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Nineteenth Century Infrastructure Investments 

 

As the North and South developed different economies, 
the creation of a plan to unify the nation became 
increasingly important. In 1815, President Madison 
presented such a plan to Congress. He hoped his agenda 
would both unite the different regions of the country and 
create a strong, stable economy that would make the 
nation self-sufficient. His plan included three major 
points: 1. Developing transportation systems and other 
internal improvements, 2. establishing a protective tariff 
and 3. resurrecting the national bank. 

The plan held promise. Recognizing this, even former 
critics of the president— Henry Clay and John C. 
Calhoun—rallied behind it. House Speaker 

Henry Clay began to promote it as the American System. 
As Clay explained it, the American System would unite 

the nation’s economic interests. An increasingly industrial 
North would produce the manufactured goods that farmers 
in the South and West would buy. Meanwhile, a 
predominantly agricultural South and West would produce 
most of the grain, meat, and cotton needed in the North. A 
nationally accepted currency and improved transportation 
network would facilitate the exchange of goods. With 
each part of the country sustaining the other, Americans 
would finally be economically independent of Britain and 
other European nations. 
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For people in different regions to do business with one 
another and for the economy to grow, they had to 
communicate, travel, and transport goods. The first steam 
locomotive in the United States was built in 1825. 
Railroads offered several advantages over existing modes 
of transport; they were fast, able to cross almost any 
terrain, and possible to operate in severe weather. Most 
transportation at this time, however, was still 
accomplished using roads and canals. Eventually, better 
roads and canals would lower costs. But in the short run, 
they would cost money.  

Many states built turnpikes, which paid for themselves 
through the collection of tolls paid by users who, literally, 
turned a pike (or spiked pole) to continue their journey 
along the road. At the same  

time the federal government experimented with funding 
highways, which would connect different regions by land. 
Construction of the National Road began in 1811. By 
1838 the new road extended from Cumberland, Maryland, 
to Vandalia, Illinois. 

One of the most impressive projects, the Erie Canal, 
stretched 363 miles. The “Big Ditch,” as it was called, 
took eight years to dig, and by 1825 had linked the 
Hudson River to Lake Erie—or, in effect, the Atlantic 
Ocean to the Great Lakes. Just 12 years after it had 
opened, canal tolls had completely paid for its 
construction. New York City had become the dominant 
port in the country. In their rush to make similar profits, 
other states built over 3,000 miles of canals by 1837. 
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Why were the tariffs on imports proposed by Madison 
and promoted by Clay necessary? Ever since the end of 
the War of 1812, British goods such as iron and textiles—
stockpiled during the war—were sold far below the cost of 
American-made merchandise. Consequently, few bought 
the more expensive American products. Placing a tariff on 
imports would increase the cost of foreign goods and 
thereby eliminate their price advantage. Moreover, tariff 
revenues would help pay for internal improvements, such 
as roads, canals, and lighthouses. For these reasons, 
President James Madison proposed the Tariff of 1816.  

Most Northeasterners welcomed protective tariffs 
with relief. However, people in the South and West, 
whose livelihoods did not depend on manufacturing, were 
not as eager to tax European imports. They resented any 
government intervention that would make goods more 
expensive. Nevertheless, Clay, who was from the West 
(Kentucky), and Calhoun, a Southerner from South 
Carolina, managed to sway  

congressmen from their regions to approve the Tariff of 
1816 in the national interest. 

Attitudes toward the proposed Second Bank of the 
United States (BUS) were less divided. Most leaders 
agreed that a national bank would benefit all. The Second 
Bank would make available a currency guaranteed to be 
accepted nationwide, thus making it easier for people in 
different regions to do business with one another. In 1816, 
Congress chartered the Second Bank of the United States 
for a 20-year period.  

People were pleased with the way the country was 
developing. In 1816, they elected James Monroe of 
Virginia as president. Soon after his inauguration in 1817, 
Monroe took a goodwill tour of New England, receiving a 
warm welcome in Boston. The idea of a Republican from 
Virginia being welcomed in this northern Federalist 
stronghold impressed the nation. The Boston Columbian 
Centinel declared that Americans had entered an “Era of 
Good Feelings.” 
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Spanish minister Do Luis de Onis and U.S. Secretary 
of State John Quincy Adams sign the Florida Purchase 
Treaty, in which Spain agrees to cede the remainder of its 
old province of Florida to the United States. 

Spanish colonization of the Florida peninsula began at 
St. Augustine in 1565. The Spanish colonists enjoyed a 
brief period of relative stability before Florida came under 
attack from resentful Native Americans and ambitious 
English colonists to the north in the 17th century. Spain’s 
last-minute entry into the French and Indian War on the 
side of France cost it Florida, which the British acquired 
through the first Treaty of Paris in 1763. After 20 years of 
British rule, however, Florida was returned to Spain as 
part of the second Treaty of Paris, which ended 
the American Revolution in 1783. 

Spain’s hold on Florida was tenuous in the years after 
American independence, and numerous boundary disputes 
developed with the United States. In 1819, after years of 
negotiations, Secretary of State John Quincy Adams 
achieved a diplomatic coup with the signing of the Florida 
Purchase Treaty, which officially put Florida into U.S. 
hands at no cost beyond the U.S. assumption of some $5 
million of claims by U.S. citizens against Spain. Formal 
U.S. occupation began in 1821, and General Andrew 
Jackson, the hero of the War of 1812, was appointed 
military governor. Florida was organized as a U.S. 
territory in 1822 and was admitted into the Union as a 
slave state in 1845. 
 

Main Idea: 


