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That the idea of America as a landscape of fresh possibilities has
played a prominent role in the native imagination scarcely needs re-
peating. A line running from John Smith’s description of the natural
bounty of Virginia, through Jefferson’s dream of an agrarian republic,
to the back-to-nature movements of our own century points to a con-
tinuing faith in American uniqueness based on geographical distinc-
tiveness. Certainly the tendency to conceive America in the image of a
new, pre-lapsarian garden has been powerful. In accounting for the
continual dissatisfaction that Americans have expressed toward their
cities, that image has informed some of the best cultural and literary
history written over the past thirty years. R. W. B. Lewis, in The
American Adam, has shown how it helped our most compelling writ-
ers of the nineteenth century create a hero “in the open air” who
would function as a new man. And both Richard Hofstadter and
Henry Nash Smith have argued persuasively that the “agrarian myth”
or the “myth of the garden” has been used to direct the American
ethos away from the urban East and from Europe “toward the agricul-
tural interior of the continent.”!

This contrast between country life close to nature and city life
away from it is, of course, not unique to American culture. As Schiller
once remarked, “all people who have a history have a paradise, a state
of innocence, a golden age.” But our experience as a nation undoubt-
edly has invested the opposition with immense moral significance.
Here was a new continent that remained largely unsettled until the
end of the nineteenth century. Little wonder that America was de-
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fined for so long as nature’s nation dedicated to the fulfillment of what
Leo Marx has called the pastoral ideal. Nowhere has the basis for this
attraction to nature and the accompanying contrast been more illumi-
nated than in Marx’s Machine in the Garden. Although primarily con-
cerned with the American version of this idea, Marx’s analysis cuts
across national boundaries to suggest the universality of its appeal.
Pastoralism, as he defines it, is not limited to any literary genre or rhe-
torical structure. Rather it entails a reaction to the world that can be
found throughout the entire fabric of a society. Engendered by a de-
sire to withdraw from the complexities of a structured civilization, it
seeks an environment where the free play of instincts and individualis-
tic fulfillment can exist. When this desire manifests itself it usually
takes one of two forms: either it can seek a primitivistic paradise as far
as possible from the nodes of urban power, or it can conceive or actu-
ally attempt to build a type of ideal middle landscape in which the
conflicting values of art and nature, civilization and primitivism, are
reconciled in an environment that is characteristically rural. The lat-
ter of these two, according to Marx, is more appropriately termed
pastoralism.?

Although the centrality of pastoralism to native culture is well doc-
umented, its prominence has tended to obscure, as revisionist histori-
ans have been arguing for the last forty years, the role of the city in the
development of American life. The work of Charles Glaab and A.
Theodore Brown, Arthur Schlesinger, Carl Bridenbaugh and Richard
Wade, among others, has demonstrated the importance of the city as
the source of economic, political, educational and artistic advance-
ment since the seventeenth century. Nor is this awareness a uniquely
modern phenomenon. Even a cursory examination of such early nine-
teenth-century periodicals as DeBow’s Review, Putnam’s, and Hunt’s
Merchants’ Magazine reveals that Americans long have been aware of
the ameliorative effects of urbanization and have been quite willing to
champion the city against the attacks of pastoralism.

Despite their polarity, however, it is important to recognize that
the positions espousing rural and urban values, as they appear both in
the culture at large and in the exposition of social, intellectual and lit-
erary historians, share a common infrastructure consisting of an idea-
tional opposition between city and country. Indeed, whether the sub-
ject is the preference for the open landscape of fresh possibilities, as
symbolized in the figure of the American Adam, or the development
of the garden image of America, or the distinctive role of the city in
fomenting political revolution, the tendency has been implicitly or ex-
plicitly to affirm the preeminence of this dialectic in American con-
ceptions of the two realms. The result of this continual emphasis has
been to deflect attention away from the fact that while such an opposi-
tion has punctuated much of American history, another equally sig-
nificant strain of thought has conceived of the native scene as a place
where that dialectic could be synthesized once and for all. Drawing on
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the promise of the open landscape and pastoral sensibilities and rheto-
ric, it has envisioned and described urban America not in a pejorative
manner, but with an air of hopefulness and fresh beginnings. In col-
lapsing the opposition, proponents of this prespective have linked the
city and the countryside to define America as a healthy, harmonious
urban-pastoral society.

That pastoralism has acted as a galvanizing force for the creation
of positive images of the American city needs an explanation. In our
own time we need not search far to discover this phenomenon at work.
At its most simplistic, it appears as the renewed interest in urban gar-
dening in the 1970s and the recent call for a Jeffersonian simplifica-
tion of the Washington bureaucracy. However, if we begin to examine
our national past, we find it an already powerful ideal in mid-nine-
teenth century. Indeed, as Thomas Bender has explained, anticipat-
ing part of my argument, behind the park-planning movement of this
period and the creation of mill-towns in western Massachusetts lay a
faith that “art and nature, cityscape and landscape, organization and
spontaneity . . . would enrich American life if they could be com-
bined.”? Bender’s point is well taken, not only because of the instances
he cites but also because of the number of examples that could be
marshalled to illustrate the pervasiveness of this belief. Perhaps the
most illuminating is the first burgeoning of suburban development
just before and after the Civil War. These communities of luscious
lawns and well-trimmed houses provided, as one anonymous Chicago
pamphleteer noted in the 1870s, “a happy answer” to “the controversy

. . as to which offers the greater advantage, the country or the city.”
Elaborating, he explained, “The city has its advantages and conven-
iences, the country has its charms and health; the union of the two
. . . gives to man all he could ask in this respect.”

Even these brief examples suggest that the idea of an urban-
pastoral synthesis has formed a distinct element in American culture,
consisting of more than just an inclination to incorporate the city in
the “American dream.” The quest for this meld constitutes an effort to
shape an alternative to conventional visions—based on an opposition
of rural and urban and the attendant valuation of one over the
other —by seeking an environment blending the pastoral attributes of
freedom, simplicity and probity with the urban qualities of commu-
nity, sophistication and progressive development. Moreover, urban
pastoralism possesses its own formal structure. Although it begins, as
does the purely pastoral impulse, as a desire to withdraw from an
overly complex, oppressive society, this mode of thought stops short of
a complete retreat to the rural world and the forest. Instead it seeks to
superimpose an urban pattern upon the countryside, drawing upon
the sanative potential and openness there provided. The urban-
pastoral structure, therefore, substitutes for the rural-urban opposi-
tion a dialectic between the fallen, corrupt, overcivilized city (often
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associated with Europe) and the organic city redeemed by contact with
nature and pastoral values.

What, then, are the specific qualities of the city which this impulse
seeks to achieve? Generally, we could characterize this city as one
which blends harmoniously with the countryside and at times contains
its physical and/or social attributes. It provides some means for the
urban dweller to renew continuously his elemental connection to his
spontaneous, passional self while remaining a member of society, of
the city—in a word, of civilization. This synthesis might take a num-
ber of forms, from an “organic” relationship among the inhabitants to
a preservation of large open spaces in the urban topography.

Considering these characteristics, we should not be surprised to
find urban pastoralism coming to fruition in the seed-bed of nine-
teenth-century romanticism with its accompanying fondness for na-
ture. However, it would be a mistake to assume that this ideology was
solely a product of romantic and post-romantic sensibilities. On the
contrary, to understand its origins we must direct our attention to the
eighteenth century. Although the early and middle decades of the
1700s witnessed tentative gestures toward identifying rural-urban har-
mony as the desirable product of native geography, only after 1770,
under the impact of the Enlightenment and in the wake of the Revolu-
tion’s success, did the idea receive full expression, particularly in the
national literature celebrating America as the center of a new golden
age.

A wuseful illustration is Philip Freneau’s “The Rising Glory of
America” (originally written in 1772 but revised repeatedly until
1809). Although Freneau begins his poem with the already conven-
tional tribute to “agriculture [which] crowns our happy land / . . .
And pours her blessings with a lavish hand,” he abruptly qualifies this
paean by warning that “visions of the rustic reign” alone “would scarce
employ the varying mind of man”:

Each seeks employ, and each a different way:
Strip Commerce of her sail, and men once more
Would be converted into savages. . . .°

To be truly civilized, man must develop a society that harmonizes ag-
riculture and commerce, the latter of which Freneau identifies as an
urban activity. Happily, such a society exists in America. Where once
had been a wilderness of “rude inhabitants,” the foreign visitor now
“descry’s our spacious towns, / He hails the prospect of the land and
views / A new, a fair, a fertile world arise.” Reflecting the native Zest-
geist, Freneau employs natural images here to equate American cities
with geological fecundity and to suggest that agricultural and urban
development follow from and enhance one another. Moreover, Fre-
neau projects the same equation into the future. With the vatic exu-
berance of an Isaiah, a Jeremy and an Amos, he foresees the nourish-
ing waters of the Ohio converting the unimproved land into “Many a
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town / Of note,” while the “Potowmack, navigable stream,” vies with
the Thames, Tiber, and Rhine by yielding “an hundred towns.”® In
Freneau’s vision, the native geography will produce a natural paradise
dotted with “cities and men” in a virtually spontaneous transforma-
tion.

A similar idea appears in David Humphreys’ poem on the “Future
State of the Western Territory.” Like Freneau, Humphreys marvels at
the way America has “blossom[ed] as the rose” and predicts that the
wilderness shortly will “like Eden bloom.” With this deft allusion to
Isaiah, which connects his vision with the New Jerusalem, Humphreys
announces nothing short of a perfect urban middle landscape in
America:

Then cities rise, and spiry towns increase,

With gilded domes, and ev'ry art of peace.

Then Cultivation shall extend his pow'r,

Rear the green blade, and nurse the tender flow’r;
Make the fair villa, in full spleandors smile,

And robe with verdure all the genial soil.”

That Humphreys, who espoused the aristocratic leanings of the
Hartford Wits, could be a trenchant poetic and political enemy of Fre-
neau and still hold the same vision suggests just how potent the idea
was. It could cut across what were otherwise unbreachable ideological
lines to reinforce the belief in American uniqueness. Indeed, both
Humphreys’ and Freneau’s poems reflect the intense national pride
and confidence of this period. Any doubts about the compatibility of
“robed verdure” and “golden” cities are swept away by the image of
reconciliation borne aloft in a rising tide of native optimism. Accord-
ing to this belief, there is room for the city in the garden, a proposition
which enlisted the efforts of a variety of native writers. One such indi-
vidual was Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, naturalized citizen of New
York and author of the popular Letters from an American Farmer
(1782). Despite its putative purpose of interpreting native experience
in terms of a rural ideal, Crévecoeur’s Letters ultimately sanctions an
urban-pastoral version of American development.

Traditionally, historians and literary critics have read Créve-
coeur’s Letters as an impassioned, unqualified defense of American
agrarianism, and it is not difficult to discover the reason for this ten-
dency.® In the first three letters of his work, Crévecoeur establishes
Farmer James, his fictive character/narrator for the bulk of the let-
ters, as a votary of Enlightenment assumptions concerning the nature
of man and the pastoral quality of life in America. A countrified
Lockean, James accepts the ideas that people are inherently benevo-
lent and that environment determines nearly everything: “men are like
plants; the goodness and flavour of the fruit proceeds from the pecu-
liar soil in which they grow.” It follows, therefore, that men are best
able to experience their natural goodness when they remain close to
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nature. And what better place for such a life than in America, where,
James intones, “nature opens her broad lap to receive the perpetual
accession of new-comers.” In the new land, “everything is prosperous
and flourishing.”®

In the farmer’s moral geography, the primary feature of America
is its agrarian character; it is an ideal middle landscape, bordered on
one side by the primitive frontier and on the other by urban Europe.
In contrast to Europeans, who live in “a crowded society where every
place is overstocked,” American yeomen ‘“are almost insulated, and
the houses are at a considerable distance from each other,” allowing
husbandmen to lead self-sufficient, independent lives (75). Above all,
the abundance of land and the opportunity to work it distinguish life
in America. “The instant I enter my own land,” says Farmer James,
“the bright idea of property, of exclusive right, of independence, exalt
my mind” (48). That is, James makes a linear connection, as Jefferson
did, from private ownership of land to liberty and freedom.!® For him
“the bright idea of property” is of a piece with “independence.”

But aside from material or political advantages, what the farmer
values most about the landscape are the spiritual benefits it imparts:

it is as we silently till the ground and move along the odorifer-
ous furrows of our lowlands, uninterrupted either by stones or
stumps, it is there that the salubrious effluvia of the earth ani-
mates our spirits and serves to inspire us. . . . (41)

Under the uniquely benevolent effects of native soil, it is possible for
Americans to remain close to the elemental conditions which animate
life. Indeed, as Leo Marx has noted, without the landscape as a con-
trolling symbol, the Letters never could have been written.!! Its power
accounts for the singularly joyous tone pervading much of the work.
Because of it, the farmer can assert confidently that he and his family
will continue to lead happy, full, independent and insulated lives.

All in all, the picture that emerges in the first few letters is quite in-
toxicating. Aside from some of Jefferson’s writings, these letters consti-
tute the most exuberant statement in the eighteenth century of the
pastoral ideal of America. The native scene appears as a world
apart—a truly agrarian paradise where people can experience a secu-
lar “regeneration” and “resurrection.” Given these facts, therefore,
one would expect the Letters to end in a crescendo of optimism with
an inspired vision of America as a permanently rural “asylum,” as the
farmer calls it at one point. But that is not what happens at all. By the
close of the book the Revolution has come, and the farmer finds his
family and whole way of life threatened. The great world of power,
complexity, alliances, political contentions—in a word, the city—has
intruded upon the farmer’s domain, and he must make a choice. How-
ever, he realizes that neither of the most obvious alternatives offers
much hope. If he joins his “mother country,” that is, England, he will
become an enemy to his own region, but should he follow his country-
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men, he risks losing all in the fight. He settles, therefore, on a third
course; he will move to the frontier where he will attempt to create a
new rural asylum.

It is unlikely, however, that Crévecoeur means us to see this choice
as a total reaffirmation of the farmer’s “rural scheme.” Such a reading
simply does not accord with the somber, tragic tone that defines the
thrust of this last letter. Even in his ritualistic gesture the farmer ad-
mits that “my fate is determined; but I have not determined it.” Domi-
nating this letter is a sense of uncontrollable power (we may call it his-
tory) bearing down on the farmer’s world, making any arcadia, at
best, a temporary retreat. As the farmer asks, “Whatever virtue, what-
ever merit and disinterestedness we may exhibit in our secluded re-
treats, of what avail?” On the scale of great events, the purely pastoral.
world is “defenceless” (198-205).

Overtly, it seems, in the last letter Crévecoeur distances himself
from the values he has affirmed earlier, thereby establishing an ideo-
logical gap between the farmer and himself.!? Indeed, within the past
fifteen years, students of Crévecoeur increasingly have pointed out the
ironic qualifications surrounding James and have asserted, quite cor-
rectly, that he is only a persona. While a few have gone so far as to call
James “an incorrigible idealist and moral coward” and Crévecoeur’s
“straw man,” most critics now agree that Crévecoeur uses the farmer’s
plight to undermine Enlightenment assumptions and assert the failure
of the American ideal.!® Unfortunately, these revisionist efforts, in at-
tempting to compensate for earlier simplistic responses to the Letters,
have gone to the other extreme in arguing for a tidy ironic dichotomy
between James and his creator. To assume such a categorical distinc-
tion, however, is to ignore the function of the farmer as a persona—
that is, as a literary device which embodies a perspective analogous to
though different from the author’s. Although qualifying Farmer
James’s suppositions, Crévecoeur does not repudiate them. Continuing
to adhere to the importance of environmental determinism, the hu-
man need to remain close to nature, and the sanative potential of the
American landscape, he instead offers an alternative to the farmer’s
bucolic vision.

Our initial sense of that alternative develops as early as “Letter
I11,” where the farmer formulates his answer to the question, “What is
an American?” Despite his emphasis on the pastoral qualities of the
native scene, he must admit that when a European first arrives in
America, in addition to orchards and meadows, dotted here and there
with family farms, he beholds fine roads, villages, and “fair cities.”
Furthermore, he calls these cities “miracles of industry and freedom,”
which dazzle the observer with their “elegance” (60, 74). What is odd
about these remarks is that they are totally irrelevant to the ideogra-
phy of the first three letters. There the farmer had defined the Ameri-
can scene as a bucolic retreat midway between the wilderness and the
city. In the third letter, therefore, it is difficult to decipher what role
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Crévecoeur sees the city playing in this vision of America. And having
established the thematic pattern of the first three letters, Crévecoeur
was no doubt wise in eschewing an explanation there.

We can obtain at least a rudimentary understanding of Créve-
coeur’s position on this point, however, if we turn to his Sketches of
Eighteenth Century America, a posthumously published continua-
tion of the Letters. Despite the American farmer’s ostensible self-
sufficiency, Crévecoeur explains here, for farm life to succeed the
yeoman must have a market for his products.

Were not we to consume all these articles which our farms pro-
duce, were they not converted into wholesome, pleasant food,
they would be lost. What should we do with our fruit, our
fowls, or eggs? There is no market for these articles but in the
neighborhood of great towns (299).

Unlike the farmer’s ebullient prose, the language here strikes a hard-
headed, practical note.!* At one point in the Sketches, Crévecoeur says
quite frankly that “to live, it is necessary to go to market,” and mar-
kets require “sea-port towns” (238-39). Crévecoeur, that is, implies in
the Sketches that to survive, the middle landscape must take into ac-
count the great world with its laws of supply and demand, trade and
economics.

In the first part of the Letters, Crévecoeur suggests the same thing
in a half-articulated manner. In effect he begins to expand the stand-
ard moral geography of pastoral writing —that is, its division into the
three realms of the primitive, the middle landscape and the city—by
incorporating an urban-pastoral component. Although qualified,
many of the farmer’s values remain alive at the close of the Letters,
but his exclusively arcadian vision gives way to an idea of America as a
rural-urban medley. That idea emerges fully in the Letters in Créve-
coeur’s depiction of Nantucket.

Although constituting nearly half of the twelve letters, this section
of Crévecoeur’s work generally has received little attention. As one
critic has noted, most readers find the chapters on Nantucket dispro-
portionately long and even tedious, and it is easy to see why.!®> These
letters contain little of the unqualified exuberance of the farmer’s
resonating voice. In fact, the sense of Farmer James as a character, a
living being, is entirely absent from this section. The voice of these let-
ters seems disembodied, like that of an impartial observer. But this
impartial quality is what lends this section its significance. We sense
here that the speaker, unlike the fictive farmer, closely resembles
Crévecoeur himself.1®

Appropriately, Crévecoeur adopts a more controlled tone in these
letters. He admits that the soil on Nantucket is sterile and sandy and
requires much effort to produce a crop. Yet he notes that “by bringing
a variety of manure and by cow-penning” the inhabitants have
“enriched several spots, where they raised Indian corn, potatoes, pom-
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pions, turnips, etc.” (106). If life on the island appears more demand-
ing than it does on Farmer James’s plot, it is nonetheless productive: “I
believe there never were any people in their circumstance, who live so
well, even to superabundance.” The people are happy, he explains, in
their agricultural pursuits and “would not exchange their pleasure for
those of the most brilliant assemblies in Europe” (152).

This is not to say that the island is devoted exclusively to agricul-
ture. Crévecoeur instructs his readers that they “must not imagine that
every person on the island is either a landholder or concerned in rural
occupations; no, the greater part are at sea, busily employed in their
different fisheries” (109). This undertaking, which consists of a fleet of
200 ships, requires a complex, highly organized, communal effort. As
such, its operations are centralized in the only town on the island,
Sherborn, a community in which the “bustle and hurry of business”
make one “imagine that it is the capital of a very opulent and large
province” (106). This “little metropolis” of “about 530 houses” lends
the society of Nantucket an urban character entirely missing from the
world of Farmer James.

Of course, to our way of thinking, Sherborn hardly seems to be a
great city, resembling instead a small rural town dominated by an ex-
tractive economy. But we should not project this distinction too far
into the past. As Carl Bridenbaugh has explained, town and czty con-
noted similar environments until the first few decades of the nine-
teenth century.'” Robert Beverley, for example, in his History and
Present State of Virginia (1705) employs the two terms inter-
changeably in writing about Williamsburg and Jamestown, and
Franklin does the same in his Autobiography. This is not to say that
colonial Americans could not distinguish a town from a city. They
could and did, but their distinctions tended to be intuitive rather than
quantitative. The point is that from the perspective of ideational
historiography, the two terms are important not for their accuracy in
describing place but for the concepts to which they refer —concepts
which change diachronically. When Crévecoeur speaks of cities, towns
and the country, therefore, he is not thinking about population totals,
precise ratios of demographic density, or complex definitions of

~metropolitan regions, as we do today. What concerns him are the
types of institutions at Sherborn. Hence, in detailing life in the town,
he explains that, in addition to agriculture and fishing, the inhabi-
tants engage in local manufacturing and trade. The latter pursuit,
resulting from the fishing industry, extends the community’s concerns
beyond local extraction of raw goods to commercial relations with
other locales. As Crévecoeur notes, “the spirit of commerce, which is
the simple art of reciprocal supply of want, is well understood here by
everybody” (125). Whether or not Sherborn is a city by modern stand-
ards is ultimately irrelevant. What is germane, rather, is that Créve-
coeur presents it as a “little metropolis” clearly differentiated from the
farmer’s rural milieu.
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What allows Crévecoeur to distinguish between Sherborn and its
European counterparts is the way he integrates it into the thematic
pattern of this section, making Sherborn and the rural scene coalesce:

The town regularly ascends toward the country and in its vici-
nage they have several fields and gardens yearly manured with
the dung of their cows and the soil of their streets. There are a
good many cherry- and peach-trees planted in their streets and
in many other places (105).

At one point, in fact, Crévecoeur calls the town a “pastoral one,”
blending commerce, industry, and arcadia in a single environment
(107). The inhabitants evince a similar synthesis. Many attend to the
business of the town and still till gardens and farms or raise sheep.
Even those involved solely in the fishing industry are absorbed in the
pattern because, he explains, they are farmers of the sea. Like the no-
ble husbandmen who trace “the furrows on the plain,” the fishermen
at Nantucket “plough the rougher oceans,” gathering from the sea the
material and spiritual “riches it affords” (104). Equally conducive to
Sherborn’s distinctiveness is the absence of certain institutions which
are also missing from the farmer’s world —institutions that Crévecoeur
associates with decadent Europe. The island possesses no aristocratic
families, no kings, no ecclesiastical authorities “nor any pagentry of
state, neither ostentatious magistrates nor any individual cloathed
with useless dignity; no artificial phantoms subsist here, either civil or
religious” (119). In their stead, the inhabitants of Nantucket cultivate
a community spirit and plainness of manners that “have acquired the
authority of laws” (149).

Particularly decisive in preserving this community “in the bonds of
peace and tranquility,” however, is the fact that “idleness and poverty,
the cause of so many crimes, are unknown” (119). The reason is that
here, as in all America, “human industry has acquired a boundless
field to exert itself —a field which will not be fully cultivated in many
ages” (159). Critics have often cited these last words as the encapsula-
tion of Crévecoeur’s faith in the American landscape and the special,
superior position of the farmer. But that is not what Crévecoeur is say-
ing at all—or not quite that. Significantly, he includes this encomium
not while discussing the life of the farmer, but when depicting the cus-
toms at Nantucket. If the American landscape presents a boundless
field, Crévecoeur insists, it is because it offers itself to numerous occu-
pations, both rural and urban. As illustrated by this island commu-
nity, what differentiates life in America is the opportunity to build a
society where the two ways of life can exist in harmony.

Keeping with the more controlled quality of this section, however,
Crévecoeur displays no illusions about the quality of life at Nantucket.
He admits that, by some standards, these people are less than affluent.
But he is willing to accept that fact.
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After all, is it not better to be possessed of a single whale-boat
or a few sheep pastures, to live free and independent under the
mildest government, in a healthy climate, in a land of charity
and benevolence, than to be wretched as so many are in Eu-
rope, possessing nothing but their industry; tossed from one
rough wave to another; engaged in either the most servile la-
bours for the smallest pittance or fettered with the links of the
most irksome dependence, even without the hopes of rising?

(187)

If affluence and luxury are absent on the island, so too are their repre-
hensible cousins: poverty and degradation for the majority of the
working class. Having admitted this limitation, Crévecoeur can con-
clude his discussion of Nantucket by affirming that “the least imper-
fect [society] is undoubtedly that where the greatest good preponder-
ates; and agreeable to this rule, I can truly say, that I never was ac-
quainted with a less vicious or more harmless one” (154).

By privileging the community at Nantucket in this way, Créve-
coeur begins to qualify the idea expressed earlier that the farmer’s ex-
clusively rural world is the best of all possible realms. Furthermore, he
continues that qualification in the next letter, “Letter IX,” simultane-
ously reinstating the farmer as narrator. In this epistle the index of
limitation appears initially in the subject matter. The farmer does not
speak of his happy rural home, the bounty of the soil or the peculiar
spiritual regeneration of husbandry. Instead, he begins with a descrip-
tion of the city of Charles Town in the Carolinas:

Charles Town is, in the north, what Lima is in the south, both
are capitals of the richest provinces of their respective hemis-
pheres; you may therefore conjecture that both cities must ex-
hibit the appearances necessarily resulting from riches. Peru
abounding in gold, Lima is filled with inhabitants who enjoy
all those gradations of pleasure, refinement, and luxury which
proceed from wealth. Carolina produces commodities more
valuable perhaps than gold . . .; it exhibits also on our north-
ern stage a display of riches and luxury, inferior indeed to the
former, but far superior to what are to be seen in our northern
towns (160).

In light of both the farmer’s values expressed previously and the
description of Nantucket just completed, this picture of Charles Town
is hardly flattering. No doubt Crévecoeur included this section, at
least in part, to provide a contrast with Nantucket —one that would set
off that society to ever greater advantage.!® Adhering to the Lockean
environmentalism of the first few letters, the farmer explains that part
of the reason for the distinctive way of life in Charles Town is “the
softer situation of Carolina, where mankind reap too much, do not
toil enough, and are liable to enjoy too fast the benefits of life” (141).
Equally influential, though, is the fact that the society prospers
through slavery, which allows the urban inhabitants to gain wealth
from the “painful labours” of others. Consequently the people of
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Charles Town simply exploit the country, ignore nature’s messages
and fail to develop a right relation with the landscape. Because they
do not value human labor, they put a small premium on human life,
including their own. Engaging in “dissipation and pleasure,” though
the heat of “the climate renders excesses of all kinds very dangerous,”
they live licentious but short lives. To the “scenes of misery overspread
in the country” and the “woes of their poor slaves” they are oblivious:
“Their ears by habit are become deaf, their hearts are hardened.”
Under this “strange order of things,” as Farmer James refers to it, the
very laws of nature seem abrogated —an idea which the farmer himself
suggests when he asks of Charles Town, “Oh, Nature, where art
thou?” (161-63). In the urban-pastoral structure of the Letters,
Charles Town occupies the position of the fallen city, a product of
European decadence released upon the American landscape.

But if this section functions as a contrast to the scene at Nantucket,
its main purpose in the work as a whole is formalistic. Unlike the Nan-
tucket letters, which only hint at the qualification of the farmer’s vi-
sion, “Letter IX” begins to encircle the exhilarating rural landscape
with dark, ominous implications. For in this letter a world of power,
exploitation and carelessness—an urban world unredeemed by con-
tact with nature—begins to intrude upon the farmer’s sensibilities.
Nothing makes the tenor of this letter clearer than the oft-quoted
scene of the “Negro in the Cage,” in which the farmer is shocked and
sickened by the sight of a kenneled slave devoured by birds and insects.
“Letter IX” foreshadows the mood and theme of the last letter in
which the farmer’s pastoral dream is revealed as a fiction.

In that culminating epistle, moreover, Crévecoeur brings the
farmer to a similar conclusion. As he surveys the present maelstrom,
James admits that before the war he never considered fully the source
of true felicity: “I lived on, laboured and prospered, without having
ever studied on what the security of my life and the foundation of my
prosperity were established.” Now he realizes what he had ignored
previously: the fact that man “cannot live in solitude; he must belong
to some community bound by some ties, however imperfect. Men mu-
tually support and add to the boldness and confidence of each other;
the weakness of each is strengthened by the force of the whole” (195).
Of course, having established the farmer’s predilections and the tur-
bulent situation, Crévecoeur cannot allow James to act on his insight.
Yet it is clear where Crévecoeur’s preferences lie. He believes that sta-
bility, peace, and abundance —values which the country was associat-
ing with a life closer to nature —require cohabitation and community.
Taken as a whole, his text weaves a thematic pattern displaying the
idea that pastoral America can exist only when yoked to urbanization,
a process which itself can be redeemed by incorporating rural
elements.!?

What is striking about Crévecoeur’s position is the way details of
his own life comport with the values of that ideal. After leaving his
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farm in New York, he lived as a French Counsel in New York City and
Boston, all the time maintaining contact with the rural world by com-
posing papers on agriculture. While preparing a second French edi-
tion of his Letters, he worked on improving commerce and trade be-
tween France and America; he even played an important role in
establishing botanical gardens in a number of American cities, most
notably New Haven. In a way, his life constituted a personal version of
the goals inherent in the urban-pastoral ideal — goals which he charac-
terizes in his most important work. At the close of his Letters from an
American Farmer, Crévecoeur places his allegiance, not with the rural
idyll of the fictive Farmer James, but with the rural-urban ideography
manifested in and symbolized by Nantucket.

It should be noted, however, that the development of urban pas-
toralism in the eighteenth century was not an exclusively literary phe-
nomenon. The ideal appeared also in city plans and in “beautifica-
tion” projects in Philadelphia, Boston and Newport, where citizens
began establishing municipal gardens and laying out public walks
lined with elms. On a grander scale, the goal of reconciliation served
as an implicit guide for L’Enfant’s plan for Washington, D.C., which
was to be, as the engineer himself explained, both “a great metropolis”
and “a complete heden [i.e., hedonistic] garden.”?° A similar impulse
even infused itself into the thinking of that arch-agrarian, Jefferson,
who despite his professed aversion to cities, turned his attention at the
close of the century to urban America. In an 1805 letter to C. F.
DeVolny, Jefferson explained that Americans must begin “building
our cities on a more open plan” to ensure the moral and physical
health of those environments. To effect that purpose, he proposed his
famous checkerboard pattern, in which every other square of the ur-
ban grid would remain free of buildings. Because “every square of
houses will be surrounded by four open squares” in this ingenious de-
sign, “the atmosphere of such a town,” explained Jefferson, “would be
like that of the country.”?!

No doubt such discursive statements and the records of imple-
mented urban plans provide the most direct, incisive indication of the
importance of urban-pastoral ideology in eighteenth-century Amer-
ica. But clearly there is something uniquely compelling in such liter-
ary uses of the ideal as we find in Crévecoeur. By virtue of its complex,
dramatic pattern, the Letters, while graphically illustrating the histor-
ical strength of the ideal, manages to retain its tonicity even today, as
it resonates through the multiple levels of experience, from the na-
tional to the personal. This relation between form and idea is recipro-
cal, however, in that the historical context or urban pastoralism allows
us to perceive in Crévecoeur’s text a coherent, balanced design which
otherwise remains draped and barely visible.

Yet the implications of Crévecoeur’s book go beyond its own
boundaries and even those of eighteenth-century thought. For Creéve-
coeur’s Letters is only one embodiment of a pattern that has pervaded
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our culture for more than two hundred years. In conjunction with the
other pronouncements presented, the Letters suggests that historians
of ideas need to reexamine the relationship between the edenic and ur-
ban images of America to delineate fully the centrality of urban pas-
toralism to native conceptions of the city.

Ohio State University, Lima
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