CHAPTER CXV
THE PLEASANTNESS OF AMERICAN LIFE

I mAVE never met a European of the upper or middle classes
who did not express astonishment when told that America
was a more agreeable place than Europe to live in. “For
working men,” he would answer, “yes; but for men of educa-
tion or property, how can a new rough country, where nothing
but business is talked and the refinements of life are only just
beginning o appear, how can such a country be compared
with England, or France, or Italy??”

It is nevertheless true that there are elements in the life of
the United States which may well make a European of any
class prefer to dwell there rather than in the land of his birth.
Let us see what they are.

In the first place there is the general prosperity and mate-
rial well-being of the mass of the inhabitants. In Europe, if
an observer takes his eye off his own class and considers the
whole population of any one of the greater countries (for I
except Switzerland and parts of Seandinavia and Portugal), he
will perceive that by far the greater number lead very labori-
ous lives, and are, if not actually in want of the necessities of
existence, yet liable to fall into want, the agriculturists when
nature is harsh, the wage-earners when work is searce. In
England the lot of ghe labourer has been hitherto a hard one,
incessant field toil, with rheumatism at fifty and the work-

house at the end of the vista; while the misery in such cities

as London, Liverpool, and Glasgow is only too well known.
In France there is less pauperism, but nothing can be more
pinched and sordid than the life of the bulk of the peasantry.
In the great towns of Germany there is constant distress and
increasing discontent. - The riots of 1886 in Belgium told an
even more painful tale of the wretchedness of the miners and
artisans there. In Italy the condition of the rural popula-
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tion of Venetia as well as of the southern provinces seems
to grow worse, and fills her statesmen with alarm. Of Russia,
with her eighty millions of peasants living in half-barbarism,
there is no need to speak. Contrast any one of these coun-
tries with the United States, where the working classes
are as well fed, clothed, and lodged as the lower middle
class in Kurope, and the farmers who till their own land
(as nearly all do) much better, where a good eduecation is
within the reach of the poorest, where the opportunities for
getting on in one way or another are so abundant that no
one need fear any physical ill but disease or the results of his
own intemperance. Pauperism already exists and increases
in some of the larger cities, where drink breeds misery, and
where recent immigrants, with the shiftlessness of Europe
still clinging round them, are huddled together in squalor.
But outside these few cities one sees nothing but comfort.
In Connecticut’ and Massachusetts the operatives'in many a
manufacturing town lead a life far easier, far more brightened
by intellectual eulture and by amusements, than that of the
clerks and shopkeepers of England or France. In cities like
Cleveland or Chicago one finds miles on miles of suburb filled
with neat wooden houses, each with its tiny garden plot,
owned by the shop assistants and handicraftsmen who return
on the horse-cars in the evening from their work. All over
the wide West, from Lake Ontario to the Upper Missouri, one
travels past farms of two to three hundred acres, in every
one of which there is a spacious farmhouse among orchards
and meadows, where the farmer’s children grow up strong
and hearty on abundant food, the boys full of intelligence and
enterprise, ready to push their way on farms of their own or
enter business in the nearest town, the girls familiar with the
current literature of England as well as of America. The
life of the new emigrant in the further West has its priva-
tions, but it is brightened by hope, and has a singular charm
of freedom and simplicity. The impression which this com-
fort and plenty makes is heightened by the brilliance and
keenness of the air, by the look of freshness and cleanness
which even the cities wear, all of them except the poorest parts
of those few I have referred to above. The fog and soot-flakes
of an English town, as well as its squalor, are wanting; you
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are in a new world, and a world which knows the sun. It is
impossible not to feel warmed, cheered, invigorated by the
sense of such material well-being all around one, impossible
not to be infected by the buoyancy and hopefulness of the
people. The wretchedness of Europe lies far behind; the
weight of its problems seems lifted from the mind. As a man
suffering from depression feels the clouds roll away from his
spirit when he meets a friend whose good humour and energy
present the better side of things and point the way through
difficulties, so the sanguine temper of the Americans, and the
sight of the ardour with which they pursue their aims, stim-
ulates a European, and makes him think the world a better
place than it had seemed amid the entanglements and suffer-
ings of his own hemisphere.

To some Europeans this may seem fanciful. T doubt if any
European can realize till he has been in America how much
difference it malkes to the happiness of any one mnot wholly
devoid of sympathy with his fellow-beings, to feel that all
round him, in all classes of society and all parts of the coun-
try, there exist in such ample measure so many of the external
conditions of happiness: abundance of the necessaries of life,
Poasy command of education and books, amusements and leisure
to enjoy them, comparatively few temptations to intemper-
ance and vice.

The second charm of American life is one which some
Europeans will smile at. It is social equalitfy. To many
Europeans —to Germans, let us say, or Englishmen —the
word has an odious sound. It suggests a dirty fellow in
a Dblouse elbowing his betters in a crowd, or an ill-condi-
tioned villager shaking his fist at the parson and the squire;
or, at any rabte, it suggests obtrusiveness and bad manners.
The exact contrary is the truth. Eqguality improves manners,
for it strengthens the basis of all good manners, respect for
other men and women simply as men and women, irrespective
of their station in life. Probably the assertion of social
equality was one of the causes which injured American man-
ners fifty years ago, for that they were then bad among towns-
folk can hardly be doubted in face of the testimony, not merely
of sharp tongues like Mrs. Trollope’s, but of calm observers
like Sir Charles Lyell and sympathetic observers like Richard
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Cobden.? In those days there was an obtrusive self-assertive-
ness among the less refined classes, especially towards those
who, coming from the Old World, were assumed to come in a
patronizing spirit. Now, however, social equality has grown
so naturally out of the eircumstances of the country, has been
so long established, and is so ungrudgingly admitted, that all
excuse for obtrusiveness has disappeared. People meet on a
simple and natural footing, with more frankness and ease than
is possible in countries where every one is either looking up-
or looking down.? There is no servility on the part of the hum-
bler, and if now and then a little of the “I am as good as
you” rudeness be perceptible, it is almost sure to proceed
from a recent immigrant, to whom the attitude of simple
equality has not yet become familiar as the evidently proper
attitude of one man to another. There is no condescension
on the part of the more highly placed, nor is there even that
sort of serupulously polite coldness which one might think
they would adopt in order to protect their dignity. They
have no cause to fear for their dignity, so long as they do nof
themselves forget it. And the fact that your shoemaker or
your factory hand addresses you as an equal does not prevent
him from respecting, and showing his respect for, all such
superiority as your birth or education or eminence in any
line of life may entitle you to receive.

This naturalness of intercourse is a distinet addition to the
pleasure of social life. Tt enlarges the circle of possible
friendship, by removing the géne which in most parts of
Europe persons of different ranks feel in exchanging their

1Volney, who at the end of last century commented on the “ineivilite
nationale,’” ascribes it “ moins & un systéme d’intentions qu’ & l'independanece
mutuelle, & I'isolement, au défaut des besoins réeiprogues.”

2 A trifling aneedote may illustrate what T mean. In a small Far Western
town the stationmaster lent me a locomotive to run a few miles out along the
railway to seea remarkable piece of scenery. The engine took me and dropped
me there, as I wished to walk back, much to the surprise of the driver and stoker,
for in Ameriea no one walks if he can help it. The same evening, as I was sit-
ting in the hall of the hotel, I was touched on the arm, and turning rouad found
myself accosted by a well-mannered man, who turned ount to be the engine-
driver. He expressed his regret that the locomotive had not been cleaner and
better * fixed up,’” as he would have liked to make my trip as agreeable as
possible, but the notice given him had been short. Tle talked with intelligence,
and we had some pleasant chat together. It was fortunate that I had resisted
in the forenoon the British impulse to bestow a gratuity.
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thoughts on any matters save those of business. It raises the
humbler classes without lowering the upper; indeed, it im-
proves the upper no less than the lower by expunging that
latent insolence which deforms the manners of so many of
the FKuropean rich. Tt relieves women in particular, who
in Europe are specially apt to think of class distinctions,
from that sense of constraint and uneasiness which is produced
by the knowledge that other women with whom they come in
contact are either looking down on them, or at any rate trying
to gauge and determine their social position. It expands the
range of a man’s sympathies, and makes it easier for him to
enter into the sentiments of other classes than his own. It
gives a sense of solidarity to the whole nation, cutting away the
ground for the jealousies and grudges which distraet people so
long as the social pretensions of past centuries linger on to be
resisted and resented by the levelling spirit of a revolutionary
age. And I have never heard native Americans speak of any
drawbacks corresponding to and qualifying these benefits.
There are, moreover, other rancours besides those of social
inequality whose absence from America brightens it to a
European eye. There are no quarrels of churches and sects.
Judah does not vex Ephraim, nor Ephraim envy Judah. No
Established Church looks down scornfully upon Dissenters
from the height of its titles and endowments, and talks of
them as hindrances in the way of its work. No Dissenters
pursue an Established Church in a spirit of watchful jealousy,
nor agitate for its overthrow. One is not offended by the
contrast between the theory and the practice of a religion of
peace, between professions of universal affection in pulpit
addresses and forms of prayer, and the acrimony of clerical
controversialists. Still less, of course, is there that sharp
opposition and antagonism of Christians and anti-Christians
which lacerates the private as well as publie life of France.
Rivalry between sects appears only in the innocent form of
the planting of new churehes and raising of funds for mis-
sionary objects, while most of the Protestant denominations,
including the four most numerous, constantly fraternize in
charitable work. Between Roman Catholics and the more
educated Protestants there is little hostility, and sometimes
even co-operation for a philanthropic purpose. The sceptic
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is no longer under a social ban, and discussions on the essen-
tials of Christianity and of theism are conducted with good
temper. There is not a country in the world where Frederick
the Great’s principle, that every one should be allowed to go
to heaven his own way, is so fully applied. This sense of
religious peace as well as religious freedom all around one is
soothing to the weary European, and contributes not a little
to sweeten the lives of ordinary people.

I come last to the character and ways of the Americans
themselves, in which there is a certain charm, hard to convey
by description, but felt almost as soon as one sets foot on their
shore, and felt constantly thereafter. They are a kindly
people. Good nature, heartiness, a readiness to render small
services to one another, an assumption that neighbours in the
country, or persons thrown together in travel, or even in a
crowd, were meant to be friendly rather than hostile to one
another, seem to be everywhere in the air, and in those who
breathe it. Sociability is the rule, isolation and moroseness
the rare exception. It is not merely that people are more
vivacious or talkative than an Englishman expects to find
them, for the Western man is often taciturn and seldom
wreathes his long face into a smile. It is rather that you feel
that the man next you, whether silent or talkative, does not
mean to repel intercourse, or convey by his manner his low
opinion of his fellow-creatures. Everybody seems disposed
to think well of the world and its inhabitants, well enough at
least to wish to be on easy terms with them and serve them
in those little things whose trouble to the doer is small in
proportion to the pleasure they give to the receiver. To help
others is better recognized as a duty than in Furope. No-
where is money so readily given for any public purpose;
nowhere, T suspect, are there so many acts of private kindness
done, such, for instance, as paying the college expenses of a
promising boy, or aiding a-widow to carry on her husband’s
farm; and these are not done with ostentation. People seem
to take their own troubles more lightly than they do in
Europe, and to be more indulgent to the faults by which
troubles are caused. It is a land of hope, and a land of hope
is a land of good humour. And they have also, though this
is a quality more perceptible in women than in men, a re-
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markable faculty for enjoyment, a power of drawing more
happiness from obvious pleasures, simple and innocent pleas-
ures, than one often finds in overburdened Europe.

As generalizations like this are necessarily comparative, T
may be asked with whom I am comparing the Americans.
With the English, or with some attempted average of Euro-
pean nations? Primarily I am comparing them with the Eng-
lish, because they are the nearest relatives of the English.
But there are other European countries, such as France, Bel-
gium, Spain, in which the sort of cheerful friendliness I have
sought to deseribe is less common than it is in America.
* Even in Germany and German Austria, simple and kindly as
are the masses of the people, the upper classes have that
roideur which belongs to countries dominated by an old aris-
tocracy, or by a plutocracy trying to imitate aristocratic
ways. The upper class in America (if one may use such an
expression) has not in this respect differentiated itself from
the character of the nation at large.

If the view here presented be a true one, to what causes
are we to ascribe this agreeable development of the original
English type, a development in whose course the sadness of
Puritanism seems to have been shed off?

Perhaps one of them is the humorous turn of the American
character. Humouris a sweetener of temper, a copious spring
of charity, for it'makes the good side of bad things even more
visible than the weak side of good things; but humour in
Americans may be as much a result of an easy and kindly
turn as their kindliness is of their humour. Another is the
perpetuation of a habit of mutual help formed in colonial
days. Colonists need one another’s aid more constantly than
the dwellers in an old country, are thrown more upon one
another, even when they live scattered in woods or prairies,
are more interested in one another’s welfare. When you
have only three neighbours within five miles, each of them
covers a large part of your horizon. You want to borrow a
plough from one; you get another to help you to roll your
logs; your children’s delight is to go over for an evening’s
merrymaking to the lads and lasses of the third. It is much
pleasanter to be on good terms with these few neighbours, and
when others come one by one, they fall into the same habits
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of intimacy. Any one who has read those stories of rustic
New England or New York life which delighted the English
children of forty years ago—1I1 do not know whether they
delight children still, or have been thrown aside for more
highly spiced food — will remember the warm-hearted simplic-
ity and atmosphere of genial good-will which softened the
roughness of peasant manners and tempered the sternness of
a Calvinistic creed. It is natural that the freedom of inter-
course and sense of interdependence which existed among the
early settlers, and which have always existed since among
the pioneers of colonization in the West as they moved from
the Connecticut to the Mohawk, from the Mohawk to the Ohio,
from the Ohio to the Mississppi, should have left on the
national character traces not effaced even in the more artificial
civilization of our own time. Something may be set down to
the feeling of social equality, creating that' respect for a man
as a man, whether he be rich or poor, which was described a
few pages back; and something to a regard for the sentiment
of the multitude, a sentiment which forbids any man to stand
aloof in the conceit of self-importance, and holds up geniality
and good fellowship as almost the first of social virtues. I
do not mean that a man consciously suppresses his impulses
to selfishness or gruffness because he knows that his faults
will be ill regarded; but that, having grown up in a society
which is infinitely powerful as compared with the most power-
ful person in it, he has learnt to realize his individual insig-
nificance, as members of the upper class in Europe never do,
and has become permeated by the feeling which this society
entertains — that each one’s duty is not only to accept equal-
ity, but also to relish equality, and to make himself pleasant
to his equals. Thus the habit is formed even in natures of no
special sweetness, and men become kindly by doing kindly acts.

Whether, however, these suggestions be right or wrong,
there is no doubt as to the faet which they attempt to explain.
I do not, of course, give it merely as the casual impression of
European visitors, whom a singularly frank and ready hospi-
tality welcomes and makes much of. T base it on the reports
of European friends who have lived for years in the United
States, and whose eriticism of the ways and notions of the peo-
ple is keen enough to show that they are no partial witnesses.




