8710 SN

THE

INVESTMENT
FRONTIER

New York Businessmen
and the Economic Development .

of the Old Northwest

JOHN DENIS HAEGER

State U niversz'ty of New York Press
ALBANY -

/7 C
/O 7
A7
33




G810 SNY

Published by
State University of New York Press, Albany

© 1981 State University of New York
All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America

No part of this book may be used or reproduced

in any manner whatsoever without written permission ‘
except in the case of brief quotations embodied in-
critical articles and reviews.

For information, address State University of New York
Press, State University Plaza, Albany, N.Y., 12246.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Haeger, John D.

The investment frontier.

Bibliography: p. 293

Includes index.

1. West (U.S.)—Economic conditions— 19th century.

9. Investments— West (U.S.)— History— 19th century.
3. Bronson, Arthur. 4. Butler, Charles, 1802-1897.

5. Capitalists and financiers—New York (State)—
History— 19th century. 6 Capitalists and financiers—
West (U.S.)— History— 19th century. I. Title.
HC107.A17H33 ~ 330.97802 81-741

I1SBN 0-87395-530-7 AACR2

ISBN 0-87395-531-5 (pbk.)

1)~

%
it
1Y

f;jf{_}f

&l

To Cecily

WWEG Hctntyre Library
JUL 141983
[EAU CLAIRE, Wi




98710 SNY

ILLUSTRATIONS AND TABLES

-« New York Life Insurance and Trust Company Investment Pattern,

1831-1837 26

New York Life Insurance and Trust Company, Fourteen Leading
Counties of Mortgage Investment, 1833, 1835, and 1837 28

. Eastern Stockholders of the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust

Company, 1834 53

Preface

Too often’ historical literature has overemphasized the importance of
geographic location, soil fertility, farmers’ quick adaptation to surplus
production, and the booster spirit of frontier entrepreneurs in explaining
the economic development of the American West. Certainly each of the
above factors, both alone and in concert, were important to economic
expansion, but I contend that eastern capitalists, operating from the

‘country’s financial centers at New York City and Boston and from a score

of smaller cities, provided the capital and financial expertise which were
essential to frontier economic development and to the integration of the
West into the nation’s economy. In order to test these assumptions, this
book analyzes the business careers of New York City financiers involved in
the Old Northwest’s urban and agricultural expansion during the fron-

tier period from approximately 1830 to 1845.1

Three financiers serve as principal examples: Isaac Bronson, Arthur
Bronson, and Charles Butler. Isaac Bronson was the patriarch of a re-
markable family which, in the early nineteenth century, was just taking its
place among New York City’s financial aristocracy. Isaac Bronson had
accumulated a fortune through shrewd speculation in government se-
curities and land purchases in western New York. More important, he
articulated a conservative philosophy of banking and economic develop-
ment which provided a theoretical base for the family’s business opera-
tions, particularly those of his son, Arthur Bronson, who oversaw the
family’s western land interests in the 1830s. Charles Butler, on the other
hand, was born into a political family. His older brother, Benjamin, was a
close friend of Martin Van Buren, and consequently Charles Butler also
associated with members of Van Buren’s political circle. As a young man
in the 1820s, Butler practiced law on the frontier of western New York

xi




R ‘ ' PREFACE

State. Even though he eventually worked his way into the ranks of New
York City’s economic and social elite, his years on'the frontier imbued him
with the booster spirit and with an investment mentality different from
that of his close friend and frequent business partner, Arthur Bronson.
The New Yorkers exerted their greatest influence on the West of the
1830s, an area usually designated as the Old Northwest, encompassing
the modern day states' of Ohio, Michigan, - Illinois, Indiana, and
Wisconsin. From the end of the War of 1812 until 1832, this region was a
curious blend of civilization and wilderness. At one extreme, southern
Ohio was settled and possessed a relatively balanced economy. To a lesser
extent, this was also true of southern Illinois and Indiana. But with the
exception of the outpost of Detroit, Michigan was still a wilderness as were
northern Illinois and Wisconsin. Chicago and Milwaukee were only meet-
ing places for the occasional exchange of furs between Indians and
whites. Yet settlement slowly pushed westward. The Erie Canal opened
the agricultural hinterland of western New York by 1825 and encouraged,
within a few years, the movement of people further West by lake steam-
boats or over barely passable roads linking Buffalo with Cleveland and
Detroit. By 1830, the pace of economic change had increased substan-
tially. The southern cotton trade and the continued growth of agricultural
surpluses in the East yielded good profits which stimulated further urban
and agricultural development along the East Coast and in the interior,
particularly in the New York City region. These developments led eastern
businessmen to establish banks and trusts companies in order to create
more credit and to support new investments. Meanwhile eastern capi-
talists, farmers, and urban dwellers were driven further West in the
search for new opportunities. All these groups, therefore, partcipated in
one of America’s most spectacular booms in the years from 1832 1o 1837.
During this economic boom, the entire region bordering the Great Lakes
was transformed. Chicago grew from a fur trade village and military post
of 250in 1832 to a city of 4,470 citizens with numerous fAnancial, educa-
tional, and religious institutions in 1840.2 Nearly every state embarked on
railroad and canal projects to link the surplus-producing agricultural
hinterlands with burgeoning cities and outside markets. The boom came
to an abrupt halt in 1838, though, and the entire region was plunged into
along and difficult depression. When the Old Northwest emerged from
the depression in the mid-1840s, its financial leaders were sobered by the
realities of economic loss, but they possessed a growing 'population,
healthy markets for agricultural products, effective transportation links
~ with the East and South, and stable urban centers such as Chicago,
Milwaukee, and Detroit. By 1845, then, the Old Northwest had clearly
passed through the frontier stage.
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Preface Xiii

A number of problems confront the historian attempting to assess the
eastern financier’s impact on the West. The economy of the Jacksonian
era was unorganized, and individuals, rather than institutions, often
directed the movement of funds into various enterprises. As a result,
historians lack statistical data on the movement of capital which would
reveal the easterners’ total investments in western banks, agricultural lands
and city lots. Economic historians therefore must depend on the manuscript
records of individual entrepreneurs in order to build generalizations.?
Eastern businessmen of this period further complicated the historian’s
task because they preferred anonymity to publicity when conducting
economic exchanges and particularly when influencing governmental
and financial institutions. Eastern capitalists adopted a variety of stra-
tegies for concealing their presence in the West. Original land entries
were made by their western agents to avoid charges of absentee owner-
ship and onerous tax levies. Stock subscriptions to western banks and
transportation companies as well as expenditures for improvements to
their land were arranged through western citizens for similar reasons.
They lobbied in territorial, state, and national legislative bodies for favor-
able laws relating to public lands and commerce, usually through subtle
pressure on a sympathetic senator or representative.

Because the Bronsons and Charles Butler were hidden from public view,
historical studies accorded more attention to their western agents, such as
Lucius Lyon, Micajah T. Williams, and Charles Trowbridge.* In a 1969
article on land speculation in the Wisconsin Territory, for example, Paul
Gates acknowledged that Arthur Bronson had been the largest single
land purchaser in 1835 and 1836, yet Gates did not investigate Bronson’s
influence on the territory. Instead he commented that

‘Too much emphasis should not be placed upon eastern capital
investments in western land. One of the outstanding facts about the
western land business is that westerners, men of initiative, imagina-
tion, and shrewdness, and perhaps some capital, early took the lead
in buying and selling lands, representing others in the management
of their property, laying out towns, subdividing property, renting
town lots, houses, farms and exploiting mineral lands.®

Conceptual approaches to frontier history also hindered an accurate
appraisal of the eastern financier’s influence. Beginning with Frederick
Jackson Turner’s essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American
History,” historical scholarship concentrated on the farmer and his role in
agricultural expansion.® Eastern capitalists usually entered the story as
villians whose greed prevented farmers from securing their rightful
claims to America’s landed wealth. For years, historians, writing from a
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NYLTG, established in 1830, reflected the special interests of its incor-

" porators—New York’s financial elite who petitioned the legislature for a
charter. New York City bankers dominated the list which included John
Mason of the Chemical Bank, John Hone and Lynde Catlin of the
Merchant’s Bank, Garrit Storm of the Phoenix Bank, Abraham Bloodgood
of the City Bank, and Philip Hone of the Bank of America. The directors
of the Bank of New York were heavily represented along with merchants
and land investors, such as John Jacob Astor and Robert Troup.® Isaac
Bronson figured prominently in the company’s founding. He helped
write the institution’s charter and assisted William Bard, the company’s
first president, in securing the state legislature’s approval.”

The trust company’s incorporators were primarily conservative finan-
ciers upset by the liberal credit policies of commercial banks and the state’s
inability or unwillingness to regulate them. They envisioned the trust
company as an agency for pooling their capital with that of hundreds of
other investors both from within the state and from overseas. The trust
company, then, was essentially a savings institution for the wealthy, a
characteristic which the incorporators mentioned to the legislature when
applying for a charter. The trust company’s proponents did not request
the power to issue notes because they assumed that the responsibility for
note redemption would conflict with the company’s primary investment
function. The New Yorkers anticipated the trust company’s taking over
the role of moving capital into long-term investments, thus enabling New
York’s commercial banks to specialize in financing trade., They further
hoped that this specialization in €conomic institutions would encourage
financial stability throughout the country and return comfortable div-
idends to the stockholders and depositors.?

To ensure that the NYLTC would accomplish its purpose, Isaac Bron-
son and other key incorporators devised a charter that allowed them to
select the board of trustees and the stockholders. To control effectively
the company’s operations, the organizers felt that the board of trustees
had to represent the “right” people since the board was charged with
appointing officers and formulating policy. When submitting the charter
to the legislature, therefore, the N ew Yorkers named thirty of their
number as the first board of trustees, thus avoiding the usual procedure
of election by the stockholders. In order to guarantee control by a select
few, the charter also stipulated that each trustee hold a minimum of
$5000 in stock. The board of trustees also was structured as a self-
perpetuating body since terms of office were indeterminate and vacancies
were filled by the remaining trustees.’

Table 1 is a list of the company’s trustees in 1833. It demonstrates the
domination of New York City financiers, although several men-
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TABLE 1

NEW YORK LIFE INSURANCE AND TRUST COMPANY TRUSTEES;
PLACE OF RESIDENCE, 1833

illiamBard ............... ... ... .. New York City
VZ;E;"II(em ......................... New York City
homas].Oakley ................... New York City
Gulian C. Verplanck ................. New York City
ohnMason ........................ New York City
ames McBride ..................... New York City
ohnDuer .......................... New York Ciry
tephen Whitney ............... ... .. New York City
ThomasSuffern .................... New York City
Nathaniel Prime .................... New York City
ohnG.Coster ...................... New York City
ohn _Eicob ASIOT ..o New York City
saac Bromson ...................... New York City
Nicholas Devereux .................. Utica )
William B. Lawrence ................. New York City
1Lonathan Goodhue .................. New York City
amuel Thompson .................. New York City
Peter Remsen ....................... New York City
{ohn Rathbone, Jr. .................. New York City
eter Harmony .......... e New York City
H.C.DeRham ..................... New York City
Erastus Corning .................... Albany
Isaiah Townsend .................... Albany
Benjamin Knower ................... Albany
Benjamin F. Butler .......... ... .. .. Albany
Stephen Van Rensselaer ............ -.. Albany ) ,
Thomas W. Ludlow .............. ... New York City
Peter G. Stuyvesant .................. New York City

SOURCE: New York State, Senate, Communication from the Chancellor, Relative to the New York Life Insurance
and Trust Company, Senate Doc. 59, 57th Session, 1834, I1: 16.

Benjamin F. Butler, Benjamin Knower, and Erastus Coming'—‘——repre-
sented the Albany Regency, the dominant faction in state politics. The
board included both Whigs and Democrats in order to avoid charges that
the company favored a particular political party. The trustees were also
upper class and wealthy; of the twenty-two New York trustees, twenty ap-
peared on either Moses Beach’s list of wealthy New Yorkers or Edward
Pessen’s more recent tabulation.. Almost all were either merchants or
bankers. Those New Yorkers who did not appear on the lists, Thomas

‘ Oakley and John Duer, were well-known lawyers. Of the six trustees living

outside New York City, all were either very wealthy or, like Benjamin
Butler and Benjamin Knower, politically influential.}?

Such close control was not unusual among the directors of nineteenth
century banks. Whether accepting a trust for widows, dependents, or a
wealthy customer, the organizers believed that the company’s success
partially depended on the public’s confidence. Such confidence, they
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and Benjamin F. Butler in Albany, who further checked for any encum-
brances on the title and then drew up the mortgage. Once the counsels
had checked the application, it came before a committee of the trustees
which either approved, disapproved, or requested additional
information.?3
Because the western agents were so important to the company’s opera-
tion, they were chosen with great care. The company preferred that
agents possess legal training, and knowledge of land values, and that they
hold positions of prominence in the local community. Many were former
agents of land investors. The company also considered an agent’s political
preference, selecting both Whigs and Democrats in order to avoid
charges of political favoritism. Agents were commonly located in cities
and towns near potentially prosperous farming areas. There were, for
example, agents in Buffalo, Lockport, Geneva, Utica, and Troy. Lot
Clark, who represented the company in Lockport, Niagara County, was a
land speculator as well as the principal stockholder of the Lockport Bank.
Laterin the 1830s, he would join with Arthur Bronson and Charles Butler
in founding the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company.?* Frederick
Whittlesey, the agent at Rochester, had previously purchased land for
Isaac Bronson and in 1839, he became president of the Bank of Monroe.
Although Clark was a Democrat, Whittlesey was a Whig. The agent at
Geneseo, Livingston County, was Philo Fuller, another former land
agent. In the 1830s, he too served as a Whig representative in the legisla-
ture. In 1836, he moved to Michigan where he assumed the presidency of
a railroad bank controlled by New York capitalists.?®
-No agent was more important than Charles Buter, and a part of
Butler’s influence was directly related to his early background. Charles
Butler was born into a middle—class family in 1802 at the village of
Kinderhook Landing on the Hudson River, sixteen miles north of Al-
bany. Charles’s father was a merchant with considerable political interest
who served both as a state senator and as judge of Columbia County.
Charles was educated at an academy in Greenville, New York, and then
followed in the footsteps of his older brother, Benjamin, as a clerk in the
law office of Martin Van Buren.26 In 1822, he became deputy clerk of the
New York State Senate, a crucial position for a young man contemplating
a career in law and politics. After he was admitted to the bar, Charles
Butler chose to practice in western New York. His decision to move West
likely represented a desire to escape the shadow of his brother, Benjamin,
who had become an intimate friend of Martin Van Buren and an im-
portant lawyer in Albany. Moreover, Charles Butler looked forward to
new financial opportunities in the small boom towns along the path of the

Erie Canal.2’
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As Ohioans searched for a permanent solution to capital shortages, the
legislature’s proposal for a state bank attracted attention because of the
absence of movement among private-capitalists to fill the void. The plan
called for'@\e‘zion of a state bank with capital borrowed from the East
and with the state’s credit pledged as security. The bank would establish
branches throughout the state in order to meet local community needs.
Subsequenvtly, Governor Duncan MacArthur and the incoming governor
Robert Lucas, both advocated this plan in December 1839. Widespread’
public support seemed assured after an Ohio Senate committee reported
that the total bank capital in the state was bnly $2 million, a mere fraction
of the state’s minimum requirements.8

Although sentiment had appeared to coalesce behind some type of state

_ bank, the legislative session of 1838-1834 revealed the presence of oppos-
ing fo?ces. In the first place, several groups of financiers requested charters
for private companies and therefore opposed the state bank proposal. In -
1833, these forces blocked any action on the state bank proposal in the
leglslature.. At the same time, they secured immediate help for Cincinnati
py approving a charter for the Franklin Bank of Cincinnati and by
Increasing the capitalization of the Commercial Bank of Cincinnati.® Bug
the supporters of the state bank were not defeated, and Goverrior Lucas
returned to the legislature in December 1833, with a slightly altered plan
gnd a new 1ssue. Lucas supposedly had strengthened his case by specify-

1ng‘that only Ohio residents could purchase stock. This move activated
the westerners” fear of “foreign” capital controlling state institutions.

Lucas’§ Supporters argued that eastern capitalists already held a substan-

tial majority of the state’s bank stock, and they raised the possiblity of even
further economic domination without a state bank.'® Lucas further as-
serted that his proposition would save the money which Ohio citizens
nox.‘mally spent for interest payments on borrowed foreign capital. The

Ohio Monitor estimated a net savings of $300,000 per year because the

state would negotiate for loans from the East and from Europe, thereby
acquiring a competitive rate of perhaps 4 percent. Without a state bank,

- D€ newspaper explained, private banks might secure foreign capital

through stock subscriptions, but would pay dividends of 7 to 10 percent.!!

' »gho‘ut the debate over the state bank, the arguments reflected a

amblvalgnce of public officials and legislative bodies who were in

£ f}mds, but who were fearful of the political and eco-
hich might be exerted by outside entrepreneurs. Butit -

ed to excite popular sentiment or to hinder an

mbers of the Ohio legislature in 1833 could

cton of roads and canals had occur-

tal 4 bate was not whether to attract
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foreign capital, but how best to accomplish it: either through private
banks or through a large state bank.

A resolution of Ohio’s banking problem came in the legislative session
of 1834. The legislature defeated the state bank bill in a close vote, and it
then proceeded to charter ten new banks with a combined capitalization
of $4.4 million—$2 million of which was held by a single institution, the
OLTC, located in Cincinnati.’® Despite their rhetoric against foreign
capital domination, then, the Ohio legislature, both Whig and Democratic
members, had chartered the West’s largest financial institution and one in
which outside capitalists controlled two-thirds of the stock.

Acquiring a charter for the OLTC was a masterpiece of careful plan-
ning and a skillful job of political lobbying. Charles Butler initiated the
idea of a trust company in Ohio and then stirred the interest of Isaac and
Arthur Bronson. Together they sought the support of other New York
capitalists who would assist in raising capital and preparing a charter.!?
Charles Butler, who directed the operation in its early stages, recruited
members of the Albany Regency, such as his brother, Benjamin F. Butler,
then attorney general of the United States; Martin Van Buren, Vice
President of the United States; Thomas W. Olcott, president of the
Mechanics and Farmers Bank of Albany; and William L. Marcy, governor
of New York. Although their names added luster to the project, many of
the politicians played only minor roles. Martin Van Buren, for example,
wrote Jetters of recommendation for Charles Butler to facilitate his lobby-
ing efforts in Ohio.'* The Ohio venture was not an exclusively Democratic
project, however, for Arthur Bronson recruited additional partners pri-

marily from New York City’s merchant and banking communities and
from stockholders of the NYLTC. All the people most closely connected
with the Ohio enterprise were known as the “associates,” and they in-
cluded, for example, Gould Hoyt, John Ward, Jonathan Goodhue,
Stephen Whitney, James B. Murray, James King, Benjamin F. Butler, and
Lot Clark.!® :

Charles Butler had insisted on a careful selection of the “associates”
because he realized that disagreements among the promoters could wreck
the enterprise; nevertheless, Lot Clark, the NYLTC’s agent at Lockport,
New York, brieflly threatened to split the New Yorkers. Butler had ini-
tially excluded Clark from the inner circle because of his reputation for
divisiveness, but Clark had pieced together the plan after a casual conver-
sation with Isaac Bronson in the offices of the NYLTC. No sooner had
Clark forced his way into the venture than he challenged Charles Butler’s
strategy for obtaining a charter in Ohio. Butler intended to request a new
charter from the Ohio legislature, whereas Clark felt that they could
obtain control of the Franklin Bank of Cincinnati and convert it into a
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. Jealousies, which Mr. Williams alludes to.”*2 Bronson and Butler set out in

August 1833, intending to visit Williams in Cincinnati after traveling
through Michigan and northern Illinois to look over possible land pur-
chases. Repeated delays and a sudden illness which struck Arthur
gil(;gzgn, however, forced them to return to the East without stopping in

Charles Butler, though, felt that a trip to Ohio was essential. After a
gruehng two-month totir of the West in July and August, therefore, he set
out again for Cincinnati in October 1833, Accompanied by his brother-in-
law, Mahalon Ogden, and with letters of introduction from Thomas
Olcott. and Mag:tin Van Buren, Butler left his home in Geneva, New York
traveling by wagon to Buffalo where he secured passage on a lakf;
steamer. Forced off Lake Erie by a storm, he then took a stage to Cleve-
land and another from there to Columbus. At Columbus, Butler spent
several days meeting local businessmen and presumably talking about the
trust company. He next stopped at Chillicothe where he spoke with the
state representative from that district. Butler also tried to find Governor
Robert Lucas, stopping first at his farm near Piketon but not overtaking the
Governor }Jntil after a church service in Portsmouth, Ohio. Certainly the
two men dlsgussed the proposed trust company, although Lucas withheld
his support since he backed the state bank plan. Governor Lucas, however
gave Butler additional letters of introduction to Gincinnati politicians.’
Since Cincinnati-was the intended location of the trust company, Butler
spent nearly two weeks there conversing with its leading politicians and
businessmen. For example, he talked with David T. Disney, a Democrat
and then president of the Ohio Senate; Jacob Burnet, a Whig and former
senator; and John McLean, a Jacksonian Democrat and recent appointee
to the Supreme Court. Many of Butler’s contacts later became the com-
pany’s most ardent supporters and members of the first board of
trustees.>> ’

Throughout his trip, Butler conscientiously kept a diary in which he
.noFed Ohio’s agricultural potential, its transportation improvements, and
its mfluential people. Always with an eye to future investments, he missed
few Important points. Departing from Ohio in November, Butler was
convinced of the OLTC’s future success because of Ohio’s econormic
potential. In characteristically booster prose, Butler observed that “I have
left the State of Ohio, with deep impressions of its present & future
greatness. The capacity of its soil—the character of its population—its
commercial and agricultural resources—all . . . indicate at some future &

‘no distant day it must become a star of the first magnitude in the galaxy of

the States.” ‘
Butler returned to his home by way of New York City and Albany in
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'~ order to speak further with financiers and politicians. Certainly he must
have communicated his enthusiasm for the Ohio enterprise. In New York

City, he stayed at the U.S. Hotel where he spoke twice with Martin Van
Buren. He also met with William Bard, president of the NYLTC. Finally
he journeyed to Albany where he visited with his brother, Benjamin, who

k- was then preparing to depart for Washington to assume his duties as

attorney general. When he arrived back in Geneva, Charles Butler must

have been pleased with the trip. He had met with Ohio political officials

and smoothed the way for the trust company. Moreover, the sentiment
against foreign capitalists had not surfaced in Ohio among those people
he had visited.’

While Charles Butler laid the political groundwork for the trust com-
pany, Arthur and Isaac Bronson assumed responsibility for preparing the
company’s charter. They asked their lawyer and close friend, Roger
Sherman of Fairfield, Connecticut, to write the first draft using the
NYLTC'’s charter as a model.®® At the same time, they requested input
from other New York associates. Charles Butler, for example, insisted
that the company should be capitalized at $3 million. He remembered the
attacks against the NYLTC because it controlled too much capital, and he
obviously hoped to obtain a large capitalization before any backlash
developed within the Ohio legislature. Butler also felt that a large
capitalization would permit the institution to purchase Ohio internal im-
provement bonds for resale in foreign markets.?® Thomas Olcott and Lot
Clark, on the other hand, were more concerned with the OLTC'’s posses-
sing the right to charge 7 percent interest on loans, thereby increasing the
profits and making it an attractive investment to nonresident capitalists.*’

Isaac and Arthur Bronson showed a draft charter to the New York City
associates in June 1833. The new institution differed in several ways from
the NYLTGC, but the essential change was that the Ohio trust company
possessed the powers of a commercial bank, that is, the power to issue
notes and to deal in bills of exchange. Three years earlier, the Bronsons
‘had supported the NYLTC because it divorced capital investment from
note issue, but Jackson’s veto of the recharter of the BUS had changed
their approach. Isaac Bronson was convinced that without the restraining
hand of the BUS, commercial banks would expand their note issues and
lend their capital, encouraging speculation and inflation. The OLTC, he
hoped, would show the nation that a large financial institution could invest
its capital stock in land mortgages while simultaneously issuing notes to
facilitate trade. For Isaac Bronson and his son, the Ohio institution rep-

resented a workable compromise between merchants desiring credit for
short-term exchanges and farmers needing long-term capital. The
Bronsons also knew that the charter’s banking clause would appeal to
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Considering that there were twenty-three original associates, Arthur
Bronson needed to recruit many additional capitalists in order to distri-
bute $1,500,000 of stock. Ordinarily this would have been an easy task,
except that the associates wanted to carefully screen prospective stock-
holders because the stockholders eventually selected the board of trustees
and the company’s officers. Arthur Bronson first contacted all the as-

sociates to fill their stock requests. Frederick Bronsoen, Arthur’s younger |

brother, visited the New York offices of Prime, Ward, and King, and they
subscribed for 1000 shares. Similarly Gould Hoyt took 2,000 shares. By
late May 1834, the Bronsons had parceled out 10,000 of the 15,000
available’ shargs. Even with 5,000 shares remaining to be sold, Frederic
Bronson indicated no intention to relax the standards of selection: “The
residue of the stock not yet subscribed for can be disposed of without
difficulty should it be indiscriminately offered to the public, but the
gentlemen who have already subscribed think it would be more for the
mterest of the Company that the stock should be given to those who would
probably take it as a permanent investment & not for speculation.”%°

To secure additional stockholders, the Bronsons took ‘several steps. A
general letter describing the OLTC was sent to selected eastern financiers.
The Bronsons also wrote to political officials, such as Secretary of War
Lewis Cass, to offer him an opportunity to purchase stock.>! The

Bronsons saw benefit in courting Cass because of his close ties to Jackson’s

administration. Cass also was influential in the Michigan Territory where
he had served as territorial governor and where Arthur Bronson owned
thousands of acres of land. In some cases, Arthur Bronson assisted
potential stockholders by lending them the funds for the stock purchase.
Charles Butler, for example, obtained fifty shares after borrowing the
purchase money from Arthur Bronson.52 By June 1834, the Bronsons
had completed the distribution of stock in the East.

Table 5 is a list of the OLTC’s eastern stockholders, and it reveals the
effectiveness of the Bronsons’ screening process. New York City’s elite
merchants and financiers, such as Peter Harmony, Isaac Carrow, Gould
Hoyt, Goodhue and Company, and George Griswold, dominated the list.
Moreover, Arthur Bronson had enlisted representatives of foreign and
domestic investment firms such as Prime, Ward and King; John Ward and
Company; and Nevins, Townsend and Company. The Bronsons thus had
mobilized over $1,500,000 of eastern money for investment in the
West in addition to linking the state of Ohio to foreign and domestic
capital markets. The Bronson family held 1,050 shares, a sure indication
of their intention to oversee the company’s management. Despite his
efforts in acquiring the charter, however, Charles Butler held only 50
shares. Most likely Butler’s limited interest resulted from a chronic short-
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age of money due to his penchant for investing in diverse promotional
schemes.%?
. TABLE 5
EASTERN STOCKHOLDERS OF THE OHIO LIFE INSURANCE AND TRUST COMPANY, 1834
Stockholder Shares Stockholder Shares
i 200
300 Lydig, D.
g:gsﬁs?fljgenry]ames 200 Ivzars all, Charles X gg
Beekm’an’, Henry 100 McCracken, J. L. 2
D. Beers & Co. 100 MclIntyre, A. 50
'elden H 50 Mead, Walter 2
Belden’ Hénry 50 Monroe, James %0
Bcrney’ Robert 200 Mott, Valentine 50
Bowne, Walter 1,000 Mott, William 20
ames Boyd & Co. 100 Murray, James 190
'Lronson Arthur 300 geixlns a¥g To;vsnsend 10
: i 150 Oakley, Thom,
%:ggzgﬁ’ fsr::;icerlc 500 Abraham Ogden & Co. 1(5)8
Bronson: Oliver 100 Ogden, David 2
Butler, Benjamin 50 Olcott, Thomas 00
Butler, Charles 50 Osborne, Thomas B. 5
Carrow, Isaac 500 Paine, Elijah 50
Clark, Lot 950 Phelps, Thad 50
Clark;on, David 200 Power, Tyrone X Lo
Coster & Carpenter 228 g 2:3521 1:31?31 fc ing 000
Smger’J%hn 50 Redmond, William 200
Den;sl?nl}ra,nds 150 Renalds, Thomas A. igg
DeRham, H. G, - 950 Sedgwick, Robert : 100
Dimon, Fbenezer 150 Sheaf, M. 120
Duer _I’ohn 200 glﬁermwillgoger 100
ibbe 100 ort, William
gﬂ:}:eég&?gcaéi 100 Spotford, Tileston & Co. 228
Glover John ‘ 100 Stephens, Benjamin 250
Goodhhe & Co. 200 Stephens, John 120
Goodhue, lona 50 Surdam,,] ohn 50
Griffin, Francis s 50 Talamadge, N. 50
Griswoid, George 200 Tallmadge, James 100
Harmony, Peter 200 Throop, E. 500
Hoyt, Gould 2,000 Tibbits, Elisha 250
yﬁeter 100 Tomlinson, D. 0
?rll’es George 50 Tracy, Frederick {80
.L.&S. Joseph & Co. 100 Waddxrli%[on,_]. 100
awrence, William B. 100 Ward, Henr 200
Cord Rutas 500 Wilect, Marins. 2
ﬁiﬁl’a&f‘}l’;&r 300 Total Shares 15,000

i io Li 23 July 1834, BP, 203.
: t of Stockholders to the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company, 23 Jul :
gigg%hciflisl;l‘svaz a h::ndwritten record of stqck'pledges, L}t}e ﬁx(l):ill1 amounts glyecré t((})x ;ngl;\(;lrtlﬂ;;lz zlg:; g:z:
varied somewhat. It is also possible that the list includes a few Ohio cmzfens s"l]c he Bronsons might have
istri d occasional shares to western citizens. The percentage of stock co y
?;igsst[sc howgver. did not vary. See The Second Annual Report of the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company
(Cincinnati: Looker, Ramsay & Co., 1836), p-19.

The distribution of the 5,000 shares of stock in Ohio was apparently no
more open than it had been in the East. Arthur Bronson had urged
Williams to recruit the “right” Ohioans. Wilhams followed that advice and
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Further West, Detroit was a more substantial outpost because of its early
settlement as part of France’s North American empire, yet persistent
economic problems slowed its growth after the War of 1812. Detroit’s
residents were isolated because lake travel was infrequent; moreover, the
city lacked a thriving commerce and a substantial agricultural hinterland.
Its inhabitants, especially the French, were more interested in the fur
trade than in the relatively sedentary occupations of merchant and

. farmer.!

West of Detroit, civilization had made only an occasional intrusion into
the wilderness. In 1815, therefore, travelers avoided the unsettled areas
of southern Michigan and took boats northward from Detroit on Lakes St.
Clair and Huron. Mackinac was a strategic point as it guarded the passage
between Lakes Huron and Michigan. Green Bay was the only substantial
settlement on either the eastern or western shore of Lake Michigan. It had
250 inhabitants, most of whom were of English and French extraction and

“still loyal to the British government. Further south, Milwaukee, (then

unnamed) was an occasional rendezvous point between the fur traders
and the Indians. Wherever rivers flowed into the lakes, such as at present-

" day Kewaunee, Manitowoc, Sheboygan and Grand Haven, the sites were

marked for trade but were unaffected by permanent settlements. Chicago
had been the location of Fort Dearborn before the War, but its inhabitants
had fled in the face of Indian attack during the War. Prairie du Chien, a

- small fur trading and mining settlement, was located across the territory

on the Mississippi River marking the frontier’s outer edge.? Strategic

. towns, then ringed the Northwest, but these were only frontier outposts

and not harbingers of an emerging agricultural or commercial society.
After the War of 1812, though, the federal government had taken the
first steps in the settlement process. Responding to the advice of frontier
officials, the government began building forts in 1816 to guard strategic
communication arteries. The forts were intended to prevent British
participation in the fur trade and to curtail their contact with the Indians
and fur traders at interior posts such as Green Bay. They were placed at
the juncture of important routes of travel, such as Fort Shelby (Detroit),
Fort Gratiot (Port Huron), Fort Mackinac (Mackinac), Fort Brady (Saulte
Ste. Marie), Fort Howard (Green Bay), and Fort Dearborn (Chicago).
Over the years, the military was also invaluable in the exploration of the
country’s interior, the collection of scientific data, and the construction of
" roads.?
Military policy was linked to the government’s Indian policy. At most
military posts, the federal government established Indian agencies whose
agents were responsible for pacifying, educating, and, in general, intro-
ducing the Indians to Anglo-Saxon culture. Indian agents also regulated
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glltlfuf;lll-zstr:gie sitnc;lit was the principal contact between Indian and white
Indian l;ln(:;I:anzl tieligrf:vﬁoilf?{v}io?ceqﬁted on the acquisiiion of the great western migration of the 1830s.

.an ia . ole tribes to areas further West in E
anticipation of agricultural settlement.* From 1815 to 1833 ther:fscfrlen 1

military and Indian policies had prepared the way for settlement even if k.

they had not directly brought about economic expansion
Throughout these years, the fur tr s

e . . , .
conomic activity. John Astor’s American Fur Company dominated the
¢ and a string of posts at central

i(;lc(;l'tions like Chicago, Detroit, Green Bay, and Prairie du Chien.® The’
andliﬁs wer?dan essential part of the trade since they obtained the furs 1
en sold them for liquor, beads, hardware, and clothes. The fur E

trade was a profitable enterprise for o

over i ]
g nment and moved West, the American Fur Company lost its cheap- -

ﬁl;ior supply, and the fur trade business was transformed. Many individ-
ua 3ssc:)hntl?ued to trap animals and sell pelts to local merchants,.but by
o e ;Jr trzjlde was no longer an important economic activityin the
rging frontier society. The fur trade, moreover, had not generated
:}r:t); :(}:)tli)recgab!e econ(})lmlc development in the Old Northwest.® I; was an
ve business which stifled “spin-off” enterpri . ’
. : prises that would h
i(:;ldt: llerbfm an;i commercial expansion. The population of the leadi:;
nters, for example, had not increased signi 1
, fo : , : gnificantly in twent
g,il:ﬁ le; addétlllqn, the fur trade generally bankrupted it part);cipénts r:ﬁ}t]
ay, Lhicago, and Prairie du Chien, the lead; .
forced to surrender their land cla; American For Gompnn s
and claims to the American Fur Co it
. . m
?rdelf to pay off existing debts. The fur trade, thus, had been a slzzlglz (I)I;
r_?nuler development with few ties to the later settlement period.’
Vern 8f32, several factors indicated that the Old Northwest was on the
ad‘gc; ((:)e gl;eiattchanges.I There were already pockets of settlement far in
: ater population movements. Detroit and j i
hinterland were relativel . couthern Mihiomn ing
y setded, and across south Michi
northern Indiana occasional far i e the Ty
_ ms and villages dotted the ]
These settlements, however : heir mumbe e
hese ; » were the vanguard, and thei
clined the further west one travel or v e
: ed. In 1830, for example, Michi
western counties of Berrien and Van B , P 5 peanis
' ; uren had 325 and 5 ]
trespectlvely. Yet these western counties soon would fill with farmepr(s?(z)i}r)l(i
Icr)lz;;sxxl)?:r;l)(lje,‘fotrh the fflderal government had purchased most of the
S In the path of settlement. Some land
and readied for sale.” The defe 1 Fox Indians e
. at of the Sac and Fox Indians in
_ th
fgggfsh?;vfhWaOrlzf 1832 dlspellefi any lingering fears that Indians blockes
e Northwest. Finally, favorable economic conditions in

ade was the region’s principal 1
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the East coalesced with hundreds of more subtle personal factors to start

Arthur Bronson and Charles Butler were among the leaders of this
movement. The two men first discussed a western trip in 1832 during one
of Charles Butler’s frequent visits to New York City on business for the
NYLTC. Already involved in a trust company in New York City and
planning for another in Ohio, the easterners were conscious of the fact
that the Old Northwest was the next frontier of investment. The Blackhawk
War in 1832 had alerted them to the region and to the availability of land.
Throughout the winter and into the spring of 1833, Bronson and Butler
gathered information about the western territories. Arthur Bronson
spoke with General Winfield Scott, a family friend, who had commanded
American troops at the conclusion of the Blackhawk War. Scott had
traveled through a large portion of northern Illinois and southern
Wisconsin in his elusive pursuit of military action, and he advised Arthur
Bronson that Chicago stood at a critical location for trade in the new
country.® Additional information about Chicago was secured from
Daniel Jackson, a New York City merchant, who supplied goods for the

¢ western Indian trade. Through Jackson, Arthur Bronson was introduced

to Robert A. Kinzie, a former Indian agent, fort sutler, and member of the
best-known and most important family in early Chicago. John Kinzie, Sr.
had been an employee of the American Fur Company and later an Indian
agent at Chicago. After his death in 1828, his sons, John and Robert,
followed their father’s career as fur traders and Indian agents.!' From
Robert Kinzie, Bronson secured information on the territory surround-
ing Chicago plus an offer from Kinzie to sell portions of the family’s
holdings in Chicago. Bronson tentatively agreed to the purchase for
$5,500 contingent on his personal inspection during the summer of
1838.12 :

Assisted by maps and descriptions of the Old Northwest found in John
Farmer’s The Emigrant’s Guide, Butler and Bronson set out for the West in
late June 1833.!% Butler left from Geneva, New York, with his wife and a
few friends and met Arthur Bronson at Rochester, New York, on June 28.
At Niagara Falls, they spent a relaxing day with their friends before the
two men headed south to Buffalo where they boarded a steamboat bound
for Detroit. On board, Butler passed the tedious hours by keeping a diary
and writing letters home, and these sources revealed his somewhat paro-
chial and nativistic attitudes. Unimpressed by his fellow passengers, who
were mainly Swiss emigrants, for example, Butler referred to them as
“...naturally filthy and stupid, and hardly one removed from the
natives.”!* At Cleveland, the steamboat stopped for a brief period, and
here Blackhawk, chief of the Fox and Sac, boarded the ship for the trip to
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Detroit. Although this was not the first time that Butler had encouptered :
an Indian, his comments reflected a deep prejudice. It was ironic that
Butler and Bronson came to Detroit in the same steamboat that carried
Blackhawk, who had just completed negotiations with the federal govern- °
ment that required his people to move further West.!? .
On landing at Detroit on July 4, Bronson’s and Butler's first reactions
were unfavorable; their feeling resulted from the crowd which gathered
to see Blackhawk and which engulfed the travelers as they left the ship.
After a few days, however, the city seemed more hospitable. Part of

steamboat bound for Fort Gratiot on Lake Huron.? Although several
small settlements existed along the St. Clair River, few settlers had come as
far north as Fort Gratiot even though a military road had been completed
from Detroit in late 1832.2” Although planning only an overnight trip, the
party was stranded eighty miles from Detroit at the juncture of the Black
and St. Clair rivers when the boat’s rudder broke. While waiting for
repairs to be completed, they explored the region in the vicinity of Fort
Gratiot. Charles Butler, who would later plata village at this site, noted the
region’s characteristics:

We occupied the afternoon in a visit to the Fort, and a ramble along
the shore of Lake Huron. The scenery is beautiful beyond descrip-
tion; but it was like a great ocean, of blue water in the midst of a
solitary desert; the fort is the only settlement (except for a little

" settlement beginning at the Black Creek) in all the country . . . . At
Black River there is a small settlement of perhaps 8 or 10, log &
frame houses all connected with a very extensive steam mill which
has lately been put in operation there . . . 22

it possessed many characteristics of a frontier outpost—a transient popu-
lation and a primitive economy—Detroit was also sufficiently settled to
offer the amenities of urban life such as a hotel and the pretensions of a
society. Smaller settlements—Pontiac, Mt. Clemens, and Ann Arbor—
surrounded Detroit adding to the country’s settled appearance.'® De-
troit’s strategic location for commerce particularly impressed Butler, and .
he wrote that “This place is destined to become a very great city ax}d now
its location is unequalled by that of any other place in the gnion; ithasa -
great back country to contribute to its wealth, & prosperity; the whole *
territory comprising as fertile a tract of land as can be found in any part o7f
the United States contributes to the business and trade of Detroit . . . !
Although the New Yorkers had intended to remain in Det.roit only a
few days before departing for the potentially more rewardTng oppor-
tunities at Chicago, they extended their stay to explore the c1t)f’s invest-
ment possibilities. Bronson and Butler contacted resident businessmen
and explored with them the purchase of city lots and farm lfmd..lnforma.- ‘
tion came easily because Butler and Bronson were celebrities in Detroit -
society. The city’s economic elite entertained them, leading Butler to
remark “we have had at least four or five parties on our account, & we feel
that we should clear out soon to save our credit & relieve the city.”® -
Although their extended stay in Detroit was a pleasurable experience, it
was also a business trip. Butler kept a record of everyone they met fmd ‘
noted their economic and political position within the territory. His diary
included the names of the city’s principal politicians and businessmen: -
Elon Farnsworth, Charles Trowbridge, Oliver Newberry, Major Th.or'n.as
Forsyth, Thomas Sheldon, and Governor John Porter. From these initial  §
meetings, Bronson and Butler later selected two land agents for the B
Detroit area, Charles Trowbridge and Elon Farnsworth.”® .
Besides establishing economic and social relationships in Detroit,
Butler and Bronson visited other towns and inspected farm lands in the area.
On July 9, they rode approximately thirty miles into the interior to look
over agricultural lands, and on July 12, they secured passage on 2

Lacking suitable equipment for further exploration and bored with the
prospect of spending several days at Fort Gratiot, the group abandoned
their vessel and crowded into a schooner hauling lumber to Detroit.
Thirty-five miles into the voyage, a storm forced the small craft to seek
shelter off the lake. After an overnight stay in a small cabin on shore, the
travelers resumed their voyage, even though the rain and high winds
continued. That evening, they again sought shelter. Butler found some
consolation in the incongruity of their predicament: two refined and
‘wealthy easterners trapped in a small boat on a lake in the West. In writing
to his wife, Butler described their difficulties: “You would have been
amused to have seen us in our forlorn plight; wet and jamed [sic] together
in this little cabin & hungry & cold. We were glad to take up with the
captain’s fare, a bit of pork & sour bread. It relished very well, L assure you.
Mr. Bronson ate of it with avidity.”?® The storm finally broke, enabling the
New Yorkers to arrive back in Detroit on Wednesday, July 17.

Having decided to leave for Chicago the following week, Butler and
Bronson filled their final days in Detroit with business meetings and social
events. They had an additional interview with Governor Porter and
attended an evening party where they conversed with the explorer and
Indian agent Henry Rowe Schoolcraft. Later they met with Chicagoan
John Kinzie, who had stopped at Detroit. Discussions with Kinzie most
likely centered on the property which he had for sale in Chicago. They
also talked with the former governor, Lewis Cass, who was then Secretary
of War. The conversation covered a number of topics including politics
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. and investment opportunities. Cass was an invaluable source of informa-

tion since he had led exploring expeditions throughout the Old North-
west. Cass also owned valuable lands near Detroit which would surely
become part of the city when it expanded. Bronson and Butler discussed
thf: possible purchase of this parcel.** Finally they met Lucius Lyon,
Michigan’s territorial delegate and a former land surveyor, who owned a
considerable amount of real estate in Michigan’s interior which he desired
to sel] to the New Yorkers. Lyon impressed both men, and later he was
employed as Arthur Bronson’s land agent.?®

Thus Bronson and Butler made good use of the three-week stay at
Detroit. They met most of the territory’s leading political and economic
leaders. They also acquired an in-depth knowledge of the region’s most
favorable investment possibilities. In mid-July 1833, Butler expressed the

- New Yorkers’ excitement over Detroit: “While Buffalo and Cleveland

have engrossed speculators, Detroit’s a place ten thousand times more
important than either, [and] has escaped—simply because it is in a terri-
tory, there is however the germ of speculation existing here, & an intima-
ton would develop it. Mr. Bronson and myself have come here at a
fortunate time.”?® Rather than lose the advantage of their early arrival
and excellent contacts, Bronson and Butler changed previous plans to
delay all land purchases until they had completed the journey. On July 19,
Butler instructed his law partner in Geneva, New York, to call in any
outstanding debts and to convert all his assets to cash. “I shall desire to
sell,” Butler wrote with characteristic zeal, “all that I own in the world
(except my house) including bank stock . . . to invest it & all my earnings
into property here.”?” Butler and Bronson, then, formed a partnership
with Detroiters Elon Farnsworth and Charles Trowbridge for the pur-
chase of city lots and surrounding farm lands.?®

With their business nearly completed, they then prepared for the
overland trek to Chicago. For two easterners, a three-hundred-mile
horseback ride across southern Michigan was an arduous undertaking.
Tp case the difficulties, they purchased several horses, outfitted a wagon
with provisions, and acquired the appropriate dress—hats, leggings, and
saddle;bags.29 Butler, nevertheless, was uneasy about the trip even though
Detroiters “talk of a ride to Chicago as we talk of a visit to Buffalo, and I
suppose when we get to Chicago that the people there will advise us to go
to the Rocky Mountains.”? Yet the scores of emigrants who daily poured
into Detroit on their way West partially allayed Butler’s fears. He wrote
that "‘I met with people from all sections here; the Americans are literally a
surring, & travelling people; they want to see every nook & corner of the
country. Everybody is going to Chicago, & we shall doubtless meet with

hupdreds on the same pilgrimage with ourselves tho with very different
objects.”®!
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In 1833, there were two overland routes to Chicago. The territory had

authorized the building of a road in 1829, and even though it was not
officially completed, many travelers used it in the early 1830s. The Ter-
ritorial Road ran southwest from Detroit to Ypsilanti, then turned north

and west through the modern-day cities of Ann Arbor, Jackson, Battle
Creek, and Kalamazoo. Then it turned southwest through Van Buren
County to St. Joseph on Lake Michigan. But in 1833, the Chicago Road
was the preferred route because it ran through more settled territory. It
had been designed as a military thoroughfare connecting the military
posts at Detroit and Chicago. The Chicago Road ran west from Detroit to
Ypsilanti, then veered south and west to Tecumseh passing through the
lower tier of counties west to Coldwater and White Pigeon, and south
around Lake Michigan to Chicago.*? Even though Bronson and Butler
selected this route, they took periodic side trips both north and south of
the road.

The New Yorkers left Detroit on July 24 accompanied by Gholson
Kercheval, a sub-Indian agent at Chicago, who acted as guide. They
quickly rode through southeastern Michigan passing the small villages of
Saline, Clinton, and Jonesville. Although they described the terrain as
pleasant, neither man was impressed with the topography as it compared
to regions of western New York.2® Upon entering Branch County, how-
ever, the New Yorkers first sighted the prairie region of southern Michigan,
and they slowed the journey’s pace in order to investigate the possibility of
purchasing land. After passing the smaller prairies of Coldwater and
Sturgis, they approached a large prairie surrounding the village of White
Pigeon. Butler remarked that

White Pigeon is a pleasant little village . . . situated in the center of
an extensive & beautiful prairie 6 or 7000 acres: What is a prairie? It
looks like the great ocean, for there is nothing to obstruct or in-
tercept the view except here & there a house; a perfectly level plain
without a tree or bush or stone; encircled in the background with the
dense & noble forest which looks like the frame of the picture.**

At White Pigeon, the financiers stopped for three days to explore the
area more thoroughly. White Pigeon was a small town of approximately
600 inhabitants and the temporary site of a federal land office. The
surrounding region had attracted many farmers because of its fertile

. lands and its accessibility from the Chicago Road. Approximately 3000

people each lived in St. Joseph and Cass Counties.?® While Charles Butler
ventured south into Indiana, Arthur Bronson explored the area to the
north. He rode twenty-five or thirty miles into Kalamazoo County and
onto the Big Prairie Ronde, the largest of Michigan’s prairies encompass-
ing 130,000 acres. Most likely, Bronson’s route was dictated by pre-
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with John Ward of Prime, Ward and King, and with Lucius Lyon. Thom
W. Olcott, president of the Mechanics and Farmers Bank of Albany and a,
frequent partner in Bronson’s land investments, and Garrett V. Den--
niston, an Albany lawyer, held the other 50 percent interest.%®

"The eastern partners at first made a substantial effort to make the site
attractive to politicians and settlers. In 1835 and 1836, they sent approxi:
mately $35,000 to the resident agent, Lyman Daniels, for building con-
struction and street repairs. Some of this money financed the migration of
carpenters and masons from New York City to hurry completion of the

Bronson settled with the other parties contesting the preemption. He
~ bought out Weyman’s claims, thus establishing his ownership and ending
rumors of defective titles harmful to Cassville’s image.5

Along with the entanglement over the Weyman claim, Bronson ex-
perienced numerous problems with his agent, Lyman Daniels. Daniels
had piqued Bronson’s patience in early 1834 when he had avoided several
scheduled meetings. Daniels also failed to submit his semiannual accounts.
Bronson once complained that Daniels had not sent him a land ttle in
over a year nor had he accounted for over $20,000 intended for Cassville’s
improvement. During the crucial months in the summer of 1836, more-
over, considerable responsiblity for Cassville’s promotion fell to Daniel’s
young and recently employed assistant, Nelson Dewey.”

Cassville’s promoters also stumbled in trying to exert political influence
on local politicians. In the final meeting of the Michigan Territorial
Council at Green Bay in January 1836, the delegates had recommended
to Congress the creation of the Wisconsin Territory with a capital at
Cassville. Lyon, who was senator-elect from Michigan, tried to strengthen
that recommendation by asking George Jones, the territorial delegate-
elect from Wisconsin, to insist that Congress name Cassville as the capital

in the bill creating the Wisconsin Territory. Bronson even suggested that
- Jones might be offered a share in the Cassville site. But in March 1836
charges surfaced that Cassville was controlled by eastern financiers, and
. territorial politicians, fearing the adverse effect of such allegations on the
- creation of the territory, agreed to a bill which left the selection of a capital
~ to the governor and the people.”! Undaunted, Lyon offered lots at Cass-
ville to John Horner, the leading candidate to be named secretary of the
- Wisconsin Territory, and Horner agreed to move to Cassville in order 1o
assist in its promotion. When Horner was subsequently named secretary
of the Wisconsin Territory, he immediately opened the territory’s execu-
tive offices at Cassville in the absence of the newly appointed governor,
Henry Dodge, who was in Washington. Lyon and Horner obviously
hoped that the temporary location of territorial offices in Cassville would
improve its chances of becoming the capital.”

"In this endeavor, Bronson and his associates were outsmarted. Gover-
nor Dodge left the final decision of naming a capital to the first session of
the territorial legislature which was to meet in the fall of 1836. This
legislative session turned out to be more a congress of real estate promot-
ers than a legislative body. Although the easterners had sent Garrett
Denniston and John Horner to lobby for their interests, several other
towns had enlisted their own supporters. But Denniston and the others
were no match for the promotional skills and political clout of the wily
territorial politician James Duane Doty who presented a plan for a capital

Bronson simultaneously worked on a lithographic map which marked out
each lot and block and named the streets after the town’s proprietors:
Arthur, Frederic, Prime, Ward, and Denniston Streets. Bronson, Olcott,
and Denniston also made a time-consuming, although unsuccessful, ef-
fort to seize the stock control of the Bank of Wisconsin in order to move it
to Cassville. They lost this battle to other eastern capitalists such as John
Jacob Astor and John Martin, who were pushing Green Bay as the site of
the territorial capital %’

Losing the bank charter was the least of Bronson’s worries at Cassville,
for in 1835 and 1836 he faced a serious challenge to his legal title.
Bronson had originally purchased a part of the plat from a local settler,
Richard Ray, who held a preemption claim to the tract. Bronson then had
routinely applied to the General Land Office for a patent. But Bronson's
ownership was challenged by another local resident, William Weyman,
who claimed that he had a half interest in Ray’s preemption. When
confronted with conflicting claims, the commissioner of the General Land
Office and ultimately the President had to decide whether to approve a
final patent. ' |

Throughout the spring and summer of 1836, Arthur Bronson tried to
resolve the contested legal claim. This effort was not characteristic of
Bronson’s behavior since he had withdrawn from other investments at the
slightest indication of economic or political difficulty. In this case, though,-
he carried on an extensive correspondence with officials of the General
Land Office and even the President. At one point, Bronson went to
Washington to present his case before land office officials and the at-
torney general. A main point in his argument was that local officials
tentatively had confirmed his title. With such assurarices, Bronson pointed
out that he had spent a considerable amount of money in providing
facilities for the legislature to meet at Cassville.®® Attorney General
Benjamin F. Butler, however, issued the government’s opinion that tenta-
tive assurances from the local land office or even the General Land Office
did not constitute a legal title. Realizing that his position was tenuous,
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were his agents limited by contract, but also the New Yorker specified the
type of investment, the location, and the amount. A constant stream of
correspondence moved from East to West as Bronson monitored the
westerners’ more liberal approach to land and city speculations. More-
over Arthur Bronson or some other member of the family made yearly

trips to the West to inspect land purchases and to maintain a personal

supervision of their agents. In order to understand the needs of the
western economy and to make proper business decisions, Bronson also
read numerous western newspapers, reviewed state internal improve-
ment documents, checked appropriate state and national laws affecting
land titles, and kept an elaborate account for each agent and each parcel
of land purchased. Arthur Bronson, thus, does not fit the image so
popular in historical literature of the eastern land speculator subservient
to the'actions and plans of western agents 2% ’

It was perhaps Bronson’s basic conservatism, however, that most distin-
guished his attitudes from those of his western agents, led to his change in
investment practices in 1835 and 1836, and protected him from the
deflation of land values in 1837. Based on his extensive knowledge of
national banking practices and his awareness of the history of previous
land booms, Bronson decided that the nation’s economy was in trouble
and that the value of town property and some agricultural land had
inflated beyond its intrinsic worth. He closed several partnerships and

_sold those lands that appeared too speculative—such as lots at Grand

Rapids, Detroit, Chicago, and Lyons. Of course, he held onto some lots

-and even purchased additional farm land, but more and more he chose to

lend money to farmers taking land as security and obtaining an annual
interest. Understandably his western agents— Trowbridge, Farnsworth,
Kinzie, and Lyon—regarded him with dismay. In the middle of burgeon-
ing western communities and caught up in the booster spirit, they used all
their capital and credit to purchase Bronson’s share, buy other lands, and
undertake internal improvements. These differing judgments about land
values reflected the conservative and liberal approaches to western de-

velopment and later provided some-explanation for patterns of financial -

success and failure among individuals.

6 . An Eastern Promoter: Charles Butler
and the Economic Development

of the Old Northwest, 1835-1837

This chapter describes the western investments of Charles Butlgr dur%ng
the years of economic expansion. Butler was a promoter, a risk-taking
entrepreneur who sought the “main chance” and who never doqbted the
West’s potential for uninterrupted economic growth. Possegsmg only
modest capital resources in the early 1830s, Butler had sharec'l in Arthur
Bronson’s investments, but by 1835 he had established a financial basF: .that
enabled him to embark upon his own business ventures. The ambitious

. New Yorker organized or participated in many partnerships and stock

companies to buy agricultural land and town lots, and he was an im-
portant broker in mobilizing eastern capital for investment in western
railroads and banks. Whereas Arthur Bronson withdrew his capital from
western townsites in 1835 and 1836, Butler chose that period to underf
take massive development projects at Chicago, Illinois; Toledo, Ohio; and
Port Huron, Michigan. Butler’s career, then, was in stark contrast to that
of a conservative investor such as Arthur Bronson.

Charles Butler climbed rapidly in the political and financial world
during the early 1830s. He participated in the New York Life Insurance
and Trust Company and the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company,
and few men possessed a better understanding _of the role gf banks in
facilitating economic development. His western investments in. partner-
ship with Arthur Bronson returned a substantial profit, anfi this success
probably fired Butler’s desire for more extensive undertz_ikmgs. In add.l-
tion to his financial expertise, Butler was politically influential. His
brother, Benjamin, was the Attorney General of the United States and his
Albany friends, like Edwin Croswell, the editor of the Albany Argus,

- provided easy access to Democratic politicians in New York State. Butler

also knew Martin Van Buren, and, on one occasion, they shared land
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there with the Indians, and Detroiters regularly tapped the abundant
lumber supply in the surrounding region. The military had established
Fort Gratiot there in 1814 to guard access to both the upper lakes of
H}J.ron and Michigan and the lower lakes of St. Clair and Erie. The
military’s presence eventually led to congressional approval in 1827 for
the construction of a road from Detroit to the fort. Despite this military
and economic .a.ctivity, Butler found a sparse settlement when he visited in
1833. In addition to the eighty-man contingent at Fort Gratiot, the

population-consisted of only eight families totaling perhaps fifty people. E

Local citi.zens, hoping for a population influx in 1834 and 1835, drew up
several city plats both north and south of the Black River, but little

economic development resulted until Butler planned a city in the

region.%’

Butler again combined individual and corporate investments at Huron.
In 1836, he purchased land north of Fort Gratiot for $125,000. Even
though the tract was entered in his name, it was held in trixst for the
Huron Land Company, a stock firm composed of eastern capitalists
many of whom also held shares in the American Land Company. Joining,
Butlfer as the principal stockholders were William Bard and Edward Nicoll
president and cashier of the New York Life Insurance and Trust Com:
pany. Other New Yorkers included Benjamin F. Butler, Erastus Corning
Joseph Beers, a Wall Street banker, and Thomas Suffern, a merchant. Therf;
were also Boston stockholders, such as John McNeil, former commander
at Fort Gratiot, Samuel Hubbard, and John Borland. Butler also acquired
land south of Fort Gratiot bordering on'the Black River, and the Ameri
can Land Company bought agricultural lands in the general area.?

Butler supervised the site’s development. He first warned his eastern
partners to avoid visiting the region for fear of alerting their local com-
petitors. Meanwhile, he began a search for a reliable agent, and in the late
summer of 1836, he contacted Nicholas Ayrault, a resident of his former
hon.letov'vn, Geneva, New York. Stressing Huron’s potential for retail
businesses, Butler offered to pay Ayrault’s expenses for a Journey there
and promised him a share in the entire plat. Shortly after his visit
Ayrault agreed to manage Butler’s affairs there plus the accounts of thf;
Huron Land Company and the American Land Company.#®

In 1836, ‘Buder oversaw the writing of two promotional pamphlets on
Huron designed to attract settlers and investors. No sources better il-
lustr.ated the New Yorker’s promotional mentality and unbounded en-
thusiasm for the West. According to Butler, Huron was destined to
become a ke.y trade center standing between the trade of the upper
lakes—.-Mlchlgan, Huron and Superior—and the lower lakes—Erie and’
Ontario. The narrow channels of the Detroit and St. Clair Rivers pre-
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vented the free movement of large ships into the upper lakes, Butler
explained, and thus Huron would become both a point of trans-shipment
and of original shipment between the two tiers of lakes. Given this belief; it
is not surprising that Butler’s plat consisted of 8,000 lots, sufficient for a
city of 40,000 inhabitants.*?

But the New Yorker had even greater hopes for Huron. He believed
that it had the potential to become a gateway city, the principal transfer
point for goods and people moving from East to West. At that time,
travelers heading for Chicago or destinations further West took lake
steamers north on Lake Huron through the straits of Mackinac and then
down Lake Michigan’s western shore to Chicago. A more difficult over-
land trek was also possible from Detroit across southern Michigan to
Chicago. Yet the publications about Huron suggested a possible alterna-
tive route. Butler envisioned a combination of lake and railroad con-
veyances which would shorten the distance and the time between East and
West. Embarking by lake vessel from Oswego on Lake Ontario, for exam-
ple, the emigrant could travel to the head of Lake Ontario at Hamilton.
From Hamilton, a railroad would carry travelers across Canada, stopping
at London enroute to Point Edward near Sarnia, Ontario. Sarnia, located
directly across the St. Clair River from Huron, was a short trip by ferry.
This route, combining lake and railroad travel, avoided the longer, more
tedious itinerary from Buffalo on Lake Erie to Detroit and then north to
Huron. Readers were assured that the Canadian government had recog-
nized the advantage of diverting travelers into Canada to reach northern
Michigan and stops further West. Butler cited numerous reports written
by the Canadian government which indicated that plans were underway
for a railroad from Hamilton to Sarnia.*!

The brochures also suggested that Huron would become the principal
transfer point for travelers heading further West. In 1837, Michigan was
committed to a railroad running across the northern counties linking
Lake Huron and Lake Michigan. If Huron were selected as the railroad’s
eastern terminus, it would guarantee the viability of the townsite and a
steady stream of emigrants to the state’s northern counties. Yet Butler also
projected that the railroad would connect with ferries across Lake Michi-
gan to enter Chicago or Milwaukee, thus obviating the need for the more
southerly route across lower Michigan. One pamphlet concluded with the
following observations on Huron’s potential as a strategic trade and
transportation center:

These considerations of shorter and easier routes of travelling,

. . . address themselves to all classes of persons, who are desirous of
investing at the West, and especially to emigrants, who must look at
the fact, that the State of Michigan by the construction of the Great
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. ?lthough disapp,oin.ted. that his program had not reached Congress |
e ‘otrle Cambrgleng s fh;ﬂnbudon scheme, Isaac still requested Whittlesey
g::: 0);‘ ttc;_1 seelc; tl?c opinions of powerful congressional leaders and mem-
- the administration. Whittlesey’s response was not onl i
. : lit a causti
g;'a:llauop of the country’s political leadership but also a signZl that :hg
“h‘; " raﬂgyetr}lf'y ;(vatsh doom;:t(i‘ Of President Jackson, Whittlesey observed that
Inks through (Amos) Kendall and i ly 1
details and principles of curren anking . . sy o WE
. n C cy and banking . . . .” In any case, Whittl.
;?;d;{lgeclzson is ;s t}er k;(ng on his death bed, and all lookyto his succeszzery
ares what Jackson thinks now.” Whittlese ttle
. . y, though, left littl
‘l‘lsse t];]at Martin Van Buren would be favorable to the New Y%rker’s piax:
depx;_SitLll;;?kkntows perfecttl})ll well the absolute incapacity of the p'resen;
S, to carry on the business of the gover i
themselves, the people, & the e cance mot moe ey 1
Ives, , government; but he d i
to the rx.ght or .left, until after the election . . u . ”2?’6 Hresmotmoveaninch
o l1?)es'plte thtr.lesey’s report, the Bronsons embarked on an intensive
2 ying campaign. They asked Lucius Lyon, who served as Michigan’s
C}c;xml)cranc senator, to use his influence with members of Congress.?
\ arles Bu;lef‘ wrote to his l?rother, the attorney general, and urged hi'm
cc)l accept th.e idea. Byt Benjamin F. Butler refused, explaining that the
f,a rIlnklm}slt.r;;ltl;l)ndwas still involved in a life and death struggle with Biddle’s
which had acquired a charter from the Penns i i
iich had ac ‘ ylvania legislature aft
3’1: exgligu%n 051 1ts congressional charter. The Attorney Gegrlieral ;Elih:;
Tned hus brother to “avoid all entangling allian ith
and classes whose habits, feelings incy e thos'e favor of
Dopalor gover gs, and principles . . . ” were not in favor of
Although unable to sway hi
' y his brother, Charles Butler still j
. R Journeyed to
X’;sl?mg];ton in the company of Arthur Bronson to lobby for the pro)I,)osal.
ot gr ronson first presented the plan to the President, and then he met |
with Senator John Cal}‘loun. Calhoun, though, refused his support be-
Eguie2£1e no longer beh§ved that the country needed another national
ra‘n f. Butler, meanwhile, yisited Churchill C. Cambreleng in order to
h(:(rll :l?e:e ctihe Iggssage dcontamed in a series of letters which Isaac Bronson
ady addressed to him. Isaac Bronson had w d
that the country was headed for a d i e adminoacn
: : . €pression unless the administratio
c:lz_mgcgldlts economic policy. Cambreleng, though, told Butler that politiIj
c dcof{m erations prevented any drastic changes.?” His patience exhausted
and frustrated by years of inaction, Isaac Bronson bitterly attacked

Cambreleng’s stat. iti

ement that politics determin ini i
r s ed ’
e icics the administration’s

- ... Everybody knows alread i
y who knows anything that the system
must be changed, and that the commercial storm will terminﬁte in
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shipwreck if something is not timely done to allay its fury. It is not
within .the reach of my comprehension to perceive how this plain
business like transaction can have anything more to do with party
politics, or political questions of any kind, then if it had for its object
the extrication of a stagecoach from a slough which had been upset
by unskillful drivers.?8

The Bronsons realized from the beginning that the political climate was
unfavorable to action on their proposition. Isaac Bronson believed that

“Van Buren and the Albany Regency politicians intended to use the Pet

Banks and the distribution of the Treasury surplus to insure support in
the 1836 election. The Bronsons had gambled that they could back Van
Buren into a corner by gaining the support of key Regency politicians
surrounding him, but Van Buren proved a worthy adversary. Sensing

- defeat in April 1836, Isaac Bronson spared few kind words for politicians.

He harbored a special dislike for Van Buren claiming that if Biddle had
not mismanaged the Bank of the United States “. . . Mr. Van Buren would
not now have had the public revenues under his control for the purpose
of electioneering and stock jobbing enterprises nor would he have been
any nearer the President’s chair than I am.”*® When Congress passed an
act for the distribution of the government’s surplus funds to the states, the
Bronsons temporarily suspended their campaign to alter government

policy. Most supporters of a national bank now looked for certain finan-

cial disaster. The Bronsons, for example, curtailed their land investments
and warned their western agents of the approaching financial storm.
Although the Bronsons temporarily withdrew from further effort at
the national level, their struggle for banking reform continued in the
states. In Michigan they attempted to influence the state’s laws related to
banking. Before admission into the Union, the Michigan Territory held a
constitutional convention from May to June 1835, at which Arthur
Bronson’s agent, Lucius Lyon, chaired the committee on banking. At
Lyon’s request, Isaac Bronson sent copies of his various bank proposals and
even suggested wording for proposed articles in the Michigan constitu-

tion. When Lyon’s committee issued a report, it bore the unmistakable

imprint of Isaac Bronson. The report criticized the country’s banking
system claiming that the excessive issue of notes was the chief defect. The
report recommended that Michigan should require all banks to issue
notes only for sixty or ninety days and that all banks should invest their
capital in land mortgages. Lyon’s justification for these proposals merely
paraphrased Isaac Bronson’s ideas:

By retaining, for merchants, the facilities and advantages usually
derived from the credit, and giving, on good security, to farmers and
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when purchasing land for the American Land Company, and in 1840

-notes to Olcott’s bank, Martin Van Buren and Benjamin F. Butler were
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as Thomas Olcott and Arthur Bronson initially accommodated these l .
requests, and thus they supported the fragile credit arrangements be- §
' ; E bankruptcy pages of the newspapers.
valges combined with the unpaid interest and principal on his obligations § 1 ‘
again threatened Butler’s financial position. He countered by surrender- §
Ing more and more property to secure his existing notes, and by 1838 he . .

tween East and West. When the depression worsened, falling property

occasionally gave up parcels of land in order to cancel a debt. By late 1838

Bl}der exhausted his available specie and therefore resorted to the com- . :
p]xcated‘ transfer of hls debtors to his creditors. For example, Charles 4
Trowbridge and Elon Farnsworth together owed Butler in excess of five §

thousand dollars secured by mortgages on Detroit property. Butler made
the Detroiters’ obligation payable to Arthur Bronson who then cancelled

a part of Butler’s outstanding debt to him. Trowbridge and Farnsworth,

of course, were now obligated to Arthur Bronson.8
In addition to his unsettling financial problems, Butler was also faced

with severe personal problems. His misfortunes began with the death of

hls‘second son, Arthur Bronson Butler, in 1835, followed by his wife’s
serious illness. Tragedy struck again in June 1838, with the death of
another son, Charles. Given the economic and psychological strain, it is
not surprising that Butler himself was stricken with a serious throat and
lung ailment in 1838. At this point, physicians recommended an ocean
voyage and a change in climate, and the New Yorker, in the company of
family and friends, left for England in July 1838. Although he originally

planned to return in two months, he found little relief from his illness in -

England and went on to France. Eventually, his travels took him to Italy

where he stayed throughout the winter of 1839. This sojourn apparently

l;}ac% it:(si l;eneﬁcial physical and psychic effects, for Butler returned to the
nited States in June 1839, and immediately plunged into salvaging hi
financial affairs.’ Y P Teme s

The effort would take all the spirit he could muster, for in the spring of ‘» 1

1839, Butler’s creditors were both numerous and angry. At minimum, he
Owe'd $8,686 to the New York Life Insurance and Trust Company; $3,000
to his former law partner, Bowen Whiting of Geneva, New York; $19,000
to Joseph Beers, a New York merchant and banker; and $30,000 to the
Bronson family.’® He was also indebted to Thomas W. Olcott’s Mechanics
and Farmers Bank for $30,000 and to Erastus Corning’s Albany City
Bank for an equally large sum. To further complicate the situation,
Buter’s debts affected many other people who wereé either partners or
endorsers on his notes. William B. Ogden had cosigned several notes

Ogden feared that these notes would ruin both him and Butler. On the
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'. secondarily responsible. Ironically, this fact probably helped Butler be-

cause Olcott was anxious to keep President Van Buren’s name off the
11 :

Butler’s extended trip to Europe and his inability to pay his debts
naturally threatened his reputation even with his old friend Arthur

E Bronson. When rumors circulated that Butler teetered on the brink of

bankruptcy and that he had settled some debts but not others, Bronson
doubted whether his friend ever intended to reimburse the Bronson
family. Butler’s obligations included a $10,000 note to the estate of Isaac
Bronson, a $5,000 note to Oliver Bronson, and a $23,000 defaulted
mortgage on which Butler was secondarily responsible. Before other
creditors moved against Butler, Bronson instructed a Chicago law firm to
obtain a writ attaching Butler’s property in Chicago as security for debt
payment. Bronson’s letter to his Chicago lawyers indicated the strain in
his relationship with Butler: “I feel that I have been ill used by Mr. Butler
& believe that he is conscious of not having done justice to me. I have
however no disposition to injure him in any way . . . . But I am bound in
justice to myself and to those for whom I act, to protect my & their interest,
even if the feelings of others should thereby become hostile and un-
friendly to me.*!2

Bautler, however, scurried to avoid such legal action, conscious that any

; hint of bankruptcy would besmirch his reputation and completely ruin his

chances for recovery. In 1840, he issued a document publicly acknow-
ledging the outstanding debts which he owed to each of his major cred-
itors. At the same time, he informed the noteholders that he had bor-
rowed a sum of $100,000 from his brother, Benjamin F. Butler, which
would be used, beginnirig in 1843, to repay his debts. In effect, Charles
Butler asked his creditors for a three year extension in return for his legal
declaration of indebtedness and a guarantee that funds existed for pay-
ment. Arthur Bronson, as well as Butler’s other creditors, redlized that the
document represented little additional legal or' economic security since
neither cash nor property had been exchanged. They, nevertheless, ac-
cepted Butler’s promise since it was more advantageous to receive late or
reduced payments than to force Butler into bankruptcy.'?

In subsequent years, Butler took other steps to reduce his indebtedness.
He often surrendered property, even though of limited market value, in
order to liquidate specie debts. In other cases, he would agree to make

| B periodic payments in exchange for an immediate reduction in the debt’s

principal. Occasionally, Butler allowed his creditors to take the security
pledged for specie debts. For example, Butler was secondarily responsible
for a $23,000 mortgage secured by Chicago city lots. So long as the
original debtors and Butler were unable to pay, the property could
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