Moving West: Migrations of a Yankee Family across the Old Northwest, 1780-1899
by Dan Allosso

The expansion of regular people across North America may be the most powerful force in American history.  Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous remarks about the closing of the frontier have tended to focus our attention not only on the final stage of expansion, but also on migration’s terminal boundaries and on its “big-picture” consequences in politics and mass social movements.  However, for much of our history and for many regular Americans, the frontier was open and was much closer than we now imagine it.


In researching my dissertation, I have uncovered the letters of a Yankee family whose story illustrates the complicated ways nineteenth-century people understood and interacted with the frontier.  Beginning with a Scottish immigrant named Thomas who arrived in Connecticut around 1650, the Ranney family grew rapidly in America.  The branch I’m tracing expanded first to the New England frontier at Ashfield Massachusetts in the 1780s.  The next generation pushed on to Phelps in western New York in the 1830s in the wake of the Erie Canal’s opening, and bought land in Michigan just before Andrew Jackson’s specie circular changed the rules for speculators.  


The elder sons of the next generation remained in Ashfield and Phelps, while their younger siblings settled in southern Michigan or pushed even further west as merchants in Indian territory and gold prospectors in California.  The brothers wrote each other regularly (and frequently apologized to each other for not writing sooner!), and these letters provide a unique window into their experiences, attitudes, and reflections.  Family news, politics, local farm yields and prices are mixed with comments on current events and descriptions of frontier life.  Family members such as the widowed matriarch travelled extensively between the family’s homesteads in Ashfield, Phelps, and Michigan.  And the brothers did business with each other, regularly moving products and money between the frontier and the East.


The Ranney letters would be a terrific supplement to a history of the early nineteenth century.  I tested their usefulness this semester in my US Survey class, and as a result I’ve begun working with the historical society that owns the letters to prepare an anthology.  In my conference presentation I’ll talk about both the letters and my experience preparing them and thinking about their publication.  While the Ranney letters are a great find that helps add a human face to the story of western expansion, they’re only the tip of the iceberg.  New technologies including the web, electronic publishing, and direct print publishing offer opportunities to make materials like these available on a wider basis than ever before.  Done right, publication of documents like the Ranney letters could significantly enrich our perspective, and help in the ongoing effort to put regular people back into history.
Dan Allosso is a PhD candidate (ABD) at UMass/Amherst, writing a dissertation called Peppermint Kings on rural nineteenth-century family and business, seen through the lens of the peppermint oil industry.  He promises to get right back to that after he’s done with his biography of Dr. Charles Knowlton and this Ranney anthology.
