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DAVID ASHFORD

Hostile Symbiosis: the American Invasion
of  the London Underground in Theodore
Dreiser’s The Stoic

A nationalism that bristles with resentment and is all astrain with
the passion of self-defence is only less perverted from its natural
genius than the nationalism which glows with the animus of greed
and self-aggrandisement at the expense of others.1

In the course of his trip to Europe in November 1911, Theodore Dreiser
followed the Thames ‘to the giant plant of the General Electric Com-
pany, not unlike those which supply the power to drive the subway trains
in New York, and thought of Sir Thomas More and Henry VIII, who
married Anne Boleyn at the Old Church near Battersea Bridge, and won-
dered what they would think of this modern powerhouse!’2 The plant at
Lots Road had been built by the American transport-magnate Charles
Tyson Yerkes, in the final phase of his extraordinary career, when he
boldly attempted to monopolise the emerging London tube-network;
the model for Frank Algernon Cowperwood, the hero of Dreiser’s mag-
num opus, the Cowperwood Trilogy, Yerkes was the chief reason for
Dreiser’s presence at Lots Road in 1911: ‘since the last one-third of my
story was laid in London,’ he explained, ‘I thought that possibly in Feb-
ruary or March I would run over to that city, look up my data, run right
back and complete my book’ (ATAF, 7). With the final instalment of his
Trilogy in mind, Dreiser gazed upon the immense American power-sta-
tion, with its two chimneys nearly twice as tall as Nelson’s Column: and
was struck by the fact that there seemed to be no continuity between the
new American force represented by Yerkes and the pageant presented
by British history, only conflict. ‘What a change from Henry VIII and Sir
Thomas More’, he concluded ‘to vast, whirling electric dynamos and a
London subway system!’ (ATAF, 209).

This perception was not without foundation: the period of Anglo-
American interaction that Dreiser had set out to chronicle was in fact
one of tremendous antagonism, a significant low-point in the history of




