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The Age of Jackson
Minus Its Leading Man
Reviewed by Steven Lagerfeld

After a long run of pop-

ular books about the Ameri-
can Revolution and its heroes,
Founders fever may have run
its course. What Hath God
Wrought is a compelling invita-
tion to move on to the next great
epoch of American history. The
period from the end of the War of 1812 to the con-
clusion of the inglorious Mexican-American War in
1848 was defined less by its leading figures—from
Kentucky statesman Henry Clay to abolitionist
Frederick Douglass—than by the rapid expansion
of population and industry that transformed the
United States into a modern democracy.

Daniel Walker Howe, an emeritus professor
at the University of California, Los Angeles, and
Oxford University, takes his title from the mes-
sage that Samuel F. B. Morse, inventor of the
telegraph, tapped out in 1844 when he demon-
strated his creation to national leaders in Wash-
ington. It was the climactic moment in a revolu-
tion in communications, Howe writes, that “laid
a foundation not only for widespread economic
betterment . . . but also for political democracy:
in newspapers and magazines, in post offices, in
nationwide movements to influence public opin-
ion, and in mass political parties.” Tellingly, the
telegraph had its first practical application in
reporting the results of the Whig Party conven-
tion that year. The other revolution of the age
was in transportation: Canals and the booming
railroads unified the nation as never before.
Andrew Jackson arrived in Washington for his
1829 presidential inauguration in a carriage and
left eight years later on a train.

But Howe is having none of the convention
that dubs this the Jacksonian Era. Universal
white male suffrage, the great political achieve-
ment of the era, owed little to Old Hickory.

Howe’s Jackson is a vain, strutting, power-
hungry figure, an imperial president if ever there
was one. A die-hard white supremacist, he
worked to extend slavery and regarded the rising
abolitionists as “monsters.” When the new print-
ing and paper technologies gave rise to a vigorous
abolitionist press, Jackson successfully connived
with his postmaster general to prevent delivery of
its publications in the South, perhaps “the largest
peacetime violation of civil liberty in U.S. history.”
With guns and bogus treaties, his brutal policy of
Indian removal drove some 46,000 Native
Americans from their lands east of the Missis-
sippi to make way for white settlers. “The presi-
dent personally intervened frequently,” Howe
writes, “always on behalf of haste, sometimes on
behalf of economy, but never on behalf of
humanity, honesty, or careful planning.”

Many academic historians only grudgingly
acknowledge the influence of religion in Ameri-
can history, but Howe is careful to trace its pow-
erful currents. The reforming Protestant spirit
animated the nation’s belief in progress, rational-
ity, and science—it was no accident that Morse
chose a phrase from the Bible for his message—
and reform campaigns such as those against slav-
ery and Indian removal. The era’s final year saw
the birth of the modern drive for women’s rights
at the Seneca Falls Convention in upstate New
York, sparked in part by the Quaker evangelist
Lucretia Mott (who thought the ordination of
women a more important goal than suffrage).

Howe illuminates the era’s great debates—
should the federal government promote econ-
omic modernization by investing in roads and
other “internal improvements,” operating a
second Bank of the United States, and maintain-
ing protective tariffs?—and shines a welcome
light on many less known subjects, such as the
Anti-Masonic movement. He incorporates mate-
rial from the past few decades’ “history from
below,” with brief excursions on subjects as vari-
ous as slave rebellions, the advance of dentistry,
and minstrel shows, but never fails to keep his
eye on the larger events, trends, and people that
defined the era.
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Connoisseurs of scholarly debates about the
period will find plenty of delicacies, but Howe’s
arguments—America really is an “exceptional”
nation, for example—are submerged in his mas-
terly narrative. Even at more than 800 pages, this
book is somehow still a marvel of compression,
with vast amounts of scholarship integrated into
a vivid history that shows Americans their nation
in all its greatness, and its occasional squalor.

Steven Lagerfeld is the editor of The Wilson Quarterly.

Eating Our Words
Reviewed by Tim Morris

While I was reading Ann

Vileisis’s Kitchen Literacy, I
bought a pie pumpkin at a
supermarket in Arlington,
Texas. Its tiny label asserted no
fewer than five times that the
pumpkin was organic, invoking
both the USDA and the Oregon
Tilth, and it came with a return
address in LaFarge, Wisconsin. The label also
informed me that the pumpkin—or perhaps its
parent company—was “independent & farmer
owned.”

Two hundred years ago, Ann Vileisis observes, I
might have grown that pumpkin
myself. A hundred years
ago, I might have met
its grower in a farmers’
market and known
enough about
horticulture to discuss how
it was raised. Fifty years ago,
supermarkets would have
taken pains to conceal the
pumpkin’s provenance. Today,
we know more about our food supply than at any
time in the last century. We read labels to learn
where our food comes from; we read books to
interpret the labels.

Vileisis goes back to primary sources—diaries,

cookbooks, print advertisements, government doc-
uments, and news stories—to trace American food
epistemology from the early Republic to the pres-
ent day. She does her best work in recovering the
mid-20th century, that fast-receding era when
knowledge of food was lost most quickly and defini-
tively. Kitchen Literacy gives us a keen sense of why
big canners, dairies, meatpackers, and grocers of
the post–World War II period didn’t want us to
know what was making its way into our food—
chemical preservatives and pesticides, as well as
artificial extenders, conditioners, flavors, and
colors—and how they kept that knowledge from us.

But food illiteracy was not foisted on an abject
public. We didn’t want to know the life history of
our vegetables; we were content to let the Jolly
Green Giant worry about that. Vileisis acknowl-
edges the power of our mothers’ and grandmoth-
ers’ desire for clean-looking, reliable food.
Grandma wasn’t trying to poison us with chemi-
cal cake mixes, after all. Quite the opposite: She
was aiming for safety and consistent quality. “The
bride who takes advantage of canned and frozen
foods, packaged mixes too, need not apologize,”
assured a 1950 article in Good Housekeeping
aimed at novice cooks. “She’s smart.”

What Grandma didn’t know, though, could
have killed us. Fear of poison was finally strong
enough to overcome Americans’ reluctance to
worry about their victuals. Vileisis charts the
growing public and legislative concern during the
1950s and ’60s about possible carcinogens in the
food supply, and the accumulation of DDT in the

bodies of those who ate from it. This story
has been told before—notably, in

Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring
and Deborah Koons Garcia’s

film The Future of Food—
but Vileisis situates it in
the larger context of a
loss and recovery of

food literacy. Neither as
activist as In Defense of Food author Michael Pol-
lan nor as belligerent as Barbara Kingsolver in
Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, Vileisis still hails
from their wing of food politics, striving to know
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