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A MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR

At the annual meeting of the Society on October 17,
1981, the members voted unanimously to increase the membership fees. This measure was taken to allow the Society
to become more self-sufficient during these economically
difficult times. Annual membership fees have been increased to $5.00, and lifetime membership fees to $100.00.
In an effort to reduce the Society's expenses, the
Missouri Historical Review no longer will be forwarded
because of an incorrect address. To remail one copy of
the Review returned by the post office because of an incorrect address costs the Society $2.53. If you move, a
change of address should be sent promptly to: The State
Historical Society of Missouri, 1020 Lowry Street, Columbia, Missouri 65201.

Sincerely,
Richard S. Brownlee
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EDITORIAL

POLICY

The MISSOURI HISTORICAL REVIEW is always inter-

ested in articles and documents relating to the history
of Missouri. Articles pertaining to surrounding states and
other sections are considered for publication when they
involve events or personalities having a significant bearing
on the history of Missouri or the West. Any aspect of Missouri history is considered suitable for publication in the
REVIEW. Genealogical studies are not accepted because of
limited general reader interest.
In submitting articles for the REVIEW, the authors
should examine back issues for the proper form in footnoting. Originality of subject, general interest of the article,
sources used in research, interpretation and the style in
which it is written, are criteria for acceptance for publication.
The original and a carbon copy of the article should
be submitted. It is suggested that the author retain a carbon of the article. The copy should be double-spaced and
footnotes typed consecutively on separate pages at the
end of the article. The maximum length for an article is
7,500 words.
All articles accepted for publication in the REVIEW
become the property of the State Historical Society and
may not be published elsewhere without permission. Only
in special circumstances will an article previously published in another magazine or journal, be accepted for
the

REVIEW.

Because of the backlog of accepted articles, publication may be delayed for a period of time.
Articles submitted for the REVIEW should be addressed to:
Dr. Richard S. Brownlee, Editor
MISSOURI HISTORICAL REVIEW

The State Historical Society of Missouri
1020 Lowry Street
Columbia, Missouri 65201
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SOCIETY TO PRESENT AWARDS
At the Annual Meeting in October the Society will
confer three awards. An engraved citation and a medallion will be awarded to a member who has given
distinguished service to the Society and to the State of
Missouri in the promotion and dissemination of knowledge concerning the history of our region. A second
engraved citation and a one-hundred-dollar cash
award will be given for the REVIEW article during the
calendar year which has contributed most in depth in
a scholarly and popular sense to the history of our
State. The two-hundred-fifty-dollar Floyd C. Shoemaker History Award will be presented to a junior
class student in a Missouri college or university who
has written the best historical article that relates to
Missouri events or personalities.
The distinguished member will be selected by a
three-member committee appointed by the Society
president. One member of the selection committee will
serve for two years and two members for one year. No
active officers or trustees of the Society, with the exception of past presidents, may be nominated for the
Distinguished Service Award. Nominations should be
made in writing to Richard S. Brownlee, director of
the Society, any time during the calendar year. The
prize-winning article will be selected by three historians appointed by the editor of the REVIEW. The
selection committee will be changed each year with
the exception of one member who will be replaced
after two years. Articles submitted for the Floyd C.
Shoemaker History Award will be judged by the Department of History of the University of MissouriColumbia.
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An Early Lithograph of St. Louis

St. Louis's Transition Decade,
1819-1830
BY GLEN E. H O L T *

In 1959, Richard C. Wade published his influential monograph, The Urban Frontier. The volume quickly became a standard work in American urban history and an important corrective
to the broader frontier thesis dominating much of American historical writing. In Chapter VI of this book, Wade examined how
the Panic of 1819 affected Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Lexington, Louisville and St. Louis. After examining the evidence from all five
cities, Wade concluded that "though many people felt the lash
of bad times, the depression [following the panic] was generally
less severe in St. Louis than in most Western cities." Wade suggested that three factors lightened the impact of the panic on
the Mound City: continuing prosperity of the lead industry, the
growth of the Indian trade and the influence of the steamboat. 1
Aided by these influences, recovery came quickly to St. Louis
while other transmontane cities suffered.2
* Glen E. Holt is assistant professor of History and Urban Studies at Washington University, St. Louis. He holds the B.A. degree from Baker University,
Baldwin City, Kansas, and an M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of Chicago.
i Richard C. Wade, The Urban Frontier: Pioneer Life in Early Pittsburgh,
Cincinnati, Lexington, Louisville, and St. Louis (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), 173.
2 Ibid., 161-202.
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Although St. Louis did not experience such a severe downturn as Louisville, existing evidence suggests that the Panic of
1819 hit the Mound City hard, stiffling its economic and population growth. The panic came at an inopportune time in St. Louis
history. Missouri still had not achieved statehood, and St. Louis
remained isolated from the main flows of the nation's trade. The
financial disaster deranged the city's economy and forced many
out of work. In the midst of the crisis, the public demanded new
urban services. Without funds to provide these, the local government adopted a policy of making minimal expenditures. That
policy continued during the next decade, even as St. Louis changed
from a trading outpost on the urban frontier to a commercial
entrepot tied into a national trading network. The character of
the city's population shifted as well, from French domination in
the 1810s to American control during the next decade. Altogether,
the decade between 1819 and the end of the 1820s marked a
critical period of transition for the Mound City.
St. Louis began to experience a population and economic
boom after the United States concluded the War of 1812 by a
treaty with Great Britain. Following the peace settlement, some of
the troops, stationed in the area, took up residency after they were
mustered out of the army.3 The treaty also served to end the uncertainties about the political future of the West, and a stream of
settlers broke across the Appalachians into the Ohio Valley and
beyond. Most immigrants sought rich agricultural land, but St.
Louis, directly in the path of the mass movement, harvested both
prosperity and population increases from the westward-flowing
tide. "Some families came in the Spring of 1815," long-time resident John Mason Peck recalled some years later, "but in the winter,
summer and autumn of 1816, they came like an avalanche. . . .
Caravan after caravan passed over the prairies of Illinois, crossing
the 'great river' at St. Louis."4 Population figures confirm the
rapidity of the growth. Between 1810 and 1820, the number of
3 Frederic L. Billon, Annals of St. Louis in Its Territorial Days from 1804
to 1821, Being a Continuation of the Author's Previous Work, the Annals of the
French and Spanish Period (St. Louis, J888), 24; William L. Thomas, History
of St. Louis County Missouri: A Story That attracts by Its Recital of Past
Achievements; Its Record of Earnest Endeavor and Sure Development to Present Greatness and Its Future Filled with Roseate Promise (St. Louis, 1911),
I, 314.
4 Rufus Babcock, ed., Forty Years of Pioneer Life. Memoir of John
Mason Peck (Philadelphia, 1864), 146; Frederick Jackson Turner, "Colonization
of the West," American Historical Review, XI (January, 1906), 307.
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inhabitants in the Mound City rose from 1,400 to 4,598, an increase
of 228 percent. 5
The boom, however, receded before the decade ended. In
1819, two events, one natural and the other man-made, began
to retard growth. The natural event took the form of the Mound
City's perrenial fever, which in the early fall of 1819 struck with
greater force than at any time since 1811. This fever, which the
cosmopolitan traveler Henry R. Schoolcraft compared to the malaria that he had seen in Italy, killed many each day until it
receded of its own volition.6 The disease reappeared the next
autumn in a form "unusually rapid, malignant, and unmanageable." It struck the town again during the fall of 1821, killing
121. A respected observer, John Mason Peck, recalled, "This was
the most sickly and dying season St. Louis every knew." Local
boosters believed that the fever gave the city an unwarranted
5 Glen E. Holt, "The Shaping of St. Louis, 1763-1860" (unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, The University of Chicago, 1975), Appendix B, Table 5, pp. 208ff.
6 William Faux, Faux's Memorable Days in America, in Reuben Gold
Thwaites, ed., Early Western Travels, 1748-1846: A Series of Annotated
Reprints
of Some of the Best and Rarest Contemporary Volumes of Travel, Descriptive of
the Aborigines and Social and Economic Conditions in the Middle and Far West,
During the Period of Early American Settlement
(Cleveland, 1904) , XI, 207;
Henry R. Schoolcraft, Travels in the Central Portions of the Mississippi Valley:
Comprising Observations on Its Internal Resources and Aboriginal
Population.
(Performed Under the Sanction of Government, in the Year 1821) (New York,
1825), 228-229.
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reputation for unhealthfulness which retarded immigration through
the next decade. 7
The perrenial fever, however, proved not the worst trouble
in the air. When the financial panic of 1819 hit the nation, it
struck St. Louis hard. Immediately draining specie (hard money
or coins as opposed to paper) out of the developing region, it
caused both St. Louis banks to fail. These financial institutions
had opened their doors in the fall of 1816. One closed in 1819;
the second held out until 1821 before it also shut the doors.
Poor and even illegal practices by the banks' owners helped
bring the demise of these institutions, but a more deepseated reason lay behind the closures. As Missouri's population exploded
from 20,800 in 1810 to 66,600 in 1820, land speculation followed
in a flurry so great that minister Timothy Flint, who had arrived
in the area in 1817, called it a "fever." Economic historian Lucien
Carr termed it a "mania." He wrote:
No claim was so indefinite, no title so uncertain, and no
piece of property so shadowy, as not to find a purchaser.
A tract of land the only description of which was that it
was situated thirty miles north of St. Louis was put up at
auction [in the city] and actually bid off.8
This mania proved more pervasive in Illinois and Missouri
than in any other section of the country. 9 Both states had just
begun to experience their first wave of heavy agricultural immigration. 10 As the regional center for land trading in the two states,
St. Louis became the place of congregation for speculators. When
the panic hit, the inflated values fell drastically. 11 Dr. William
Carr Lane, soon to become the city's first mayor, but merely a
physician establishing his medical practice in January 1821, wrote
his wife, "The pecuniary aspect of the times are awful, the gloom
increases daily." He went on to tell her that a city lot which had
7 Memoir of Peck, 12, 229, 231-232, 238-240.
8 Lucien Carr, Missouri: A Bone of Contention (New York, 1888), 134;
Timothy Flint, Recollections of the Past Ten Years, Passed in Occasional Residents [sic~\ and Journeyings in the Valley of the Mississippi, from Pittsburg and
the Missouri to the Gulf of Mexico, and from Florida to the Spanish Frontier;
in a Series of Letters to the Rev. James Flint, of Salem, Massachusetts (Boston,
1826), 198-199; Timothy W. Hubbard and Lewis E. Davids, Banking in MidAmerica: A History of Missouri's Banks (Washington, D. C , 1969), 29-39.
9 Timothy Flint, A Condensed Geography and History of the Western
States, or the Mississippi Valley (Cincinnati, 1828), II, 110-112; William M.
Meigs, The Life of Thomas Hart Benton (Philadelphia, 1940) , 190.
10 Holt, "Shaping of St. Louis," Appendix B, Table 26, p. 535; Robert P.
Howard, Illinois: A History of the Prairie State (Grand Rapids, 1972) ,145.
i i Dorothy B. Dorsey, "The Panic of 1819 in Missouri," MISSOURI HISTORICAL
REVIEW, XXIX (January, 1935), 80-81.
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been contracted at a price of $1,000 in the spring of 1820, sold
recently for $140.12 Some landowners, however, unable to renegotiate prices and without funds to pay for their purchases, lost
their property. In August 1821, the St. Louis County sheriff advertised 105 different town lots and 14,271 acres of county land
to be auctioned for nonpayment of taxes. 13
Landowners were not the only St. Louisans to feel the effects
of the panic. By 1821, "more than 50 percent of the businessmen
were victims of the general wreckage." 14 The number of bankruptcies escalated, with 16 separate declarations of insolvency announced in a single July 1821 issue of the Missouri Gazette.15 In
1818, between 40 and 50 stores operated in the city; by the winter
of 1821-1822, only 19 existed.16 Laboring men suffered as well.
Hundreds sought work of any kind, and many, who had the means
to do so, left St. Louis to search for employment elsewhere. 17
"This depression was so great that it strangled enterprise and
arrested immigration," historian James Scharf wrote in 1883.18
Scholar Halvor Melom, writing in 1947, broadened this claim.
"Neither the later recession of 1829 nor the depression of 1837 was
to take such a fearful toll," he concluded. 19
A fall off in the fur trade added to St. Louis's economic woes
during the early 1820s. Although the town gained what formerly
had been the British-held fur trade after the War of 1812, the
areas close to St. Louis had been depleted. The traders, therefore,
centered their activities at new outposts farther away. 20 English12 Cited in Doris A. Phelan, "Boosterism in St. Louis, 1810-1860" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, St. Louis University, 1970), 26.
i3Dorsey, "Panic of 1819," 85.
14 Halvor Gordon Melom, "The Economic Development of St. Louis, 18031846" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Missouri, Columbia,
1947), 114.
i s St. Louis Missouri Gazette, July 25, 1821. An editorial on the subject
appears in the same paper on July 4, 1825.
16 Melon, "Economic Development," 114.
17 Floyd Oliver Becherer, "History of St. Louis, 1817-1826" (unpublished
Master's thesis, Washington University, St. Louis, 1950), 77-79.
18 J. Thomas Scharf, History of St. Louis City and County, From the Earliest Periods to the Present Day: Including Biographical Sketches of Representative Men (Philadelphia, 1883), I, 130.
19 Melom, "Economic Development," 114.
20 [William Newnham Blane], An Excursion through the United States and
Canada During the Years 1822-23 (London, 1824) , 195; Christian Schultz,
Travels on an Inland Voyage through the States of New-York,
Pennsylvania,
Virginia, Ohio, Kentucky, and Tennessee, and through the Territories of Indiana,
Louisiana, Mississippi and New Orleans; Performed in the Years 1807 and 1808;
Including a Tour of Nearly Six Thousand Miles (New York, 1810) , II, 40;
Isaac Lippincott, "A Century and a Half of Fur Trade at St. Louis," Washington University Studies, III (April, 1916), 228-229.

370

Missouri Historical

Review

man William Blane, who visited the Mound City in the winter
of 1822-1823, summed up St. Louis's weakness when he wrote:
St. Louis . . . . at one time was the great emporium of
all the fur-trade with the Indians. But it has of late years
declined both in prosperity and population, partly owing
to the dreadful sickness, and partly to the rivalship of the
villages which are springing up on the banks of the Missouri and upper Mississippi, and which now participate
in the fur-trade with the Indians. 21
Between 1789 and 1804, the value of all furs received at St.
Louis reportedly amounted to $203,000 annually. 22 In 1819, the
four companies still operating out of the Mound City accumulated
furs valued at less than a fourth of that amount. Three years later,
the largest of the trading firms, the Missouri Company, collected
pelts worth only $25,000.23 The St. Louis fur trade did not recover
from its decline until after 1824, in spite of several company reorganizations that included John Jacob Astor locating a branch of
the American Fur Company there in 1819.24
St. Louis's lead trade also experienced recession during the
early 1820s. In 1816, local merchants eagerly exchanged goods for
the base metal which the Indian traders brought to the city. 25 However, by 1819, the price became depressed, a penny or two per
pound lower than at New Orleans or Philadelphia. Even if lead
prices had been higher, St. Louis would not have benefitted substantially from the improvement. The town had not yet become
the chief center for the export of Missouri lead; it ranked a poor
third behind Ste. Genevieve and Herculaneum. 26 Not until after
the federal government doubled the tariff on imported lead in 1824
and raised it again in 1828 did prices in Missouri rise and produc-

21 Blane, An Excursion, 195.
22 Amos Stoddard, Sketches, Historical and Descriptive of Louisiana (Philadelphia, 1812), 297; Hiram Martin Chittenden, The American Fur Trade of
the Far West: A History of the Pioneer Trading Posts and Early Fur Companies
of the Missouri Valley and the Rocky Mountains and of the Overland Commerce with Santa Fe (New York, 1902), I, 109.
23 ibid., I, 150, 157.
24 William Hyde and Howard L. Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of
St. Louis, A Compendium of History and Biography for Ready Reference (New
York, 1899), I, 434-435.
25 Col. John Shaw, "Shaw's Narrative," Wisconsin Historical Society Collections, II (1885), 227.
26 Henry C. Thompson, Our Lead Belt Heritage [Flat River, Mo., 1955],
64; Walter Benton Ingalls, Lead and Zinc in the United States, Comprising an
Economic History of the Mining and Smelting of the Metals and the Conditions
which have affected the Development of the Industries (New York, 1908), 102.
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K.C. Star Magazine
St. Louis Headquarters for the American Fur Company

tion increase. 27 Moreover, after 1828, St. Louis gained a larger portion of the state's total lead trade when new production started in
regions north of the city. At that time, lead taken from mines around
Galena, Illinois, began to be floated down the Mississippi for transshipment to other cities. In some cases, manufacturers reworked
the lead into shot and other products before sending it elsewhere
or selling it locally.28
Although the evidence is not definitive, St. Louis probably lost
population because of the panic. No government counted heads
between 1820 and 1828, but two different travelers reported current estimates. During his visit in the winter of 1822-1823, William
Blane declared that the Mound City "contained one thousand less
inhabitants than it did at the close of the last war between Great
Britain and the United States." 29 In 1826, Karl Bernhard reported
that St. Louis had only 4,000 people, or about 600 less than the
number reported by federal census takers in 1820.30 An official
27 Flint, Condensed Geography, II, 97; Thompson, Our Lead Belt Heritage,
72; Ingalls, Lead and Zinc, 30, 104.
28 Isaac Lippincott, "Industrial Influence of Lead in Missouri," Journal of
Political Economy, XX (July, 1912), 704-705; Bishop Davenport, A New Gazateer, or Geographical Dictionary, of North America and the West Indies. . . .
Compiled from the Most Recent and Authentic Sources (Baltimore, 1832) , 147.
29 Blanc, An Excursion, 195. Others suggest that St. Louis experienced a
population loss but provide no estimates. See Flint, Condensed Geography, II,
97; Scharf, History of St. Louis, I, 130.
so Karl Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, Travels Through
North
America During the Years 1825 and 1826 (Philadelphia, 1828), II, 96-97.
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count, made in the fall of 1828, located exactly 5,000 inhabitants,
only 402 more than in 1820. At minimum then, St. Louis grew slowly
during the eight years after 1820, and the population probably declined below the decennial figure, then rose slowly. Although St.
Louis boosters in 1830 claimed their city had grown 27 percent over
the previous ten years, more than half of that gain came during the
last two years of the decade. 31
St. Louis County and the state of Missouri experienced a different population history through the 1820s than did the city. The number of residents in the county increased by 40.6 percent to reach
14,125 by 1830, while the population of the state bounced from
66,585 to 140,455, a rise of 110.9 percent. 32 These figures indicate
that the main thrust of the 1820s migration was toward agricultural
land. During the next decade, these farm families turned St. Louis
into a food-exporting city.33 Until that time, the Mound City had to
import food not only to supply those passing through but to feed
its own residents.
These figures also help point out St. Louis's position as the far
western "spearhead" of the American urban frontier.34 As such, it
remained a colonial outpost without a firm economic base and with
weak transportation connections into the nation's interregional trading network. This advance position was demonstrated through the
1820s when all of St. Louis's transmontane rivals grew faster than
the Mound City. Pittsburgh increased by 73.4 percent to reach
12,586. Cincinnati and Louisville both skyrocketed, the former increasing by 157.5 percent to a total of 24,831, the latter rising by
157.7 percent to hit 10,341. Only Lexington, beset by special problems, grew less than St. Louis, and with 6,026 people, it still had a
larger population than the Mound City in 1830.35 This comparison
indicates the high price St. Louis paid for being so far out in front
of the westward line of American agricultural settlement. The
twenties became a time of waiting while the city's agricultural
hinterland filled. Until that occurred, the Mound City remained
dependent on its lead and fur trade. These proved an inadequate
base to sustain the local economy when the Panic of 1819 occurred.

31 St. Louis Missouri Republican, November 28, 1828, October 5, 1830.
32 Holt, "Shaping of St. Louis," Appendix B, Tables 25 and 26, pp. 534-535.
33 St. Louis Missouri Republican, December 5, 1825; Melom, "Economic
Development," 117.
34 Wade, Urban Frontier, Chapter I, passim.
35 Holt, "Shaping of St. Louis," Appendix B, Table 27, pp. 536-540.
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Property taxes also indicate how severely the panic affected St.
Louis. In 1818, the assessor placed a total value of more than
$1,200,000 on the city's property. By 1823, valuation dropped to
$810,000, down 33.5 percent from the year before the panic. Values
began to rise in 1824, but not until 1828 did they rebound to their
1818 levels.36
Lower property values translated into reduced tax revenues.
That situation became exaggerated because the city pursued a
policy of setting tax rates at the lowest possible level. The original charter of St. Louis allowed the town trustees to levy a
property tax of 50 cents per hundred dollars of assessed valuation.
However, in all but one year before 1817, the town maintained
a lower rate of 33/3 cents per hundred. The trustees raised the tax
in 1818 to 40 cents, a rate which produced $4,874 in revenues. In
1819, the trustees reduced the rate to 30 cents, but when property
values began to drop following the panic, they increased the rate
to 35 cents in 1820 and to 40 cents in 1821 and 1822. Revenue
in the latter year amounted to $3,825. Thus, St. Louis trustees
followed a consistent tax policy: they held down property taxes,
undoubtedly a popular policy, but with the effect of generating
insufficient revenue to maintain streets, much less to add new
services.37
36 ibid., Appendix D, Tables 29 and 30, pp. 558-565; Appendix B, Table 5,
p. 308.
37 ibid., Appendix D, Tables 29 and 30, pp. 558-565.
Broadway, St. Louis

