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FOREWORD


The life and death of one man may define the temper of his time with greater clarity than a volume of social commentary. What Professor Wayne Mahood has given us in his meticulously researched biography of General James S. Wadsworth of Geneseo, New York, is not only an absorbing account of a remarkable life of contrast and contradiction, but a vivid reminder that our Civil War was, indeed, fought on moral grounds; that the impetus to put all to the hazard in that uncompromising fratricidal conflict derived from a deep-rooted, long-standing division of opinion on the fundamental requirements of humanity—rather than, as has occasionally been advanced, disparate economic interests. The values and sensitivities that are urged upon us in our own day have not sprung full-blown from the foreheads of contemporary observers of the American experience. The seeds of such awareness were well planted before Sumter was fired upon. From her beginning America produced men and women who were convinced that a harvest of universal freedom and equal justice, with all its complications, both known and unknown, was a safer bet for their country than one infested with the residue of slavery. They were not the majority, but they would become one. In today’s world, who but the demented would consider the call for “abolition” not only wrong-headed but dangerous? Yet “abolitionist” was a distinct pejorative in Wadsworth’s time, certainly in the South, but only to a lesser degree in the North.


The constitutional compromises deemed essential to the formation of a union of states included noninterference with the “peculiar institution.” For a time the country was content to let the matter rest; as if men of conscience and character could let it rest, men like Wadsworth, whose innate hatred of it would, in a testing time, overcome the inertia of national acceptance. The testing time arrived. And only armed conflict along the fault line of that compromise could settle the matter.


But why would the country’s “last gentleman,” as Wadsworth was once described—this respected, silver-haired squire in his sixth decade with a happy family, a bountiful estate, and admiring friends and neighbors grateful for his multiple contributions to community life—plunge headlong into a conflagration that would bring him to ground in the blood-soaked thicket of the Wilderness? With an ancestor’s saber strapped to his belt, he was answering the call of country, yes, but also of conscience. For he quickly became a resolute abolitionist and wore that badge so defiantly, against the advice of cautious friends and seasoned advisers that he lost the otherwise winnable New York gubernatorial election of 1862. Nor was his campaign enhanced by his refusal to leave his post in Washington, where his energies were devoted not only to its defenses but also to the rescue of “contraband” from the Federal marshal whose job it was to return them to their “rightful” owners.


Wadsworth’s penchant for ignoring rules that did not accord with his preference may have resulted years earlier in his expulsion from Harvard. It certainly explained his blithe indifference to the Fugitive Slave Law and attendant regulations. He left no diary, and, with the exception of a few poignant letters, kept all but his public thoughts to himself. We must rely on his actions to explain his motivation. Nevertheless, as Professor Mahood conveys with insight and every scrap of documentation available, this once young and seemingly directionless scion of privilege was somehow transformed into a flint-hard, risk-taking buccaneer, a man of daring action, first in business, agriculture, land management, and politics, and finally in war.


Descended from a family line of frontiersmen handy with axe, plough, horse, and harness, he could, with cheerful dispatch, drive oxen, corduroy a mud road, ford a stream, and supervise all the constructions of an encampment. He did this and more to the astonishment, admiration, and occasional amusement of his troops, whose welfare, next to victory, was his first concern. His innumerable kindnesses to them, freed slaves, indigent refugees, Virginia farmers, and Southern citizenry overtaken by events augured a healing leadership role in the years to come. His ideas for preparing a class of persons inured to servitude for the opportunities and obligations of citizenship might have altered the course of postwar events. This was not to be. James S. Wadsworth would not be allowed to bring his considerable experience and insights to bear on his country’s future. The best he could do, like the president he served, was to die for it; but only after living for it as described with insightful care in this illuminating work.


Hon. James W. Symington














PREFACE
James S. Wadsworth: A Complex of Contradictions



“A true American,” nineteenth-century historian-diplomat John Lothrop Motley labelled James Samuel Wadsworth. Motley, who had first seen Wadsworth as a callow Harvard freshman, was now assessing a wealthy landowner on a yearlong tour of Europe with an entourage that would do justice to a Mideastern potentate. Sidney George Fisher, a Philadelphia lawyer and acquaintance, regarded Wadsworth as an inexplicably restless spirit. Wadsworth’s hometown of Geneseo, New York, which celebrated his safe return from a perilous sea voyage with flares that lit the night, regarded him as a vigorous and courageous man. Soldiers who served under Wadsworth regarded him almost reverentially. By contrast, one-time political ally John Van Buren came to ridicule Wadsworth, and popular Major General George B. McClellan condemned him as a meddling abolitionist who helped prolong a brutal Civil War. Lewis F. Allen, a New York state legislator and president of the New York State Agricultural Society, who did the background for the Century Association’s memorial to Wadsworth, probably had as good a perspective as anyone, and he was not awed by Wadsworth’s wealth or position.1


So, how does a biographer capture on paper another’s life, specifically James Samuel Wadsworth, the Squire of Geneseo and Brevet Major General of Volunteers? Little can be learned from his sketchy correspondence, the earliest and possibly most revealing of which appears to have been culled, if not censored in some cases. His correspondents at that time offer tantalizing glimpses, but too often their letters fail to offer details or insight according to custom or discretion. Later those writing to or about him offer somewhat more, but they tend to extol, even pander. His beautiful and admired wife left virtually no record of her intimate knowledge of him. Nor did James Samuel’s daughters, as far as can be determined. His sons, particularly the middle son, Craig, offer little more. Worse, too much of what we have is anecdotal. His acquaintances could readily identify or talk about one of the richest men in New York State, but each saw only a part of him.


The task is much like piecing together a jigsaw puzzle without the completed picture to serve as a guide. Worse, there are pieces missing. How does one discern the subtle colors and shapes that are so necessary to form the larger picture? To say the least the task is daunting.2


Yet, there is no lack of materials upon which to draw. Artifacts and family records are available to researchers. Additionally, there are any number of books and articles about the family, including a useful nineteenth-century genealogy of the Wadsworth family after its arrival in the United States in the 1600s. Even an older, well-researched and written biography exists.3


The incomplete picture that emerges is that of a complex man whose personality tends to be revealed through the beholder’s eyes. Indeed, James Samuel Wadsworth was a bundle of contradictions. For example, barely a decade after he was tossed out of Harvard (to his father’s chagrin) he was in the company of former president John Quincy Adams, Massachusetts governor Edward Everett, U.S. Supreme Court associate justice Joseph Story, and, ironically, Harvard president Josiah Quincy II.


Mostly we know him from his behavior. He was a man of action much like his Uncle Bill. For example, an admirer recalled an incident in the early 1840s when rains had washed away the underpinnings of a railroad near Syracuse, New York. Wadsworth “walked through mud & water directing and encouraging the laborious repair.” When the admirer, a youth at the time, asked his father who the hero was, the father replied, “My Son, that is the first gentleman in America.”4 Wadsworth disliked details, preferring the grand gesture. Yet he could be reflective when he allowed himself time to pause.


When nominated by the newly formed Republican Party to run for governor of New York State in 1862, he recalled his general reluctance to undertake the duties of public office, though he harbored no doubts about his ability to discharge them. In the immediate instance, however, he informed the nominating committee, which included influential newspaperman Horace Greeley, that he hesitated based on the “serious & rather increasing” implications of the nomination. He questioned whether his beliefs were acceptable to New Yorkers:




At the outbreak of this rebellion I was barely a Republican, that is, only opposed to the extension of slavery. I have slowly come to the conclusion that the time has arrived to strike it down for ever [sic]. This is the rebellion of an aristocracy, base, selfish & degraded, but still a distinctly formed aristocracy. We cannot put down the rebellion & save the aristocracy & we ought not do, if we could.5





He reminded the committee members that such thinking had compelled him to offer his services to the Union; to serve as an unpaid aide to Major General Irvin McDowell at First Bull Run and to occupy his then current position as military governor of Washington, D.C.


Yet Wadsworth himself represented aristocracy, managing to blot out his youthful indiscretions and dissolute ways, thereby preserving the family name much as his father had. Moreover, increasingly he would lay the same burden on his children. He actively engaged in commercial interests, speculated beyond even his means at times, and was a soft touch for almost any cause or friend.


Unfortunately, often it is necessary to hazard guesses about Wadsworth’s feelings based on his actions and the reactions of others, so care has to be taken to avoid reading too much into these reactions, especially postwar recollections. Many of them, influenced by the manner of his death, accorded him almost mythical qualities. Nor did proximity necessarily result in greater accuracy. Those who shared his political beliefs saw a man of principle. Necessarily, his opponents, especially former allies, viewed him differently. Few, however, challenged the courage or the passion of his convictions. Many who served under him on his “Home Farm” and in the Civil War tended to respect and even adore him. By contrast, one close observer during that fratricidal conflict was openly contemptuous of Wadsworth, and some more recent critics have even characterized his military actions as those of a reckless bumbler. Whatever one’s opinion, it is virtually impossible not to be impressed by the élan that characterized the Squire of Geneseo’s fifty-six years.
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Chapter 1

“INTO THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH”


The unscheduled battle, which had begun eighteen hours earlier, had started abruptly in a dense, second-growth forest where a year earlier the Union was almost fatally defeated; where Army of the Potomac commander Major General Joseph Hooker allegedly had lost his nerve. The ghostly remains of that earlier battle littered the area—a silent reminder, perhaps an omen, of what the soldiers’, indeed, the Union’s, fate might be again. Barely three miles west of Fred-ericksburg, Virginia, lay this dense forest of “scrubby, stubborn oaks, and low-limbed, disordered, haggard pines.” The stunted trees were “so close together,” recalled Morris Schaff in his highly readable reminiscences, that their lower limbs intermingled into “thick underbrush,” which entangled with “bright-green, bamboo-like vine.” Yet, preciously holding on to life, as if to give hope to the weary soldiers, “a swamp honeysuckle, and now and then a wild rose will greet you joyously.” Poking through the thick underbrush also were “tall huckleberry bushes, from whose depending limbs hang racemes of modest, white, bell-shaped flowers.” Even more incongruously, fragrant dogwoods, like “shrouded figures,” thrust through the “billowing smoke.” The usual denizens, the rabbits and quail, had disappeared before the crack and boom of capricious intruders who seemed bent on destroying not only themselves, but everything before them. Dim paths connected scattered clearings where cattle had roamed in search of the few blades of grass that protruded out of the sandy Virginia soil.1


It was pure, unmitigated hell. The insufferable heat, the heavy cloud of smoke that enveloped combatants, and the cries of the wounded seemed unbearable. It was impossible to make out anything in that aptly named Virginia “Wilderness,” where confusion reigned. Brigades, even divisions, became intermixed. Commanders relied on subordinates whose talents they knew more by reputation than by direct experience. Subcommanders relied on the men who had to do the fighting, men who had marched in dust and mud and had shouldered their deadly weapons for three years. In turn, Commander of the Army Ulysses S. Grant had to rely on reports of the progress of the battle while trying to figure another way to thrust his command between Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia and Richmond.2


No one actually chose this setting for battle. Yet here a battle raged with troops just as intertwined as the bright-green vines through which the soldiers tried to make their way. The denseness of this scrub forest had constrained the usual battle formations of divisions and brigades into battalions and columns of four. Gaps existed between regiments. Lines that started in one direction soon found themselves headed in another, separated from one another. Regiments lost sight of each other and faced enemy fire from the flanks as well as the front. A column would simply disappear into the thick underbrush. Maintaining any semblance of order was impossible.3


The battle that began the day before, May 5, 1864, had resulted in Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell’s Corps controlling the Confederate left (the Union right) on the Orange Turnpike. Now, May 6, the focus had shifted to the Union left, near the intersection of the Orange Plank and Brock Roads. In command, if anyone there could be said to command, was Major General Winfield Scott Hancock. He had earned his sobriquet “the Superb” at the battle of Williamsburg in 1862 and is credited with coolly realigning the Union troops at Gettsyburg on July 1 the following year.


However, this time there was no Cemetery Hill or Ridge to which the Union could retreat and regroup. Worse, Hancock and his subordinates, Major General David B. Birney, Brigadier General John Gibbon, and Brigadier General Gershom Mott, now commanded not only their own but also unfamiliar troops. Hancock’s corps held the center and left (south) portion of the Plank Road. By noon, the struggle had brought the usual crash of bodies, wild yells, and steady roar of musketry. The Federal advance, which had earlier threatened to cut Lee’s army in half while driving the Confederates back a mile, had been met and repulsed by Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s men, who had raced to join and reinforce Major General Ambrose Powell Hill’s III Corps. At first the Federals seemed to sustain their advance, scattering Brigadier General John Gregg’s Texas Brigade after its legendary charge, but Brigadier General Henry Benning’s Georgians plunged into the contest followed by Brigadier General McIver Law’s Brigade of Alabamians. The latter tossed Hancock’s corps into greater confusion and threatened a repeat of Chancellorsville, fought almost a year to the day earlier.4


Once more the white-haired, but still trim, man saw his duty. Though wearing only one star, he had commanded a division at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg, and now found himself issuing orders to Brigadier General Alexander Webb and Colonel Sumner Carruth of the II and IX Corps, respectively. He had already been fighting almost nine hours and had two horses shot from under him, but he found that he would have to call up some hidden reserve to inspire his men once more. He was exhausted, which he had admitted to his aide, Captain Robert Monteith, and had contemplated turning over command to one of his brigade commanders. His fatigue was certainly not surprising, for by this time virtually everyone there in that Wilderness seemed sapped of all energy.5


But he was not just an ordinary soldier. He was James Samuel Wadsworth, a 56-year-old millionaire from Geneseo, New York, described by one close observer as “rather tall, an eminently handsome man of commanding presence, but showing gentle breeding.” He had already proven his mettle, even recklessness, at Gettysburg, his willingness to make sacrifices for the cause he espoused, and his ability to inspire his men. Yet he too could be inspired by others. In this instance it was by Hancock, who earlier in the day had given him command of the II Corps brigade of Webb and the IX Corps brigade of Carruth, in addition to his own division command, and charge of the sector north of the Orange Plank Road. It was daunting, for Hancock had just been apprised of Longstreet’s flank attack. The flankers were converging on the Plank Road to Wadsworth’s left in support of the frontal assault on Wadsworth’s command by the Confederate divisions of Major Generals Charles Field and Richard H. Anderson. Beyond the smoke from a fire that raced through the woods Wadsworth heard the Rebel yell and a rapid succession of sharp volleys. He prepared to mount another attack and directed a protesting Webb to the left to find four regiments to stop the throng of fleeing Union troops. Meanwhile he tried to organize the mixed brigades for a concentrated assault against the combined forces of Field and Anderson on the north side of the Orange Plank Road.6


The Federals broke slowly at first, then rapidly, but the dry leaf fire spread and momentarily checked the Confederate advance. Unhindered was the 12th Virginia of Brigadier General William Mahone’s Brigade, which found its way down an unfinished railroad and through the thicket, quickly crossed the Plank Road, and struck the left of Wadsworth’s amorphous command. Wadsworth seized upon the 37th Massachusetts Volunteers of the VI Corps and ordered its commander to throw the regiment across the path of Field’s Confederates, who, with their artillery raking the Union line, were advancing along the Plank Road. Wadsworth then directed Colonel Oliver Edwards to have his 37th Massachusetts assail Field’s charging troops, which he did, thereby garnering Wadsworth’s praise, “You have made a splendid charge.” After repositioning his main line, Wadsworth then allowed the 37th to fall back.7


But as the Federals withdrew and began repositioning themselves, the sounds of another Confederate counterattack foretold further peril. The problem was that, despite the noonday sun, the dense, almost impenetrable forest rendered enemy movements virtually unobservable until contact was made. The usual commands and maneuvers to which the troops had responded so readily in the past failed. Hancock admitted that he learned what was transpiring only from reports of subordinates. It was thus left to individual commanders to determine how to proceed. His exhaustion momentarily forgotten, Wadsworth reacted to the threat from Field’s and Anderson’s inspired thrusts. He ordered the 20th Massachusetts to make a suicidal attack to stem the tide and to allow the Federal troops to reposition themselves. But he could not let them go alone to certain death; he must lead them. Urging his third horse of the day forward, Wadsworth charged the Confederates.8


This act was vintage Wadsworth, the reincarnation of his uncle William, “General Bill,” who had suffered a broken arm and lasting wounds at the battle of Queenston Heights in the War of 1812. Virtually everyone saw General Bill’s nephew as a man of action; a practical man is how it was usually expressed, though he could be eloquent when the occasion demanded it. Brevet Major General James Samuel Wadsworth, for all his gentle breeding and wealth, could still play the western New York frontiersman. After all, before he reached his teens he had accompanied his uncle on the tough cattle drives from Geneseo over 300 miles to Baltimore and to New York City. He knew how to break horses and to control the bulls that he had bought to enhance the herd of cattle he raised on the alluvial flats of his Genesee River farm.


Still, it jars the senses to think of him leading a charge against Southerners whose style he had admired as a college student—to his father’s dismay. In fact, “Tom,” as Wadsworth was known to some of his Harvard companions, had enjoyed their fellowship and horsemanship on his frequent trips from Cambridge to Boston. What his father viewed as intemperance, young Wadsworth regarded as fashionable, though such behavior would not serve him well with the Harvard faculty.


Even more incongruous was Wadsworth’s absence from responsibilities that would have proved daunting to men years younger: the care of a wife, a son in boarding school, a sister-in-law and her two sons, a large personal estate, and a larger land business involving approximately 70,000 acres in New York, Michigan, and Ohio. Burdened with these responsibilities, this landed gentleman, nearing senior citizenship, had every reason to stay at home and to profit from the burgeoning opportunities the Civil War offered eager entrepreneurs. Yet here he was risking life and limb for the Union, just as two of his three sons, following his example, had already done.


What kind of man was this James Samuel Wadsworth, this citizen-soldier, this aristocrat, who was driving himself and those serving under him to certain death?


[image: i_Image]


It is easy enough to trace the lineage of this tall, prematurely white-haired man, to list public offices he held, to describe his relations with a variety of politicians, to detail his landholdings and business dealings, and to record his short, but meteoric, military career. However, to know the private man is another matter. He enjoyed the privileges that came with wealth, the bulk of which were derived from his father’s tireless and focused efforts. Though almost universally described as personable, he could be brusque. Like his father, he was strong willed. Indeed, his strongly held opinions may well have cost him the governorship of the largest state in the Union at a particularly critical time in America’s history.9


It is more difficult to understand exactly why this millionaire took up the cause of abolition. What would lead a man to leave a wife admired for beauty, a truly aristocratic lifestyle based on dozens of servants, a 15,000-acre estate with blooded cattle and thoroughbred horses, and a thriving business? Why would he give up all this to become surrounded by sworn enemies in an impenetrable, marshy tract of land known as the Wilderness?10


To assess and characterize Wadsworth’s military worth is even more difficult. Was he an inspired leader? Did his “habit to command” overcome his lack of military training? Or was he simply reckless, a nervous bumbler who preferred action to reflective preparation? Was his ride into the face of the enemy on this May day the inevitable result of his hastiness, the precipitousness against which his father had repeatedly warned him? Was Wadsworth, like a hero of Greek tragedies, riding headlong to meet his preordained fate?11














Chapter 2

“AQUILA NON CAPTAT MUSCAS”


The blood that ran through the veins of this intrepid warrior can be traced back approximately seven generations—to William Wadsworth, a “Puritan of some standing.” He arrived at Boston Harbor with a family of four aboard the ship Lion, which landed Sunday evening, September 16, 1632. After briefly settling near Cambridge, Massachusetts, William and other followers of the Reverend Thomas Hooker moved to the Connecticut Valley town of Hartford, then little more than a trading post. These Congregationalists promptly framed a government under the Fundamental Orders, whereby authority rested upon the free consent of the “admitted inhabitants.” This contrasted with what they regarded as the overly strict membership requirements of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. William thus founded the Connecticut–New York branch of the Wadsworths.1


The spirit that motivated William may well reflect the character of the Wadsworths, whose name literally means “Woods Court.” However, the ancestral motto Aquila non captat muscas is more meaningful. It is translated as “the eagle does not catch flies,” or in the words of the family genealogist Horace Wadsworth, writing in 1883, “our great progenitors stooped not to small things.” Whether or not this was a hindsight attempt to enhance the family reputation, James Samuel Wadsworth, the future general, clearly would live up to this motto.2


Of the ten children sired by William Wadsworth (four by his first wife, remembered only as Sarah, and six by his second wife, Elizabeth Stone of Hartford), the best known is Joseph. Commonly referred to as “Captain Joseph,” he was born approximately sixteen years after William’s arrival in the colonies and is credited with secreting the Connecticut charter in the “Charter Oak” to protect it from Sir Edmund Andros. Following British orders, Andros, newly appointed governor of all the New England colonies but Connecticut and Rhode Island, had attempted to impose “Dominion” over Connecticut (as he had over Rhode Island) and seize Connecticut’s charter. The generally accepted version of what happened at a meeting on the evening of October 31, 1687, was that during discussion by the Connecticut Assembly of how to stop Governor Andros, “the lights were instantly extinguished, and one Capt. Wadsworth, of Hartford, in the most silent and secret manner, carried off the charter and secreted it in a large hollow tree fronting the house of the Hon. Samuel Wyllys.” The captain was rewarded by being elected the Hartford representative to the Connecticut General Assembly and, twenty-eight years later, by a sum of money.3


Apparently, Joseph’s love of freedom also led to excesses, including threatening a Hartford sheriff and a New York colonial governor with bodily harm, which resulted in formal reprimands by the Assembly and an appearance before the Court of Assistants.4


It is not hard to imagine the ardent Captain Joseph, who lived to age 80, as a forebear of James Samuel Wadsworth, who would lead that charge of the 20th Massachusetts Infantry at the Wilderness. However, it was the captain’s half-brother, the “Hon. John” of Farmington, an assemblyman and witness to Joseph’s Charter Oak heroism, from whom James Samuel descended. John Wadsworth had nine children, one of whom was Colonel James Wadsworth, who was born in Durham, Connecticut, in 1677, and who sired Squire James Wadsworth. In turn, Squire James claimed three children, the best known of whom was the first General James Wadsworth, the great-uncle of James Samuel.


This James, born in 1730, graduated from Yale eighteen years later in the top third of his class. He earned his reputation by raising a company to invade Canada in 1758 during the French and Indian War and by serving as a major general from Connecticut in the Revolutionary War. Reminiscent of Captain Joseph, his great-grandfather’s brother, this James Wadsworth also managed to counter public opinion, though he was neither fined nor hauled into court. For example, at the 1788 Connecticut convention to ratify the newly written Constitution, General James argued forcefully against it, claiming that the rights of the states would be trampled by a despotic central government. Though he was soundly voted down, his reputation apparently did not suffer, for he held other offices and was remembered for his “large, erect, military figure.” Oral tradition attributes to this ancestor ownership of the saber that James Samuel brandished during the Civil War and that his Uncle Bill had worn during the War of 1812.5


However, hands down, the Wadsworth ancestor who had the most profound effect on the Geneseo Wadsworths was Colonel Jeremiah Wadsworth of Farmington, Connecticut, of the same generation as and a cousin of the first General James Wadsworth.


Jeremiah, born in 1743, was the son of Reverend Daniel Wadsworth, a 1726 Yale graduate, who died prematurely at 43 when Jeremiah was only 4 years old, leaving what has been described as a handsome estate to his wife, two sons, and four unmarried daughters. But Jeremiah’s circuitous route to fame and fortune came by way of Mathew Talcott, his mother’s brother, who advised Jeremiah to take to the sea to restore his failing health. His health restored, young Wadsworth followed the sea for approximately fifteen years, rising to captain, but in 1775, at age 32, his life changed abruptly when Connecticut joined the Revolutionary cause. Jeremiah became a commissary for the newly raised Connecticut troops, which led to additional duties and, three years later, to a call by the Continental Congress to assume similar duties for the Revolutionary army. As the first commissary general of the United States, Wadsworth’s primary responsibility was to act as commissary for Count de Rochambeau and the French army Eventually Jeremiah would travel to France with his only son Daniel to present his accounting personally.6


Not surprisingly, Jeremiah, who reputedly was an intimate and occasional postwar host of General George Washington, carried on his public duties after the peace treaty, becoming a delegate to the Connecticut Constitutional Convention. But his interests took him in another direction, which would greatly affect western New York. This direction involved the contract for sale of 6 million acres of land situated in western New York by the state of Massachusetts to two entrepreneurs, Oliver Phelps and Nathaniel Gorham. The complicated deal, known as the Phelps–Gorham purchase, would directly link Jeremiah Wadsworth and his younger cousins, William and James, aged 29 and 22, respectively, two men whose traits were synergically combined in the subject of the present narrative, James Samuel Wadsworth.7


This link between the cousins may well have been initiated by the death of William’s and James’s father, John Noyes Wadsworth, the younger brother of the first General James. Little is known about John Noyes, who was born in 1732 in Durham (New Haven County), Connecticut, to Squire James Wadsworth and Abigail Penfield of Guilford. A deed recorded April 3, 1730, shows that Squire James bought from Abraham Blackly two acres on the “west side of the swamp” in Durham, about twenty miles northeast of New Haven. John, who served as a justice of the peace in Durham from the 1760s until about the time of his death at age 55 in 1787, left to his wife, Esther Parsons Wadsworth, and their three sons, John Noyes (born 1758), William (1761), and James (1768), what was then regarded as a fairly substantial sum of money, though his family was not considered wealthy.8


The fateful connection between the Wadsworth cousins might have been initiated by a visit from John Noyes’s youngest son, James, to Colonel Jeremiah’s house in 1789. The accepted version is that Jeremiah viewed the young man, who had graduated from Yale College two years earlier (the only one of the three Wadsworth brothers to attend college), as having “ambition,” “clear mind,” and “tenacious will.” In a speculative mood, Jeremiah needed someone with these qualities to improve and sell the western New York lands included in the Phelps–Gorham purchase, which he intended to acquire. He decided to enlist cousin James instead of his only son Daniel. (Purportedly Daniel was temperamentally and physically unfit for the challenge of settling this frontier and managing the property in which Jeremiah had “made a considerable investment.”) According to their agreement, James would emigrate to western New York, buy part of the land at an advantageous price, and serve as Jeremiah’s agent for the sale of the rest. Apparently a condition of the agreement was that James’s older brother William would accompany him.9


Before examining the results of this arrangement between the Wadsworths, it is useful to review briefly the Phelps and Gorham purchase to understand the environment that so greatly influenced James Samuel Wadsworth. With the end of the Revolutionary War and the declining threat of Indian attacks as a result of the 1779 expedition by General John Sullivan against the Loyalists and Indians in western Pennsylvania and New York, the vast lands in this western frontier of New York had become particularly attractive for settlement and, thus, for speculation. Oliver Phelps, deputy commissary of the Continental Army, quickly saw the potential and formed a syndicate with Nathaniel Gorham, member of the Massachusetts war board and the Continental Congress, to acquire these lands. However, first the speculators had to resolve the issue of ownership of this almost unimaginably large tract.10


The tract ran from Seneca Lake, bordering on Geneva, New York, west to present-day Buffalo (over one hundred linear miles), and extended from the Pennsylvania border to Lake Ontario. It had been claimed by both Massachusetts and New York as a result of grants by English kings to the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay Colonies and to the Duke of York, respectively. However, to complicate matters further, the new Federal government also recognized prior claims by the Iroquois, whose ancestors had long before formed settlements on the disputed land. To resolve the matter and to avoid placing it before the U.S. District Court, Massachusetts and New York agreed to send representatives to a convention in Hartford, Connecticut. The December 1786 resolution of the issue was that New York would cede to Massachusetts the preemptive (or first) right to sell the land, subject to valid sales, that is, titles, granted by the Iroquois who occupied the land, but New York would exercise sovereignty, or government, over the area.11


Two years later Phelps and Gorham contracted to purchase the tract from the state of Massachusetts for the unheard of sum of $1 million in specie. A bargain was struck, but ultimately there would have to be a settlement with the Iroquois. Within the land in the western portion, approximately two and a half million acres west of the Genesee River, lay eleven Iroquois reservations. For more than a half century, demand for this huge parcel would cause conflict between competing speculators and the Senecas, one of the six members of the Iroquois Nation that occupied these reservations, and would involve even presidential intercession. The conflict would provide visibility, occasional livelihood, and wealth for James Wadsworth and his son James Samuel.12


Tracing the precise investments by the Wadsworths in this vast acreage is very difficult, but apparently Jeremiah made the initial purchases on April 9, 1790. He bought nearly 7,000 acres in the county of Ontario (now Livingston) from Phelps and Gorham in two separate transactions. The first was for “one twelfth” of Township No. 9, 7th Range, known as the “Big Tree Township.” The township was bordered by Conesus Lake on the east and the Genesee River on the west, and ran about four miles north and south of the present village of Geneseo, some 25–30 miles south of Rochester. The second purchase was of 5,000 acres in Township 11, Range 6, northeast of the present Avon. Both sales by Nathaniel Gorham and Oliver Phelps were witnessed by young James Wadsworth.13


The claim that Jeremiah made a considerable investment is no exaggeration—his purchases soon totaled almost 50 square miles, 32,000 acres—and he was entrusting this investment to two inexperienced cousins more than twenty years his junior.
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James and William apparently used their inheritances from their father to make their own initial purchases. That is, a William Wadsworth of Farmington in South Hartford County is recorded as having bought 11,520 acres (18 square miles) in Township 11, Range 5 (approximately where Honeoye Falls, New York, is today) on July 9, 1790. The purchaser appears to have been James’s brother William, but whether it was for himself, for himself and James, or for Jeremiah cannot be determined. We do know that on July 1, 1795, William did invest, paying $100 for 345 acres. Their older brother, “Major John,” retained the family home in Connecticut as his inheritance.14


By most accounts James was the businessman, William the practical pioneer; they were a perfect complement to implement cousin Jeremiah’s planned investments. Their relationship to western New York was forged in the spring of 1790 when they set out from their Durham, Connecticut, home with a small band of other pioneers, provisions to sustain them in their first season, necessary agricultural implements, and oxen to pull their load. The pioneers’ journey, the paths of which diverged at times, took them from Long Island Sound, up the Hudson River, then to the Mohawk River, and eventually to their destination, the banks of the Genesee River, more than 350 miles. William began the trek with a team of oxen pulling a cart, two or three hired men, and Jenny, an African-American, who allegedly was the family’s favorite slave. The hardy older brother and his small band had to cut and move logs from the narrow sleigh path on their way to Cayuga Lake, which they crossed by means of two canoes lashed together. From the Hudson River, James navigated the water route from Schenectady to Canandaigua outlet, three days ahead of his brother and his entourage. The final path was virtually hacked out by these adventurers.15


Averaging barely twelve miles per day, from Canandaigua they followed an Indian trail, then the route of General Sullivan’s army to the foot of Conesus Lake, about eight miles east of Big Tree (now Geneseo). James, traveling by horse, arrived first and backtracked the following day to locate his brother’s party, which had gotten lost. Reunited, the brothers followed James’s trail to their destination, arriving at Big Tree on June 10, 1790. They found only Lemuel Jennings tending cattle for Oliver Phelps and, later, the Jones brothers, Horatio and John H., occupying an Indian cabin and shanty they had built a year earlier. A house—at best a dirty, uncomfortable hovel—was soon erected using timber obtained from the plentiful oaks that covered the land. However, almost immediately the Wadsworth brothers faced another threat, the ague, a fever that would visit the Genesee Valley periodically with devastating effects and that caused the premature departure of their hired men and James before winter.16


The ague (or “Genesee fever”), a malarial-like condition brought on by the clouds of mosquitoes that infested the area, struck both James and William their first summer. Various accounts credit Jenny, who accompanied William to Geneseo, with nursing the seriously ill brothers back to health. Local legend also claims that William’s survival that first winter, 1790–1791, was due to her ministrations. Additionally Jenny is credited with learning various Native American remedies and preparing delicacies, including corn and wheat bread.17


The division of labor that characterized the Wadsworth brothers’ lives thereafter found William actively managing their home farm—planting food crops and raising herds from the cattle they had purchased on the long trek from Durham and that would prove their most sustaining source of income. William’s energy, hardiness, and adventurousness assured not only their survival, but the success of the immediate operation. Familiarly called “General Bill” for his later role as a militiaman—and often visible astride his black charger—William would become known far and wide for his vigor. More importantly, his pioneer spirit and skills allowed James to be the entrepreneur, traveling far and wide on behalf of their investments and those of Colonel Jeremiah. However, it is inaccurate to claim that James was unsuited for life along the Genesee River, despite his tendency toward hypochondria. He may have been temperamentally less inclined toward frontier life than his older brother, but the physical exertion required for traveling hundreds of miles, largely by horseback, stopping at rustic taverns where guests were not only the two-legged variety, eating whenever and wherever, and negotiating business transactions, was not for the weak of spirit or body. Also he had been admitted to practice law by Ontario County judge Oliver Phelps in 1791, which added more responsibilities, though it facilitated his business dealings.18


Indeed, James was perfect for the entrepreneurial role, though even he admitted that he might be overzealous. His February 20, 1793, letter from New York City to cousin Jeremiah illustrates the spirit with which James served as his cousin’s agent. He hoped that Jeremiah (always addressed as “Sir”):




will not consider me too officious if I should express a wish that you would take Township No. Six at half a dollar per acre. If the present holders will give a years or even nine months credit, there is not a doubt, there is a moral certainty, that it will command a dollar pr. acre the ensuing summer. A number of West Indian gentlemen are now in town, who would not hesitate to give it. . . .





Two months later James had minutely inspected the Wadsworth lands to price them appropriately and heartily wished that he had the power to exhibit this land along the Genesee River to Connecticut residents. “I’m sure the banks of the Connecticut River would be deserted for those of the Genesee.” However, he claimed to “forbear giving you my sentiment . . . because I am considered as an enthusiast.” Illustrative of his enthusiasm, a year earlier, James had become a speculator in his own right. With an advance from Jeremiah, and giving a mortgage for the balance of the purchase price, he bought an estimated 27,000-acre parcel in Big Tree Township, which Jeremiah owned. Before long, the management of his own holdings would begin to occupy much of his time.19


James was not alone in his enthusiasm. In the 1780s public lands, sold by the Federal government to repay Revolutionary War debts, were being avidly bought on credit with the intent to resell before payment became due. The outstanding example of this practice was the Phelps–Gorham syndicate. However, by 1796, the land bubble had burst and sales lagged behind due dates for payment, soon leading Phelps and Gorham to bankruptcy. Their land then reverted to Massachusetts, which sold it to Robert Morris, financier of the Continental Congress, on terms similar to those granted Phelps and Gorham. Foreign investors, particularly the Holland Land Company, the principals of which had been influenced by Morris on a trip to London in 1792, also had become interested in buying up these lands, pushing prices up.20


James, on his frequent travels to New York City, Philadelphia, and Hartford (despite the hardship of riding much of the way on horseback), became convinced that it was necessary to expand the sales field to England. He entreated Jeremiah to authorize a trip there. While he did not expect to make a fortune from sales in England, he argued that if he exercised good judgment, a handsome profit could be made. He had met with several “other English Gentlemen, who are of the opinion that if I set out on a moderate scale, offer no lands but what I have explained . . . then there is a moral certainty of a swap.” (James was prone to “moral certainty” in business and family matters, a trait he passed down to his eldest son, James Samuel.) Moreover, on the flats away from the river there were some clear areas within the hardwood stands (called white oak openings) that were conducive to settlement. But he clearly deferred to Jeremiah’s judgment and was making plans to visit the latter in Hartford to discuss details in person. Brother Bill had things under control at home, for in January 1795 he had driven three teams of oxen from New York City and had escorted six families to work the flats.21


Surprisingly, in July 1795, James reported to cousin Jeremiah much greater demand than expected for farmland at 20–24 shillings ($2.40–$3.84) per acre, because the Six Nations of the Iroquois had relinquished all their titles to land in the eastern part of the Phelps–Gorham tract the previous fall. He was equally upbeat at the end of the year when he wrote confidentially to Jeremiah that Robert Morris wanted to rid himself of a mortgage on the Genesee lands. These reports likely were manifestations not only of his usual enthusiasm but also of his campaign to go to London, which apparently was successful, for Jeremiah’s patronage had obtained for James many social invitations. James also had made contacts on his own, including with a Mr. Murray and some other Englishmen who were interested in purchasing large land tracts in America. Because, as foreigners, they were unable to own land, James would act as agent. That is, James would buy land from Morris and other sellers for foreigners in his name and derive a commission.


This was facilitated by a bill introduced in the U.S. Congress by Aaron Burr, who was beginning to incur large debts from overspeculation. If passed, aliens could buy land in the United States through American agents, like James. This would pave the way for James, Charles Williamson, resident agent for English speculator Sir William Pultney, and Thomas Morris, Robert’s son, to manage the Holland Land Company’s possessions in America. If all his projections were realized, James considered settling in New York City, where prospects for sale appeared better. But at age 27, he had not made up his mind. Geneseo was a certainty; New York was less so. That would be decided later. Now he was off to England.22


Soon after arriving at Plymouth, England, in February 1796, James was busy making contacts with English investors interested in land in Maine. However, in June he reported that the scarcity of money in the United States, which had induced him to travel to England, prevailed there too. The financial situation would worsen a year later, due to the French Revolution and the British Privy Council’s order to the Bank of England to stop paying in specie. Meanwhile, the ever-curious James visited British farms and factories, obtaining information that would prove useful to him later.23


A potentially more profitable experience for James was a trip to the Netherlands. There he met with officers of the Holland Land Company, a combination of Dutch banks, which had bought almost half the original Phelps–Gorham purchase from Thomas Morris. Depending on the status of Iroquois titles to this land west of the Genesee River, James might become an agent for the Dutch combine. For now he had to content himself with “promissories” (written promises to pay when asked or on a specified date) for the sale of an undetermined amount of Genesee land at $2 per acre.24


James impressed the Dutch businessmen with his more conservative approach to land sales that encouraged settlement, but the Dutch failed to employ him then as a retail seller in Geneseo. Apparently they believed his private interests would lead him to devote too little time to sales on behalf of the Holland Land Company. There was also concern over unspecified charges of dishonesty levelled against James by Thomas Morris, his one-time partner.25


By late 1798 James was glad to be back in the United States, and in early January 1799, he anticipated a return to Geneseo. This was a change of heart, which he felt would surprise his friends. However, he remained in New York City and planned a visit to Philadelphia. On February 22, he was still in New York, responding to Jeremiah’s advice about eschewing politics, and, indeed, resolving to confine himself to business, though he remained current on the political situation the rest of his life. From this decision to avoid politics James deviated only once.


In June Wadsworth, having returned to Geneseo, again made the tortuous trek to New York City to relax, which included a side trip to attend graduation at his alma mater, Yale. However, aboard a stagecoach bound for Albany, New York’s capital, he wrote to apprise his cousin Jeremiah that Robert Morris was surrendering his property to creditors and that the Phelps and Gorham syndicate was extinguishing its rights to one of the townships in which Jeremiah had an interest. From Albany he rode horseback to Hartford, where he met with Jeremiah, whose health was failing, to discuss in detail these matters and his desire to buy from Jeremiah the “Big Tree Farm” for himself and William. Geneseo was to be his home, the place where he would settle down.26


Apparently during this visit remarks by Jeremiah questioning the management of his land sales hurt James’s feelings and led him to write a long, highly defensive letter after his return to Geneseo. James was prone to be peevish when criticized, a trait he passed down to his son James Samuel. His feelings were easily hurt, and he became incensed when his integrity or honor was questioned.27


Such was the case involving duels with Oliver Kane in February and March of 1801. Unfortunately—and deliberately, it would seem—James offered few details in letters to cousin Jeremiah. The first “affair of honor” resulted from an insult he and his acquaintances considered so violent that he had no other choice. Apparently during a game of cards with Kane, one of five merchant brothers, a quarrel erupted. That led to a challenge and a sunrise exchange of shots between James and Oliver on a bluff behind brother Charles Kane’s store near Schenectady. James got the better of it, nicking Kane. Though James hoped never to be engaged in another duel, it did not turn out that way. Three weeks later he and Oliver Kane dueled again, but James claimed he had “nothing to reproach myself with—under similar circumstances I should pursue the same steps again.” This time James was wounded slightly.28


It is possible that James also was still affected by the loss of his mother, Esther Parsons Wadsworth, who died on October 6, 1799, at age 67, and was buried in what would become the Wadsworth plot in Temple Hill Cemetery, Geneseo.29 However, brother William was the first to reveal the depth of their feelings about the loss of their “tender mother” and fell into a deep depression. Instead, James, hoping to distract himself from his mother’s death, traveled to New York City on business, but he quickly returned home. That did no good. In a letter to cousin Jeremiah he confessed that returning home depressed him also. He acknowledged that it would have been better to have gone to Jeremiah’s home in Hartford, where he could find relief in society and in what became an abiding passion, books.30


Throwing himself into business, James was on the road almost daily, traveling west on horseback to Buffalo Creek on Holland Land Company business, then to New York City by coach, up to Middletown, New York (approximately forty miles), and by horse to the nearby Catskills, a peripatetic pattern James Samuel would emulate. After the Catskills stop he rode horseback roughly one hundred miles more to Utica, where, quite unexpectedly, he met Oliver Phelps. This encounter reminded him of Robert Morris, who “would have been in prison and at the mercy of creditors of whom he has added insult to injustice had it not been for my exertions.” That is, Morris had failed to give good title to some land that he was obligated to convey to James, forcing the latter to use money he planned to give to his brother to clear the title. But, there was a positive result from Morris’s troubles. James’s desire to make Geneseo his home was reinforced. To that end he reserved for himself 600 acres in Big Tree Flats and 8,000 acres of upland, which he considered less than his due, but more than he had ever expected.31


Though he would be back on the road traveling to New York City, Hartford, Washington, and Baltimore, James always returned to his beloved upland overlooking the Genesee River flats. Sealing his determination, in 1804 James and William began construction of what would become a commodious house. There, it is said, General Bill lived, and James squired.32


Of typical New England design, the initial structure had a square front door facing east on the 18’-by-12’ oak-framed house, with mortar and stone filling the spaces between the studs and 3” oak plank siding set on end. The original hall, running east to west, was 12’ wide.33 Additions would come, and in time it became the largest home in the Genesee Valley, suitable to entertain in the style for which the Wadsworths came to be known. Visitors waxed poetic about the house, which James called the Mansion House (now the Homestead), and the lush land below. Characteristic is the description written in 1841, shortly before James’s death, by William L. Stone, editor of the New York Commercial Advertiser.34
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His [James’s] mansion, the abode of refinement and elegant hospitality, is finely situated at the southern extremity of the principal street of the village, embosomed in groves of ornamental trees, thickly sprinkled, among which are the elm, locust, and willow, and looking out upon a princely domain of his own, including a broad sweep of flats. . . . Adjacent to the mansion is a large garden, rich with every description of fruit which the climate will allow, and adorned with flowers of every variety and class of beauty.





When the “upright part of the . . . building” was erected, it “made an imposing appearance in a region of log houses, where a framed house of any size was a rarity.”35


Even earlier, by February 1801, the Wadsworth name had spread to Russia, where James was honored by foreign membership in the Imperial Moscow Society of Agricultural Husbandry under the authority of Alexander the Second. This may have resulted from James’s unusual interest in agricultural science, for he was constantly seeking new ways to improve farming techniques and animal husbandry. It could be argued that the honor was equally—or more—due brother William. William superintended not only the hard-working men who worked the farm, but also the animals that constituted the heart of their enterprise. For example, in early June 1801 Bill drove a herd of cattle to Baltimore (over 240 miles), averaging twenty miles a day, and returned five weeks later driving twenty head of oxen. Three years later the brothers would sell wheat in Albany, approximately the same distance away as Baltimore, to take advantage of the higher prices being offered there. However, while James would take care of the business end—buying and selling land and developing the tenancy agreements—he also claimed that his farming chores left him virtually no time to himself.36


Yet both found time for the militia reviews over which General Bill exercised authority and from which James, the observer, could derive justifiable sibling pride.37


With the new home started and farming going relatively well, James was able to demonstrate his inveterate eclecticism: railing against fanatic Methodists, exclaiming over good crops despite a drought, challenging Colonel Charles Williamson’s plan to import Marylanders with their slaves to the Genesee Valley, extolling brother Bill’s election as gaol superintendent, and decrying politics.


Droughtlike conditions in the early 1800s, a cold winter in 1805, which exhausted their hay stores, and poor markets led James in 1806 to claim the brothers were “literally pennyless” and unable to make payments on debts coming due. The situation was so dire that an embarrassed James had to ask his oldest brother John back in Durham to make a $200 payment to a creditor. Still, somehow James managed to make payments totaling $1,000 to that same creditor during August and September 1807, but admitted to the creditor he was mortified when he made payments of only $750 in February 1808. The Wadsworths were feeling the double-barreled effects of overvaluation of property and the embargo placed on export of goods to Europe by President Jefferson. However, James would scramble to repay their debts, which exceeded $62,000 (close to $1 million in today’s currency) by 1812.


Eventually the brothers would acquire more than 70,000 acres, making them the largest single landholders in western New York, possibly the state. However, their liability for taxes became a particular incentive to the system of land tenancy they developed (which was unique in America at that time), whereby the tenants paid the taxes as well as cleared and improved the land. The principle was that the brothers’ capital should not flow from the region where it was accumulated. Reinvestment in and improvement of the land was the key. Wadsworth leases even forbade tenants from selling hay, instead requiring them to feed it to livestock and thereby to return it to the land. The result was that farm yields remained nearly the same from the 1800s to 1945.38


By 1814 every tenant had to plant a number of apple trees and replace any that died, build proper fences, erect a house with pine or cedar shingles, and even rid the land of noxious weeds. Further, tenants were to deliver to the nearest storehouse or mill a proportionate amount of the crops being raised to pay all taxes and assessments. A side benefit of the latter was the greater likelihood that the assessors would be more careful about taxing their friends and neighbors rather than rich landlords, including the Wadsworths. Also the tenants would take more interest in politics and government. Early on tenants were offered annual leases and two years free of rent, in return for, say, a specified amount of grain per hundred acres, the typical size of the leased parcels. In the 1840s, life leases replaced the annual leases and the sizes of the parcels increased. Dairying and hemp (used to make rope) and wheat raising, particularly the latter, were typical uses of the land by tenants. Though known for their fairness, following Jeremiah’s advice that “laying a man under a great obligation was a sure way of making an enemy,” neither James nor brother Bill was averse to foreclosing on unpaid mortgages. Even then fairness was the rule. For example, when James had to repossess land from a delinquent buyer, he refused the unsuccessful buyer’s offer to pay the interest, because it was not his or his brother’s policy to do so.39


James, now in his thirties, began entertaining thoughts of marrying and settling down. Only the faintest hint of what inspired this is revealed in his wide correspondence. In fact, there are virtually no letters to or from his future wife, as if the two simply chanced upon each other and married, though this would be totally out of character for James. In an 1801 letter to his cousin Jeremiah he was convinced that he would “become a desperate old Bachelor,” though apparently it was not for lack of opportunity, for he had met a “pretty girl” in New York City just before writing the letter. But beauty was not enough: “I cannot and will not make a bow till I meet with what I call a fine woman. She must neither be un-educated or over-educated.” Yet, he was vacillating. Observing his married friends, he concluded that remaining single had advantages and determined to remain so until his judgment and heart were equally involved. Even then, he feared that when he would finally make “his bow, it will be an awkward one.”40


It may have been awkward, but bow he did, on October 1, 1804, and there are no known recriminating letters to explain his change of status—and heart— at the relatively advanced age of 36.


Not surprising for the Wadsworths, whereby the males clearly dominated, little is known about James’s wife, Naomi Wolcott, nine years his junior. However, it is generally agreed that the Wadsworths married well. Naomi was the daughter of Samuel Wolcott, a cousin of the second U.S. treasury secretary, Oliver Wolcott, and Jerusha (II) Wolcott of East Windsor, Connecticut.41


Yet James’s life, like his lifelong bachelor brother William’s, was in many respects unchanged by marriage. Farm and business occupied most of his time. Still, he was determined to carry on the Wadsworth name. Typical genealogical charts of the Wadsworth family carefully detail the male descent, but refer to the females only as their wives. Genealogists were blameless, according to a late-1880s letter from Mrs. M. C. Wadsworth of Canfield, Ohio, who argued that leadership, a Wadsworth characteristic, extended even to “woman repression.”42 But, of course, it would be far from the truth to claim that the Wadsworth women played no role in child-rearing. James Jeremiah (“Jerry”) Wadsworth, great-great-grandson of James and a U.S. delegate to the United Nations, readily acknowledged that the influence of the women in his family may have been greater than the men’s.43 It remains that James’s influence on his son James Samuel was especially powerful.


In addition to leadership, male dominance, restlessness, and enthusiasm for various causes, the Wadsworths, including James Samuel, could be irreverent. For example, Thurlow Weed, a power in New York politics with whom both James and James Samuel had an on-and-off relationship, recalled a chance encounter between the two and Oliver Kane, with whom James had twice dueled some thirty years earlier. James Samuel, who exchanged greetings with Kane while his father seemed to take no notice, is supposed to have asked his father if he did not know Kane. The elder Wadsworth laconically replied, “I met him once.” When Weed later asked whether James Samuel was unaware of the Wadsworth–Kane duels, the latter laughed and readily admitted he knew about them; he was simply needling his father.44


However, above all, the Wadsworths’ vast landholdings (including, in time, James Samuel’s) positioned them to greatly influence state and national matters at a time when western New York was becoming settled and increasingly prosperous.














Chapter 3

“WHAT WILL YOUR AMBITION LEAD YOU TO DO?”


Despite debts, when James Wadsworth married in 1804 he could consider himself comfortably affluent. The little settlement at Big Tree was rapidly developing into a village called Geneseo. Twenty-five miles to the south lay the hamlet of Arkport, bordering on the Canisteo River, on which goods and animals could begin their river journey south down the Chemung and Susque-hanna Rivers to Baltimore. More important was the settlement to the north. Near Lake Ontario at the mouth of the Genesee River, in time it would bear the name Rochester after one of three partners who had just bought a hundred-acre tract there. Though it would not attain a population of 3,000 nor have a bank for another two decades, Rochester seemed ideally situated for a commercial center. In fact, annual shipments up the Genesee River to Lake Ontario soon would total $30,000. And there was talk of a cross-state canal.1


With his natural energy and business acumen, James aspired to an even brighter future, one that included a son who could carry on his name and fortune. Moreover, because he married late, his family was both an abiding concern and an object of special affection. Always signing his family letters “Papa” or “Your Affectionate Father,” he nonetheless imposed a strict code of honor and a passion for life and causes on his five children, especially his eldest son, James Samuel, and youngest daughter, Elizabeth, the latter born when James was 47. His prominence dominated every aspect of their lives, directly or indirectly.2


In order, the five children of the union between James and Naomi Wolcott Wadsworth were Harriet, born in 1805; James Samuel, October 30, 1807; William Wolcott, 1810; Cornelia, 1812; and Elizabeth, three years later. It is understandable that James Samuel, the first son, would become the primary object of James’s familial exhortations. It would be a heavy burden for a boy whose high spirits more resembled those of his uncle, General Bill, great-uncle General James, and Captain Joseph of Charter Oak fame than the business-directed temperament of his father.


Though his father was an inveterate correspondent, there is virtually no record of James Samuel’s early life other than occasional allusions, including (according to legend) helping his uncle drive cattle to New York City when he was 12. Nor is there any evidence of an inclination toward military service, despite the military reviews conducted by his uniformed uncle who suffered scars and ailments due to his heroism at the battle of Queenston in the War of 1812, where he nearly lost his life.3


The first, rather vague records are James’s admonitions to his son to remember the consequences of having kept “bad company” at Hamilton College, near Utica, in 1823, which may have occasioned his dismissal when he was not yet 16.4 However, these admonitions were not issued until 1826, when 18-year-old James Samuel was admitted to Harvard (not his father’s alma mater, Yale!) as a “Temporary Student” in the class of 1828.5


We do know that, despite his father’s wealth and accompanying privileges, James Samuel grew up on what was still largely frontier. It was plagued in having only a few roads, which were largely dirt paths atop the clay soil that turned to sticky mush in rains, the omnipresent mosquitoes (and accompanying ague), and rattlesnakes. Survivors were hardy souls.


It appears that James Samuel may have been tutored by Reverend Abram Foreman, a scholarly but eccentric 1815 Union College graduate and the first pastor of the Presbyterian Church in Geneseo. James Samuel may also have received some schooling at the Brick Academy on Center Street. Whatever the case, he must have met entrance requirements at Harvard—and earlier at the fledgling Hamilton College. The latter required the entrant to be at least 14, demonstrate “an ability to read, construe and parse Virgil’s Aeneid, Cicero’s Select Orations and the Greek Testament,” and possess knowledge of English grammar and basic arithmetic.6


For a time there were frequent letters from the father to the son at Harvard reminding the latter how impatient his parents were to hear from him, but just as frequently James admonished his firstborn to be cautious about the company he was keeping. He was referring to James Samuel’s riding into Boston with high-spirited “Southern blades,” for he was convinced that “bad scholars & dissipated young men generally ride the most.” One of his son’s contemporaries recalled riding hell-bent-for-election from Cambridge to Boston and back, which always drew a crowd of spectators.7


James Samuel also was reminded by his parents that he was free from duties at home on the condition that he improve in his studies, and they hoped for a positive report from one of his tutors, Harvard Professor of Belles Lettres George Ticknor.8


While concerned about his elder son’s educational advancement, James was no less concerned about his emotional growth, but Harvard may not have been the right environment at this time. Despite its famous alumni, it was still probably better known as a finishing school. The median age of entering students was barely 16. Necessarily, the college served in loco parentis, but, inconsistently, offered classes only in the morning, leaving students free afternoons and evenings.9 Boston, to which James Samuel, almost 20, was often riding, offered a particular attraction, for according to Oliver Wendell Holmes, a contemporary, “nothing but vinegar-faced old maids and drawing room sentimentalists” lived in Cambridge.10


Further, Harvard was in turmoil when the Wadsworth scion attended it. The president, John Thornton Kirkland, was about to submit a forced resignation, the century-old curriculum was considered too rigid, and faculty were warring with an increasing number of students described as “loafing around Boston, smoking, drinking, and whoring.” This mix, which included an irksome dress code for entering students, would prove to be the younger Wadsworth’s undoing.11 However, his first academic year, 1826–1827, was generally without incident, though he was “Consigned to Prof. Willard for illegal dress” on October 30, 1826, and four months later he was threatened with expulsion for a similar infraction.12


Still, this was not enough to portend any major problem in his second school year, but clashes between him and the college, and, more importantly, between him and his equally strong-willed father, now almost 60, were inevitable. On the other hand, more temperamentally suited contemporaries survived the turmoil and became prominent in various fields in later life. They included Cornelius C. Felton, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Benjamin Curtis, Charles Sumner, Charles Francis Adams, and John Lothrop Motley.


The father’s anxiety caused sleeplessness and the need to repeatedly counsel his son, which led to a lengthy—and revealing—description of the person who was to inherit the expanding Wadsworth estate and, more importantly, name. Professing his love, old James chided his son for exercising bad judgment: spending money excessively, keeping wild company, and neglecting his studies. Then, going for the jugular, old James challenged James Samuel: If he couldn’t act properly “among complete gentlemen & scholars [,] what will your ambition lead you to do?” Then he laid on the oldest parental guilt trip: He was “sacrificing his own happiness” for his son’s future. He begged his son to study diligently and patiently to meet the difficulties that would make him a man.13


Not surprisingly, James Samuel’s friends and siblings viewed him very differently. His sister Cornelia, barely five years younger, acted toward him almost like a dutiful child, reporting on her progress at school, promising to behave, and wishing his company. Elizabeth, eight years younger, adored her older brother. However, his brother William could be much more objective, even critical. For example, he protested vigorously when James Samuel applied his own and William’s credit toward the extravagant purchase of a bull. This incident reveals not only the nature of their relationship, but James Samuel’s propensity to spend money and to keep one foot on the “Home Farm” regardless of where he was and in whatever else he was engaged.14


While James Samuel’s companions and correspondents admired him, the reasons may have depended on the particular relationship. Cornelius Felton, soon to become Professor of Greek at Harvard, appreciated the younger Wadsworth for successfully recommending him to become one of the two first tutors (instructors) at Temple Hill Academy in Geneseo. A pet project of old James, it had opened in 1827 as Livingston County’s first high school and James wanted it to succeed. Felton, whose friendship James Samuel had gained at Harvard, also predicted that James Samuel would distinguish himself intellectually.15 Felton may have been hoping that James Samuel would help the fledgling academy to drive out what Felton considered the bigotry and ignorance that blighted the Genesee Valley.16


This episode is important for a number of reasons. First, it illustrates the confidence others placed in James Samuel. Second, it reveals the father’s unacknowledged, but incipient, reliance on the son, who had been asked to suggest the first tutors for the new academy. It also illustrates a passion for education that the father, now approaching his eighth decade, wanted his son to possess. However eclectic James’s interests and philanthropy, next to his family nothing was as important to him as education. “Uneducated man always has been and always will be a puppet in the hands of designing demagogues,” he had proclaimed to his older son.17


However, Felton was not unaware of young Wadsworth’s busy social life and inattention to his studies. James Samuel, called “Tom” (for tomcat?) by many friends, apparently had a lively time, as his father correctly gauged, especially with the attractive and enticing Boston and Concord maidens. Letters to James Samuel most often mention the long, on-and-off-again relationship with a “Sally,” possibly Sarah Sullivan, reportedly “the belle of Boston.” The seriousness of this relationship is uncertain, though letters from friends referring to it continue for some time. Apparently “Sally” was serious enough to leave Boston to visit Geneseo. She preceded him in the summer of 1828 so as “to be all ready and armed & equipped with songs, sighs & sheep’s eyes” when James Samuel arrived, according to his friend C. Jones Richards. However, there were other adventures. One was with a widow. Two female correspondents simply used initials, while another was embarrassed enough later on to request the return of her letters.18


It is a mystery why so many letters referring to James Samuel’s romances, some of which occurred barely two years before he was married, remain in the Wadsworth Family Papers, while there are very few letters between him and his eventual wife, Mary Craig Wharton Wadsworth, and none that could be called “love letters.” Nor is there any indication of just when or how the relationship with Miss Wharton was begun and maintained before their marriage.


Also at this time the older Wadsworth son was chided for being not only a profligate, but a soft touch. This profligacy, which would become more pronounced later, was evident, for example, in his taste for clothing.19 The only image we have of him as a young man is a painting in which he is wearing a black frock coat, matching ascot, white vest, and light-colored pants, typical of the period. On the other hand, the long, curled dark hair and beard covering the side of his face and chin give him the appearance of a fop, rather than a tall, well-proportioned, vigorous man, as he was usually described.


The Wadsworth scion was regularly hit for loans while at Harvard. George Turner’s indebtedness to him would gnaw at Turner for the next twelve years. At other times young Wadsworth was himself the borrower, despite the rather healthy account his father set up for him, which resulted in yet more of his father’s criticism.20


Clearly, the father’s fears for his son were not groundless, which the parents’ letters increasingly revealed. Naomi, who acknowledged that typically she corresponded only upon instructions from her absent husband, advised more obliquely. In a letter to her younger son, William Wolcott, who was attending a Harvard prep school near Boston, she asked whether his brother was “keeping his good resolution of being the third in his class.” While James Samuel may well have made such a resolution, likely it was more to pacify his parents than out of any genuine intent. At least the father was not persuaded and planned a visit to Cambridge as soon as convenient.21


Before he could do so, however, a bombshell struck. A letter from Harvard President Kirkland so “unnerved” James that he found himself “quite unable to write,” which his virtually illegible handwriting verified. Copied for James Samuel and enclosed with his letter was Kirkland’s:22




Oct. 2, 1827


Dear Sir:


   The faculty of the University request me to inform you that the conduct of your son in College does not correspond to your & their expectations. During the last Term he was admonished for repeated absences at exercises & public worship. He returned this Term on the 19th of Sept. & since then he has attended almost no exercises. The Faculty think it their duty to advise you to remove him from Cambridge as he is by no means answering the purposes of his connection with this Institution.


   With much consideration & earnest wishes for the improvement of your Son,


I am, Dear Sir,
Your Ob’t Ser’t





Old James was devastated. His son had virtually nothing to show for his attendance at Harvard. On the only scale showing his class rank, there was a grade of “9” in mathematics (presumably out of 10).23


Though “unnerved,” on October 17 James made it clear that his son had only two courses of action: “Instantly go to Doctor Kirkland while the affliction you have brought on those who love you tenderly is in your mind & fully confess all your faults & promise a thorough reform & commitment in your conduct. Quit your follies & become what you ought to be. The other course will spread your disgust from Boston to New York & Geneseo.”24


Despite his wife’s advice to “set out immediately to Cambridge,” James, who was attending a meeting of the inspectors of the Seneca Reservations near Buffalo, felt that no good would come from a visit. There was nothing more to be said, which was apparent from the absence of his usual closing. He ended the letter simply and uncharacteristically, “J. W.” However, on the twenty-second, all too aware of his son’s temperament and the unlikelihood of his apologizing to President Kirkland, he laid it on thick. First, he enclosed “a sketch of the life of a just and good man.” Then he asked his son whether he derived sufficient pleasure from his dissipation and wildness to “compensate for the pain[,] anxiety & distress which you are inflicting upon your parents.” Alternately begging and chiding, the father could not find words to express his astonishment at his son’s behavior. Only boys, not men, acted without motives. What motivated his son? What kind of man would he be if he did not change?


The irony was inescapable. The old man had tackled the frontier when roughly his dissolute son’s age. By hard work, persistence, and love of learning he had built a fortune—and reputation. His elder son, the person to whom he looked to become the conservator of the Wadsworth estate and name, was not only a failure, but an acute embarrassment. His life’s work and the Wadsworth inheritance, which was becoming increasingly important to James, were in serious jeopardy. Not uncommonly, he had pinned his hopes and dreams on his firstborn. In his heart he knew the boy had the ability and the physical constitution to carry on, but he was throwing it all away by his incorrigible ways.


The errant son spent the winter of 1827–1828 in Geneseo, where “business by days and books by night protect[ed]” him from his Harvard friends.25 However, he maintained important Harvard contacts, including Cornelius Felton; Thomas Giles, son of ex-U.S. senator and Virginia governor William Branch Giles; Nathaniel Parker Willis, who would later found and edit the American Monthly; and John Lothrop Motley, historian and diplomat. In turn, Motley’s friends included Harvard Professor Ticknor, Daniel Webster, Richard Henry Dana, author of Two Years Before the Mast, and Edward Everett, later Massachusetts governor, Harvard president, and principal speaker at the dedication of the National Cemetery at Gettysburg in November 1863.26 However, acquaintances exercising even greater influence on Wadsworth lay in the future. For now he was simply the expelled, spoiled heir to a veritable fortune.


So James Samuel was home, momentarily chastened. Yet he enjoyed his valley home, which offered open spaces upon which to ride, the chance to work with Uncle Bill, and a steady stream of interesting guests taking advantage of his father’s hospitality.


It is important, too, to recall that this was an exciting, though difficult, time in his father’s life, which would spill over onto his older son. While eschewing politics, James was being drawn into a brewing political stew. It began with the attempted publication of an exposé of the Masonic Order by William Morgan of Batavia, New York, a Mason himself. A shadowy character better known as “Captain,” Morgan was murdered near the Niagara River, north of Buffalo, in the fall of 1826. The “Morgan Affair” erupted into the Anti-Masonic movement that spread from New York State into the national arena before it died down. Because the whole affair has been detailed elsewhere and becomes complicated with the telling, it will be dealt with only briefly here. The gist is that in 1827 and 1828 public meetings were called throughout the state to nominate Anti-Masonic candidates for state and national offices, leading to pressure on James to run for U.S. senator from New York. He preemptorily refused, based on his vow to avoid politics. Nonetheless, the Wadsworths came in for criticism for using their wealth and influence in the Anti-Masonic movement, and in 1829 James faced a dilemma: How to support public education without engaging in politics. He reluctantly agreed to be the Anti-Masonic candidate for the University of the State of New York Board of Regents, the state’s educational policy-making body.27


While James was unsuccessful in his only bid for public office, it presaged James Samuel’s ultimately fatal involvement in politics. In fact, he was being drawn into politics through his father’s land speculation already. In a reprise of the earlier episodes, the bankruptcies of and subsequent defaults in payment by Oliver Phelps and Nathaniel Gorham and then Robert Morris necessitated resales to the Holland Land Company, from which the notorious Ogden Land Company had bought preemptive rights in 1810 for 50¢ an acre. The land in question this time was the ten reservations that the Senecas occupied as a result of an earlier treaty. Any sales of their land by the Ogden Land Company required approval by the Seneca chiefs, who, again, were supposed to be protected by the U.S. government through its representatives.28


James Wadsworth was appointed a Federal representative to inspect contracts being made, though he stood to profit from land sales, either as purchaser himself or agent for the Ogden Land Company. This conflict of interest appears to have been ignored by the government. Unfortunately, James, an indefatigable worker, found himself confined to his office on Main Street, suffering more headaches than usual. So, having decided that his firstborn son needed to take on more responsibility, James had James Samuel accompany his business partner, William Spencer, to Buffalo to participate in the negotiations for the Reservation lands. However, James recognized that the son would need additional skills, those available to a lawyer.29


Thus, April 1828 found James Samuel in Boston, reading law under Senator Daniel Webster. An apparent change of attitude had occurred. James Samuel had written Cornelius Felton that he could be enthusiastic about law, studying Latin to further his legal knowledge and enjoying the bustle in Webster’s office.30 While James Samuel’s unsystematic legal education was intended to help him manage his family’s increasingly complex business affairs, actual practice of law was not yet out of the question.


Despite his new-found enthusiasm for the law, the apprentice was back home in Geneseo three months later after a departure so abrupt that Webster learned about it only when young Wadsworth did not respond to Webster’s dinner invitation. Whether or not his departure was due to rumors about his romances, he was once more in exile, where he maintained his desultory correspondence with friends. They had trouble keeping up with him and wondered whether he was “in a certain house on Chestnut Street, Boston . . . at Geneseo or shooting the wild deer at Angelica,” southeast of Geneseo. His inveterate restlessness was already established.31


Though his mother believed James Samuel was attending to business, the son’s behavior was still suspect in his father’s eyes. So much so that the elder Wadsworth claimed that he considered turning to his second son, especially if William’s character proved more principled and his health improved. Nonetheless, increasingly James was calling on his elder son to act as his surrogate. Also James Samuel was filling in for his ailing Uncle Bill around the home farm.32


By January 1829, James Samuel had resumed his law studies, this time at Yale, where again he would try the father’s patience because of his spending habits. Problematic too, James had no correspondent in New Haven to monitor his older son, unlike at Harvard. However assiduously young Wadsworth pursued his law studies and the ladies, he returned home frequently. One reason may be the vague, lingering fevers his mother and his sister Cornelia were experiencing, which frequently forced them to bed. The specific cause of these illnesses, which also afflicted James Samuel’s older sister, Harriet, is unknown, but tuberculosis ran in the family at that time.33


James Samuel too may have been suffering from an equally vague illness, which his mother described as “those distressing attacks of sickness with which you used to be afflicted.” Because there are only two more, equally vague references to “alarming” maladies visiting James Samuel, the cause of and effects on his behavior are left to conjecture.34


Back in New Haven, James Samuel received a letter from John P. Murray of New York City—an ironic one, given James Samuel’s less than exemplary behavior. Murray praised young Wadsworth for writing about his son, whose study habits were not good, and for offering the kind of advice that Murray’s son would accept only from someone like Wadsworth, a few years older. While his parents would have trouble viewing James Samuel as a levelheaded leader, increasingly others would, which may have reinforced the qualities his parents desired, but were unable to drill into him.35


The timing of Murray’s letter could not have been more puzzling. Scarcely two months later, in a long, steaming letter (the second of two such letters), the elder Wadsworth went from begging to advising to admonishing and finally to threatening banishment. As far as he was concerned, his 22-year-old son had less than one chance in ten of his health or well-being ever being reclaimed.36


Following his father’s injunction, the younger Wadsworth remained at Yale until May, when he headed to Albany for study in the law firm of McKeon and Deniston, to which his father accompanied him. Still, the son found time to correspond with Boston acquaintances about law, politics, and women, though not necessarily in that order. He also pursued business contacts for his father, which included dealings with Henry Seymour, the Erie Canal Commissioner (with whose son, Horatio Seymour, James Samuel would experience a conflict-filled relationship the rest of their lives), and John Young, a Geneseoan, who was serving in the New York State Assembly.37


Despite conducting business for his father, James Samuel demonstrated an ambivalence toward it, which apparently would continue throughout his life. For example, years later it was said that, while his “judgment was always clear and sound . . . he disliked the details of business and the petty cares of an office.”38 Yet, his judgment was respected by many associates, and his father and his increasingly lame uncle would necessarily come to rely on him. It remains one of the many ironies and inconsistencies of James Samuel Wadsworth’s life and character, one that would carry through into his military service.


While the Wadsworth scion apparently was applying himself to the law, in the fall and winter of 1830 his attention was drawn to letters from home that were taking on a rather ominous tone. His mother was ill. In January 1831, Naomi’s poor health prompted a request from James for James Samuel to escort his youngest sister, Elizabeth, home from a Philadelphia boarding school.39 Yet, ever the businessman, James wanted his son to stop in Harrisburg to do some business. His son, aware of his father’s occasional overstatement, was not wont to move quite as fast as his father expected, and was initially reassured by a letter from his brother William.40


This time his father’s alarm was not overstated. On March 1, 1831, Naomi Wolcott Wadsworth died. Then James’s fears turned toward his three daughters, particularly Cornelia, whose “nervous system is [so] greatly affected [that] we were obliged to keep her room dark.” Unfortunately, the elder Wadsworth’s intuition once again proved reliable in Cornelia’s case. The last ten days in March she experienced the same symptoms as her mother, and on the 28th, not yet 19 years of age, she succumbed. James’s handwriting clearly revealed how poorly he was faring over the loss of two loved ones in a month.41


Even “Jimmy is broken up,” the grieving husband and father wrote his cousin Daniel Wadsworth, Jeremiah’s son. James Samuel had good reason: He had lost his mother and a sister, and his father, already prone to hypochondria, was seriously depressed.


This was clearly a turning point in James Samuel’s life. These were, as his father wrote in a slightly different context four months later, “[the] trials that sometimes fixes [sic] a man’s character for many years.”42














Chapter 4

“NEVER FORGET WHAT IS DUE TO YOURSELF & FAMILY”



James Samuel Comes of Age



While James could claim that his son “Jimmy” was broken up, the son left no record of his feelings about the loss of his mother and younger sister, though later he would exhibit a “morbid curiosity” about cholera. (Whether he attributed the deaths of his mother and sister to this cause can only be speculation.) Nor was there any evidence of an immediate change in his behavior. His father would continue to exhort, while his friends would follow his love life and sporadic study of law.1


The rest of that year, 1831, James Samuel bounced between Albany, Geneseo, and Philadelphia. One reason for the Philadelphia trips was to check on his younger sister Elizabeth, who had returned to a boarding school.2 However, James Samuel may have had other reasons, for his correspondents mention unnamed young ladies there, as well as in Boston and New Haven. Yet, writing his brother from Albany in August, he made it clear that he intended to “bear down to prepare for that severe ordeal,” the bar exam, and wanted his father to call upon the appropriate persons for the necessary certificates attesting to his study and character. Still, he allowed himself to be distracted: escaping an unusual Albany heat wave, checking on notes given for 500 head of Wadsworth cattle that had been driven to Albany by a family farmhand, and responding to John Church’s invitation to be an attendant at his wedding in Angelica, near the Pennsylvania border, where the two frequently hunted.3


In the meantime James Samuel’s anxious father reminded him to build his character, to maintain his friendships (not to appear curt, a tendency that occasionally would be noted by others), and to respect himself, which would lead to respect from his friends. James also reminded his son to develop contacts that would lead to opportunities for further investments in land. But uppermost, James Samuel must intensely apply himself to studying for the bar.4


Despite exhorting his older son to study, at the same time the elder Wadsworth was diverting his elder son’s attention and—perhaps not so subtly—drawing him into management of the family farm and into land speculation, roles that would serve him well later. He also had James Samuel accompany him to Philadelphia, ostensibly to check on Elizabeth at her boarding school, but also to attend the Free Trade Convention in Philadelphia and the National Anti-Masonic Convention in Baltimore. However, characteristic of the differences between father and son, the former divided his time in Philadelphia between the Atheneum and the Franklin Library. The latter called on young ladies, and, when cajoled, took his sister Elizabeth to the “confectionary” for ice cream and cakes.


For one who claimed to refrain from politics, the elder Wadsworth showed an unusual interest in the subject and may well have planted the seeds for his son’s later political activities. Likely James’s intent was to make business contacts, much as he had done when serving his cousin Jeremiah almost forty years earlier. Whatever the reason, father and son attended the Anti-Masonic Party Convention. It was James Samuel’s formal introduction to national politics and contacts that would prove important then and later. Attendees, with whom James Samuel would become identified as a friend or enemy, included future New York State governor William Seward; Francis Granger, son of and himself a future U.S. Postmaster General; and future U.S. president Millard Fillmore. More immediately important was the Free Trade Convention in Philadelphia, which drew what James Samuel regarded as a large number of talented Southerners. He was impressed by the harmony that the Northerners and Southerners enjoyed regarding the constitutionality of the tariff. Ironically, a meeting thirty years later with some of those same Southerners would be much less harmonious, in no small part because of James Samuel’s politics.5


After the Free Trade Convention the two Wadsworths toured Maryland, visiting large landowners for three weeks before returning to Geneseo. It appears that this particular excursion had two purposes: first, to offer James Samuel another view of large-scale farming and, second, to combat the son’s haste to take the bar exam, for which James felt his son was unprepared. He did not want his son to be admitted to the bar because of his own influence, so he advised James Samuel to study hard and to take frequent practice examinations.6


Yet the elder Wadsworth was dragging his son away from his studies with increasing complaints of various afflictions and the need for assistance in traveling. Likely this was also a not-so-subtle attempt to monitor James Samuel, whom he reminded “never [to] forget what is due to yourself & family.”7


Returning by way of Washington, James introduced his son to Secretary of State Edward Livingston, an old friend who had grown up in the Albany area, and renewed their acquaintance with former Michigan Territorial Governor Lewis Cass, for whom the son claimed great respect. Unfortunately, the pair were disappointed that most of the persons to whom James had sent letters of introduction were out of town, though they “passed a day” with 96-year-old Charles Carroll of Carrollton, signer of the Declaration of Independence and former U.S. senator, and enjoyed a tour of his 14,000-acre estate, 4,000 of which were cultivated by slaves. The younger Wads worth’s views of slavery apparently were forming, for he found that “under a selfish and ignorant overseer . . . they [the slaves] do not all do as much work as half a dozen good Yankees,” though “they appear to be treated very kindly and live quite comfortably” His recommendations three decades later to what would become the Freedmen’s Bureau regarding the treatment of ex-slaves appear to be born out of this visit.8


Back in Albany, James Samuel prepared for the January 1832 bar examination, completely ignoring his father’s admonition to wait until October when it would be given again. At least that is the excuse he gave his lonely, adoring younger sister, Elizabeth, when she pleaded with him to visit her in Philadelphia or New York at Thanksgiving. Meanwhile, he inquired of his brother about the two bulls he had directed his uncle to buy in Ohio, which were to sire the cattle he would sell for a profit, and about the sale of some real estate in Buffalo the two owned, which had increased in value. James Samuel was becoming involved, as his father hoped and prayed, and was developing skills that would prove particularly valuable when, during the Civil War, he would manage thousands of men and millions of dollars worth of matériel.9


Old James, still not satisfied, continued to admonish and counsel his 24-year-old son. For example, he recommended against some paintings his son wanted to buy to replace paintings in the Mansion House, but assured him that he could hang a number of the family’s valuable paintings in a great house of his own in a few years. Then backing down on his earlier ultimatum, he advanced his law-student son $50, drawn on the latter’s account with Tibbits in New York City. This is the first allusion to his older son’s settling down and having a home of his own.10


Whether or not James Samuel actually was shaping up, shortly he would have good reason to do so. In December 1831, his old friend Charles A. Terry, then in Philadelphia, mentioned meeting and walking with the beautiful daughter of one of the city’s finest families, the Whartons. This is the first reference to Mary Craig Wharton, the “peerless girl” who would play such a large part in James Samuel’s life. Shortly thereafter, writing from Europe, Nathaniel Parker Willis asked whether James Samuel would bring “his bride” to visit him.11


Vague references in the elder Wadsworth’s February 7, 1832, letter and instructions advising his older son to go slowly and prudently reinforce the notion that James Samuel was, in fact, considering marriage. On the other hand, he apparently fooled his sister Elizabeth, who surmised that he was arranging to live with someone she referred to familiarly as “Isabele.”12


James Samuel, who had been admitted to the bar at the January 1832 term, was, in fact, entering a new phase of his life. Horatio Seymour and John A. Dix, two others admitted with him, were also, which over the next three decades would result in political alliances and rivalries with him. As always, there was little evidence of any change in James Samuel’s behavior on his return to Geneseo. Siblings William and Elizabeth found his correspondence just as irregular as before.13


Nonetheless, subtle changes in the new lawyer’s behavior were occurring. For example, hereafter there would be few or no letters from his Harvard and New Haven friends, though it is not clear whether this was an inevitable or forced change in relationships. Instead, his correspondence from then until 1861 increasingly reflects his business and political interests.14


One family matter was the delicate health of James Samuel’s older sister, Harriet, wife of Martin Brimmer, Boston businessman and financial advisor to James. Then—more alarmingly—it was James Samuel’s own health. He had suffered an “attack of paralisis [sic]” according to a March 9 letter from David Piffard in Geneseo to James, then in New York. Because the son’s most recent letter to his father had not mentioned any illness, the old man wanted a report. Apparently, the undefined but extended illness was being kept secret from the father. Charles Terry, writing from Philadelphia, privately suspected the nature of the illness, vaguely referring to James Samuel’s “peculiar idiosyncrasy.” Two weeks later William Farmer, his father’s former clerk and agent for the land company, was similarly vague in his letter to James Samuel, but hoped for a complete restoration of his health.15


His father’s next two letters had an even more ominous tone. At first James advised, then he instructed, James Samuel not to publish or write or send anything unless reviewed by his friends so long as his health was failing. James had sent for his younger son, William, to help at home, so James Samuel, who was careless about his health, could remain in Philadelphia and recuperate completely. The old man even recommended traveling by rail rather than coach when he could. This episode will probably always be a mystery, for there are no more references to it and there are no clues given as to exactly what was ailing James Samuel.16


Health worries began to dominate the Wadsworths’ correspondence. The Wadsworths tended to be relatively long-lived, but James Samuel’s mother had died at 54 and his sister Cornelia at 18. Moreover, his 71-year-old Uncle Bill, suffering from war wounds and gout, was failing and would die on March 8, 1833; his younger brother had seriously hurt himself at Harvard; his older sister’s health was precarious; his father was complaining about his health; and he himself was suffering from some vague malady.17


Sick or not, James Samuel had to assume greater responsibilities, including acting as his father’s agent in a variety of transactions, including purchasing Seneca Reservation land and investing in a canal from Rochester to Olean in Cattaraugus County, which would facilitate more efficient transportation of the Wadsworth’s produce and stock.18


An added reason was that James was directing his attention toward much-delayed philanthropic activities, principally education. An example was his creation of a trust to print and distribute a series of lectures to each common school in New York State, for which James Samuel and his brother would serve as trustees.19


Notwithstanding health problems, James Samuel was also becoming occupied by marriage plans, to which there were only tantalizing allusions in his correspondents’ letters to him. Mary Craig Wharton, the amiable, beautiful daughter of Philadelphia merchant John Wharton, was a real catch. Not surprisingly, the Wadsworth patriarch hoped and prayed that his son’s choice of partner was a good one.20


The old man remained skeptical about his older son, whose vanity contributed to extravagant expenses. Reluctantly James mailed a $100 check to James Samuel in Washington, to which he had been sent to meet the U.S. surveyor general, to consult with Lewis Cass, and to examine maps of land in Ohio and Michigan in the Land Office. The 66-year-old James also feared that his son was becoming a pet of Martin Van Buren (then U.S. vice president and presidential candidate), who James claimed lacked principle and demanded the same of his followers. The older Wadsworth was especially concerned about his son’s burgeoning alliance with Van Buren’s son, “Major” or “Prince” John Van Buren. Instead, he wanted James Samuel to pay attention to Daniel Webster and John Calhoun, whom the father considered great men. From them he could learn more about national affairs, for the Wadsworths’ financial future was in the hands of politicians.21


Despite increasing business and wedding concerns, the Wadsworths continued to entertain a steady flow of visitors, including those from across the sea who came to observe the Wadsworths’ acclaimed estate and farming practices. One visitor was 28-year-old Charles Augustus Murray, lawyer-son of the fifth Earl of Dunmore. The handsome, adventurous Murray found the Wadsworth estate impressive, but he was more attracted to Elizabeth Wadsworth. Though nine years younger, Elizabeth, whose beauty and vivacity were coming to notice, apparently stole his heart. He asked James for permission to marry her. But, according to the oft-told story, the old man said no; he needed her to serve as nursemaid and hostess of the large manse. This would not end the matter for her—or for her more understanding older brother, however.22


Finally James Samuel’s courtship came to a successful conclusion on Sunday evening, May 11, 1834, in Philadelphia, when he married Mary Craig Wharton, seven years his junior and universally described as beautiful. The service was conducted by the Right Reverend Bishop William White, presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church in the United States.23


The new couple honeymooned in England and on the Continent, carrying letters of introduction to influential Englishmen. Before he left, young Wadsworth, then in Philadelphia, hit on his father, who was fit to be tied, for more money. James had given what he regarded as a considerable sum to his elder son when he left Geneseo. Now he was being called on for $10,000 (over $150,000 today) to cover James Samuel’s overdraft on his New York City bank account. James reminded his son that these were not good times. Debts owed the Wadsworths were not being paid. Yet his son was going on an extended European honeymoon while owing $5,000 for property in Columbus, Ohio, with $2,500 plus interest due in one year.24


Even on the honeymoon politics interceded. In early March 1835, fellow Geneseoan John Young wrote to James Samuel in London about the national scene, including Martin Van Buren’s prospects for the presidency. Then, with a sense of real urgency, Young asked when James Samuel and his bride would be home. Young felt that James Samuel’s political prospects demanded that he return home as soon as possible, for his name was not being “mentioned as often as formerly.” A month later the younger Van Buren wrote that his father needed James Samuel’s support for his presidential bid.25


Apparently James Samuel had left the impression that he and his bride would be back in the United States in May. First they had to finish their itinerary, which included a brief trip to Switzerland and Italy, where they saw diplomat and Harvard friend John Lothrop Motley. Back in London on May 20, James Samuel was admitted to the “Committee of the Travellers” Club for the month of June. However, their actual return date may have been dictated at least in part by some medical problem experienced by Mary Craig Wadsworth. Likely, it was pregnancy, for Charles Frederick, the first of their six children, would be born later that year, on October 6, 1835.26


Before returning, however, the Wadsworths visited the villa of Lord Hertford in Regent’s Park, London, and obtained a copy of the architectural plans of the villa that were used to design their own house. Shortly after their return to Geneseo, they selected a site overlooking the valley at the north end of the village’s main street, less than a mile from James Samuel’s ancestral home, and began construction.


The structure, called Hartford House, was a two-story, Palladian country-style building with two wings. It was heated by seven fireplaces, four of which were in the main section. Large plaster crown moldings and high ceilings, which would accommodate a 10-foot-high canopy bed, accentuated the size of the structure and reflected the owner’s expansive nature. Wealthy Philadelphia socialite and sometime lawyer Sidney George Fisher, who visited in 1836 while the house was under construction, described it as “large and handsome, covered with light grey stucco with a low front, 150 feet long, situated in a park of about 400 acres and commanding an extensive view of the magnificent flats.” It was too grand for Fisher’s tastes, but there was no denying that Hartford House was—and remains—impressive.27


During construction the Wadsworths apparently divided their time between Geneseo and Philadelphia, but James Samuel was fully occupied with business and completion of the house. True to form, he spared no expense. Furnishings included marble mantels and vases, a case of pedestals, and various other items, costing approximately £1,466, or $6,700 (greater than $100,000 today). Wash stands, oil and lead paints, linseed oil, and glass plate totaled another $7,800. Turkish carpets and rugs covered the floors, while evergreens, horse chestnuts, and ornamentals graced the grounds.28


It appeared that James Samuel, with a wife, son Charles, and new house, a mansion by most standards, was about to settle down—to the extent that he could.
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