supply of cheaper, fertile land
 elsewhere.

 George also drew heavily from Mill. In justifying
 his scheme to tax and redistribute land values,

 George built on Mill's concept of the "unearned

 increment," which recognized the role of soci

 ety—not the individual landowner—in increasing
 the value of land. James's son John Stuart popu

 larized the concept by proposing in 1870 that
 the state take all future increases in land values,

 given that they were unearned by individual land

 owners.10 George went further. The state, George

 believed, should intercept the full rental value of

 land to support the activity of government as well

 as to fund public services and projects. Thus,

 George grounded his "single tax"—so called
 because he believed that a tax on land values

 would render unnecessary all other taxes col

 lected by government—in the firm belief of the

 fundamental injustice of private property in land.

 While Turner enjoys the title of arguably the most
 famous American historian, some believe his the

 sis may have failed to survive the test of history."

 According to Patricia Nelson Limerick, Turner's

 thesis suffered from "presentism." "History was

 bound to go on," Limerick wrote. "Any definitive

 statement on the meaning of the West offered

 in 1893 would soon show its age."12 Not only
 did western settlement continue to thrive after

 Turner's frontier "closed" in 1890, Turner's cen
 tral argument—that throughout history, the fron

 tier protected democracy by offering a "gate of

 escape" where laborers struggling in the crowded

 East could start over—also proved fleeting. As

 William F. Deverell has explained, "Laborers

 trapped by wage work could not escape westward

 regardless of the availability of free land. For one,

 it was hardly simple, or cheap, to travel west,

 especially during downturns of the economy

 (when a "safety valve" would be most needed)."13
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 Henry George (1839-1897), one of America's leading
 social thinkers, economists, and reformers and a tower
 ing national and international figure of his day, was a
 gold prospector, compositor, and eventually a journalist
 in California, where he witnessed and wrote about the

 consequences of land monopolization in the United
 States. His best-selling book Progress and Poverty
 (18yg) excoriated private property in land, which he
 proposed accounted for the persistence of poverty amid

 economic and industrial progress.
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 The Wisconsin-bred historian Frederick Jackson Turner

 (1861-1932), who argued that America owed its excep
 tional democratic character to the existence of a western
 frontier of free land, was influential in shaping popular
 and scholarly interpretations of the nation's past. In
 3924, he moved to southern California, where he helped
 establish the newly founded Huntington Library in San
 Marino as a renowned historical research institution.

 Frederick Jackson Turner Papers, Box 58 (27),
 Huntington Library
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 George and Turner elevated

 public concern through
 the deliberate connections

 their theses forged between

 land and the future of

 American democracy. In the

 process, each helped redefine

 Americans' conception of this
 natural resource and their

 relationship to it.

 Historians also have refuted Turner's belief that

 the frontier fostered America's "most striking

 characteristics," including: "That coarseness and
 strength combined with acuteness and inquisi
 tiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind,

 quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of

 material things, lacking in the artistic but pow

 erful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous

 energy; that dominant individualism, working for

 good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and
 exuberance which comes with freedom."'4

 On the contrary, "far from being the crucible of
 'Americanization,"' as William Cronon and oth

 ers have advanced, "the frontier was a region
 where racial and ethnic minorities remained

 significantly isolated from other communities."15

 Finally, even Turner's assertion that the frontier

 promoted America's "rugged individualism" has
 been undermined as a result of Richard White's

 1991 study, which revealed the federal govern

 ment's extensive role in the development of the

 American West. "More than any other region,"

 White argued, "the West has been historically a

 dependency of the federal government."16 The

 frontier had neither closed by 1893 nor operated

 as a "safety valve." The resettling of the West by

 Americans did not solely account for the nation's

 democratic character any more than the disap
 pearance of the western line of white settlement

 could explain all of the problems plaguing turn

 of-the-century America.

 While historians rightfully point out the flaws in

 Turner's frontier thesis, few emphasize how the
 lure and dominance of his ideas reflected turn

 of-the-century Americans' obsession with finding

 an answer to the all-encompassing "land ques

 tion" of what should be done about the shrinking

 public domain and what effects its disappearance

 would have on the future of American democracy.

 Furthermore, few have noted that George pro
 vided an alternative take on the American fron

 tier's "closing" that held as much, if not more,

 sway among the public than Turner's. George,

 who ascribed to universal principles of justice

 and progress, pointed out similarities between
 America's land crisis and those that had beset

 Europe, while Turner emphasized the uniqueness
 of the American experience with land. It seems

 as though historians have equated the palpability

 of Turner's ideas, which appealed to America's

 sense of exceptionalism, with authority.

 Like Turner, George occupies a paradoxical place
 in history. On one hand, historians credit the

 best-selling author and self-trained authority on

 the political economy for inspiring the work of
 well-known reformers and social movements on

 three different continents in the late nineteenth

 and early twentieth century.'7 Some even note

 that George's masterpiece, Progress and Poverty

 (1879), outsold every other book except the Bible

 by the close of the nineteenth century.'8 On the

 other hand, historians also acknowledge the

 decisive failure of George and his followers to

 successfully socialize rent in the United States or,
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 for that matter, in any of the countries where the

 land reformer enjoyed the widest reception.As
 with Turner, George's ideas survived long after

 the author's sudden death in 1897, suggesting

 that the relationship of individuals and society

 to land constitutes a foundational field of study

 for understanding historical development, one in
 which both men laid cornerstones.

 George and Turner did more than merely lament

 the diminishing supply of land in the United

 States; they elevated public concern through

 the deliberate connections their theses forged
 between land and the future of American democ

 racy. In the process, each helped redefine Ameri

 cans' conception of this natural resource and

 their relationship to it. In placing land at the cen

 ter of national development, Turner gave it his

 torical agency. He transformed the concept of the

 frontier from a region of free land at the western

 edge of eastern civilization to a process respon

 sible for the production of responsible citizens

 and democratic institutions.20 George highlighted

 the "land crisis" resulting from private monopo

 lies and rising land values to excoriate America's

 system of private land ownership. Turner's work

 informed Americans' understanding of their his

 tory and the necessity of an American frontier—
 whether within the continental United States or

 overseas—to maintain democratic institutions.

 George used his study of land to explain the

 causes of industrial depression and the persistent

 poverty amid wealth. The work and ideas of both

 George and Turner must be explored to appreci

 ate the centrality of the "question" to social and

 economic discussions occurring at the end of

 the nineteenth century and the beginning of the

 twentieth century.

 THE LAND QUESTION

 By the time Turner declared the American fron

 tier closed, the land question represented one of

 the most prominent issues covered by the press.

 To some, it addressed the growing concern that
 landlordism had taken hold in America. To oth

 ers, it involved the assumption that all of the best

 land in America had been settled and the public

 domain no longer existed. Most, however, could

 agree that America's land crisis was not unique.
 "The fact is," Thomas P. Gill, commissioned by

 The North American Review to study and report

 on the conditions of tenancy and landlordism in

 America, wrote in January 1886, "America has
 refused to avail herself of one of the most vital

 advantages that she became heir to by virtue

 of her late entry into the family of nations. She

 has refused to benefit by the bitter experience of

 Europe in regard to the land question."21 Warning

 America of the recklessness of its land policy, Gill

 observed: "The soil of a country is like the blood:

 once it is badly vitiated it seems impossible ever

 to cleanse it, and the poison keeps constantly

 breaking out."22 To some, that poison came in the
 form of landlordism.

 Landlordism, "the system according to which

 land is owned by landlords to whom tenants pay

 a fixed rent," had, by the late nineteenth century,
 received blame for the downfall of Rome and

 the French Revolution, as well as the lasting ten
 sion in Ireland where absentee British landlords

 owned and controlled the land at the expense of

 Irish farmers.23 In essence, landlordism orga

 nized society around a rigid class system based

 on land ownership. As such, it could neither

 take root nor grow in America, many believed,

 because of the nation's historically large popula
 tion of landowners, fostered in part by the found

 ers' rejection of the Old World land policies,

 including primogeniture.

 By the mid-i88os, however, Gill and others

 pointed to alarming statistics that revealed a

 shrinking landowning class and a growing tenant

 population in America. According to the 1880
 Census, with more than a million farms operated

 9
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 by renters, America possessed the largest tenant

 farming population in the world—"a strange sin

 gularity for a nation," Gill wrote, "one of whose

 proudest boasts is that the old feudal institution
 of landlordism has obtained no foothold on her

 free soil!"24 Gill blamed the premature disap

 pearance of the public domain, coupled with a

 growing population, for the nation's trend toward

 landlordism. Like many others, he lamented the

 overgenerous land policies of the federal and

 state governments, which not only gave away

 "untold millions of fertile acres of the public
 domain" to railroads but also invited fraud and

 corruption.2'

 During the 1860s, Republicans in the federal

 government implemented a new land policy
 intended to promote their "Utopian capitalist

 vision of the world." According to Richard White,

 they imagined a new nation "wherein labor was
 rewarded, individual opportunity prevented

 class distinctions from arising, and progress and

 growth were the national destiny."26 To that end,

 Congress passed the Homestead Act of 1862,
 promising 160 acres of free public land to any

 settler who paid a small filing fee and agreed to

 live on and improve the land for five years, at

 which point homesteaders could purchase the

 land for $1.25 an acre. Additionally, Republicans

 approved the Pacific Railway Act and a series of

 land grants and loans to aid in the construction

 of a telegraph and rail line extending west from
 Missouri to the Pacific Ocean. Under these bills,

 the Union Pacific and Central Pacific—which

 later became the Southern Pacific—railroads

 received more than 25 million acres of land from

 the federal government.27

 Although intended to provide cheap and fertile

 land directly to settlers and their families, only

 a small fraction of the expanding population
 obtained farms under the Homestead Act. The

 reason, according to White, lay largely in the fact

 that by 1862, Congress lacked complete control

 over lands in the West. Previous bills, such as the

 Morrill Act, granted western states 30,000 acres

 for each senator and congressional representa

 tive in exchange for their admission to the Union

 and provided land scrip to eastern states, where

 no unoccupied public land existed.28 These states

 could sell their land or scrip to whomever they

 wanted, including speculators who held it off

 the market until they could fetch higher prices.

 According to John Opie, William S. Chapman,

 one of California's largest land speculators, paid

 cash for the 631,000 acres of mostly public land
 he owned.29 Even land set aside for homestead

 ers often fell to ranchers, miners, and loggers

 who skirted the act's provisions by pressuring

 their employees to file claims with the federal

 land office.30 Thus, by 1890, when the superin

 tendent of the US Census reported that the fron

 tier line—"treated as the margin of settlement

 which has a density of two or more to the square

 mile"—was gone, fewer than 400,000 farms had
 been claimed through the Homestead Act.3'

 Despite the stark truth that the public domain
 neared exhaustion at the end of the nineteenth

 century, not everyone believed that its disappear

 ance necessarily translated into an increase of

 land tenancy. In response to Gill's January 1886

 article, Henry Strong and David Bennett King

 wrote in March of the same year that landlordism

 could never take hold in America, in part because

 "there is no country in the world where the own

 ership and transfer of real property is so easy and

 simple as in America."32 The long-term tendency

 of landownership in America, Strong and King
 asserted, rather than toward landlordism or land

 monopolies, gravitated toward smaller farms

 occupied by a larger number of free-holders.

 Because every man could have his own stake in

 this earth, they believed, America would continue

 to be spared the social upheavals of Europe.

 "Every man who owns the land he cultivates,"

 they wrote, "has given a pledge to sustain law

 and order; to resist and put down the despotism
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