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To Flavio Valentino








Prologue



New York City


February 25, 1852


It is five months since the death of James Fenimore Cooper, an evening in late winter. The island of Manhattan glows softly against the darkness. Some four-and-a-half thousand street lamps are blazing between the East River and the Hudson.1 Crowds in their multitude assemble outside Metropolitan Hall on Broadway opposite fashionable Bond Street. The great avenue is always busy with people. From the Battery to Union Square, Broadway is a carnival of shops, hotels, theaters, grand homes, and restaurants. A British tourist around this time likened the congestion of people here to all the traffic of the Strand and Cheapside in London squeezed onto Oxford Street.2


Metropolitan Hall is a jewel of the avenue. The imposing theater is the largest in America. Only the opera houses of Milan, London, and Havana are larger.3 It anchors an entertainment district that spans south to P.T. Barnum’s American Museum and north to the Astor Place Opera House. Tonight the traffic of Broadway, still a two-way street, seems to converge upon the theater.


People arrive by horse-drawn carriages. They arrive on foot. The night is cold, coming off of a balmy day. Temperatures hang just above freezing. By morning the city will be blanketed in fog.4 The Hall is illuminated, inside and out, by modern gas lamps. The people now filtering in are bathed by warm light. They enter a vast space of brightness and ornament; they greet one another as they take seats. This is, an early biographer of Cooper would later write, “the most cultivated audience the city could boast.”5


A number of famous men take seats upon the stage: Daniel Webster, the former senator from Massachusetts and sitting secretary of state; Washington Irving, the great essayist and author; Ambrose Kingsland, mayor of New York; and William Cullen Bryant, editor of the New York Post. At eight o’clock, Irving steps forward to address the crowd.6 He says only a few words, praising “the genius of one” who is entitled “to the love, respect, and admiration of every American.”7 He is speaking of Cooper.


The event is a public memorial for the late author of The Last of the Mohicans. It is, on the surface, unremarkable that such an event should be held. James Fenimore Cooper was America’s first novelist and one of its first celebrities. Over the course of a prolific career he created an enduring national mythology. Yet there is a deeper significance to this gathering.


Irving introduces Daniel Webster, who steps forward. The great orator praises Cooper for his “literary productions, taste, talent, and genius.” The audience applauds when he says that Cooper’s writings “were patriotic—American throughout.”8 Letters are read from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Nathaniel Hawthorn, Herman Melville, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, honoring Cooper.


The man is to be remade in marble—figuratively, through these accolades—and, perhaps, literally, as the proceeds of the evening will go toward the commission of a statue. All of this is natural, of course. But the man of flesh and blood and passion does not yield so easily to the transformation. There is a hint of controversy. In Melville’s letter, the author of Moby Dick writes of Cooper, “It always much pained me, that for any reason, in his latter years, his fame…should have apparently received a slight, temporary clouding, from some very paltry accidents, incident more or less to the general career of letters.”9


William Cullen Bryant takes the podium. He was a personal friend and speaks at length about Cooper’s life. During the course of his address he names the controversy to which Melville had alluded. “Scarce any thing in Cooper’s life was so remarkable,” Bryant says, “as his contest with the newspaper press.”10


Cooper had become embroiled in the politics of the Jacksonian period. Through a series of mutual provocations and misunderstandings, Cooper, a Jackson Democrat, embarked on a long, bitter, public war of words against the newspaper editors aligned with the rival Whig party. The field of battle advanced from the printed page to the courtroom. Bryant paints a flattering portrait of Cooper’s conduct and outcome in the affair: he “behaved liberally toward his antagonists,” while “vindicating himself to his readers,” and chastening the press into “docility” and “good manners.”11 In fact, Cooper lost much to the controversy. At the time of his death he had only just begun to repair a career that had been brought almost to ruins.


It is significant that Washington Irving and Daniel Webster are involved in the proceedings. Indeed, Irving is chairman of the memorial committee. Notwithstanding their national prominence the involvement of these two men is counter-intuitive. Cooper had treated Irving poorly in life, rebuffing his friendship and insulting him to mutual friends. It was a private matter, tangential to Cooper’s larger public battles, but well known within their literary circle. Although Cooper and Webster had no history, Webster was, is, and always shall be the most celebrated figure associated with the Whig party.


Some critics take issue with these speakers. Some find the selection of Webster unsuitable,12 dismissing his eulogy as commonplace13 or without substance.14 But the audience seems, by their applause, to understand the extraordinary gesture being made: Cooper is now reconciled with his country. The controversies of his life are put to rest, the wounds healed. Let there be no question of his genius or his patriotism.


The man begins to fade from memory. His books alone are left to posterity. Cooper’s vision of America was romantic and ambiguous, focused on the meeting point of wild places (forest, sea) and hard, persevering men. His greatest creation, Natty Bumppo, the frontiersman featured in his most enduring work, remains a symbol of the American spirit. But Natty, like his author, chafes against the limits of American life. Over the course of five novels Natty serves the cause of civilization while retreating from its encroachment. His final bitter victory is to die with the frontier rather than submit himself to human law or join the company of his fellow men.


Cooper was at once a champion and critic of American society. While abroad in Europe he defended his country against foreign opinion with crusading zeal. At home he was the devil’s own advocate toward American democracy and culture. He opposed the great men of his day. Yet here they were, at Metropolitan Hall, to honor him. These contradictions cannot be untangled without losing some truth about the man and his age.


What do we learn by studying Cooper? According to Daniel Webster, “we may read the nation’s history in his life.”15 Let us go back then to the beginning. The life of James Fenimore Cooper and the history of the United States begin, together, in a different, younger land.





1


Pioneer


1789-1801


The High Street in Burlington, New Jersey, runs southeast from the Delaware River. In the eighteenth century it was the main thoroughfare and commercial artery of the township, leading from the Burlington wharf, now long gone, through the town center, and out into the surrounding valley. Burlington was originally part of a network of Pennsylvania and New Jersey towns carved out of the wilderness in the 1600s by English Quakers. By the late 1700s it had become a small but bustling community with nearly a thousand people and a prosperous economy. In the square mile between the river and Broad Street were the offices of merchants and lawyers, a printer’s shop, the town’s inns and taverns, its residences and houses of worship, both Quaker and Episcopal. South of Broad Street quieter lanes spread out into rural farmland. At Number 457 High Street, on the edge of the countryside, stood a narrow, two-story, plastered-brick townhouse shaded by tall trees and set, like its neighbors, close against the street.1


Here, in the autumn of 1789, William Cooper, a merchant and land developer, lived with his wife, Elizabeth, and their children, Richard, Hannah, Isaac, Ann, William, and Samuel. The growing family had taken up residence in Burlington only a few years before. Already William was planning to move his household to the northwestern frontier of New York State. He had spent much of 1789 traveling back and forth between Burlington and Otsego, New York, where he owned a vast tract of land. He was, nevertheless, home at High Street on September 15 when his wife gave birth to their twelfth child, the seventh to survive, a son, named James after William’s father and brother.2


James Cooper would become one of the most important popular writers of the nineteenth century, and one of the foundational figures in American letters, rising to international literary fame as the author of the “Leather-Stocking Tales,” a series of novels that mythologized the American frontier. Although he would later profess fondness for the town of his birth, genteel Burlington seems an unlikely point of origin for a novelist whose career was rooted in the romance of the wilderness, and the life of the frontiersman. In fact, within a year of his birth the family would leave this home to settle near the source of the Susquehanna River, in a village that came to be known as Cooperstown.


The Cooper family was Quaker going back a century in America, and longer in Stratford-upon-Avon, England.3 William was not active in the Religious Society of Friends. Family lore maintains that he had been expelled. In truth he was likely more oriented toward earthly adventure than the mystical and ascetic Quaker practice could accommodate.


William was a brawny, mirthful, lusty man, something of a bully, but always congenial. To friends, and certainly to his children, he appeared larger than life. On one occasion, when a neighbor declined his invitation to a party, despite “plenty of game” and “copious libations of Madeira, by way of inducement,” William “laid violent hands” upon the man and brought him along by force. To William’s credit, the fellow “took his captivity in good part, and was soon as buoyant and gay as any of his companions.”4 This was characteristic of William’s approach to problem solving. He rarely went around an obstacle when he could go straight through it.


Born in 1754, in Byberry, a little more than an hour’s ride north of Philadelphia, William relocated several times during his childhood as his father sought out farms of increasingly larger size. At the age of thirteen or fourteen, William, too, began a peripatetic and rising career. He left no account of his early exploits but, by 1774, had completed an apprenticeship with a wheelwright, married the older and more affluent Elizabeth Fenimore, and convinced his at-first unreceptive father-in-law, Richard Fenimore, to set him up in business as a merchant.


The couple began their life together at a time of tremendous political upheaval in America. British colonial rule was in a state of crisis. An autonomous American nation was coming into existence. Angered by unpopular taxes, restraints on local government, and the obstruction of further colonization at the frontier, settlers in America revolted against the British Empire. In 1775 armed clashes began to erupt between militias and the regular army. In 1776 the colonists declared themselves politically independent of Britain. A war for control of the country raged over the next seven years. America’s makeshift army of farmers, defying all odds, prevailed on the battlefield and drove the British out. What had been thirteen colonies—New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia—emerged in 1783 as sovereign states bound together in a loose confederation.


These epoch-making events did little to interrupt the advance of William Cooper. He and Elizabeth spent the early years of the war in Byberry and Philadelphia then, around 1778, moved to Willingboro, New Jersey, just outside Burlington. There, on a sizeable property given to them by Elizabeth’s father, William began a career as a land developer. His first village was humble. When the adult James visited in 1836, nearly sixty years later, he would note that it still had only “a meeting-house, tavern, two stores and twelve dwellings, not having increased much since father left it.”5 During the height of the Revolution they remained in the village, where William operated a tavern, but both the family and William’s ambitions quickly outgrew it. By 1782 the Coopers had moved to the “beautifully roughcast”6 abode on High Street in Burlington. William made connections among the town’s most prominent citizens and was elected to the city council—the first of many public offices that he would hold over the course of his lifetime. He also continued his career as a developer.


At the end of the eighteenth century land speculation was big business in America. Intrepid pioneers were pushing westward away from the Atlantic coast where land had become scarce and expensive. They established farms and homesteads in the virgin wilderness of western New York, Pennsylvania, and what would later become Ohio. Farsighted investors saw what was happening and amassed land in these territories, parceling it out at a profit. What had already been a brisk market before the war increased afterward as British Loyalists fled the country and forfeited their claims to often-unsettled land. William Cooper acquired his property in upstate New York through just such a misfortune.


A frontier tradesman named George Croghan had mortgaged a patent on a hundred thousand acres in Otsego. The mortgage was owned by William Franklin, the Loyalist son of Benjamin Franklin, and the last colonial governor of New Jersey. Franklin subsequently sold shares of the mortgage to a group of investors called the Burlington Company. In 1771, when Croghan failed to pay his debt, Franklin went to court to collect on the patent. Although the case was judged in Franklin’s favor the chaos of the war prevented him from taking ownership of the land. When peace finally came, Franklin, disowned by his father, went into exile in England. In 1785 William Cooper and his business partner Andrew Craig approached the Burlington investors and bought the outstanding shares. Represented by Alexander Hamilton, the future Secretary of the Treasury, William and Craig went to court to initiate a foreclosure sale on Croghan’s land based on the pre-war ruling in favor of Franklin. In January of 1786 the sale went through and the partners acquired forty thousand acres.


It was written that William Cooper “seldom deliberated upon the course to be pursued, but acted entirely from first impressions, which, he said, ‘were always the best.’”7 His keen instinct resulted, in this important instance, in the making of his fortune.


William visited “the rough and hilly country of Otsego” for the first time in the fall of 1785.8 A party of surveyors had accompanied him to Cherry Valley about seventy miles west of Albany. From there he set out alone on horseback with a gun and a fishing rod.9 He rode over clearings hedged in by tall woods and steep ridges. There were farms along the way but the rich fertile fields were untended. The area had been devastated in the ferocious border conflicts of the war. Few settlers had returned.


After heading southwest for more than ten miles William took a deer path to the top of a mountain eighteen hundred feet over the valley. From this vantage point he spied Otsego. James would later relate his father’s experience that day in his novel, The Pioneers: Judge Temple, a character based on William Cooper, tells his daughter, “The sight that there met my eyes seemed to me as the deceptions of a dream.”10 High hills covered in a dense forest of oaks, beeches, and pines, rose on all sides of a deep valley. At its bottom was a gleaming mirror of blue-tinged jade: a narrow and slightly crooked glacial lake, stretching for nine miles. William pulled himself up a tree to take in more of the view and from there watched, transfixed, as a deer descended to the edge of “The Glimmerglass,” the evocative name that Cooper gave to Lake Otsego in The Pioneers, and drank from its waters.11 The landscape was breathtaking—vast and resource rich. By this point William had experience as a developer and he must have recognized immediately that the location was a promising “spot where a place of trade or a village”12 could be established. Neither had it failed to impress George Washington who, while touring the waterways of upstate New York, as general of the American army, had crossed the portage between Canajoharie and Lake Otsego. Taking in the “vast inland navigation of these United States” he “could not but be struck by the immense diffusion and importance of it, and with the goodness of that Providence which has dealt her favours to us with so profuse a hand.”13


The spot that William favored was at “the Foot of the Lake”—one of the names by which his settlement would be known. He later recalled that there was “nothing but the melancholy Wilderness around”14 him. When he emerged from the woods onto an old Indian clearing at the headwaters of the Susquehanna he found a small log cabin, built by George Croghan in 1770, and abandoned during the war, as well as the remains of a dam built in 1779 by General James Clinton and his brigade on an expedition against the British-allied Iroquois camped downstream.15


It was in this same spot that, in May of 1786, William began to construct his village. He had forward-looking ideas about how the land should be settled. It was to be sold not leased. Those buying lots would have to be ready to cooperate: everyone was expected to pitch in for work that required the hands of many. In order that “every person desirous of buying should have as much or as little as he chose,” he sold the land in small parcels “on a credit of seven or ten years, paying annual interest.”16 With his self-confident manner and populist philosophy, William completed the sale quickly, primarily to “the poorest order of men.”17


Settlers began to arrive soon afterward but William took longer to plant roots in the village. About a year later, in July of 1787, after the arrival of a summer influx of pioneers from Connecticut, Cooper wrote to his friend Jacob Morris of his own intention to settle in Otsego. At the end of that year he arranged for the construction of a house. The following spring, in an effort to persuade his skeptical wife of the area’s many charms, he brought a terrified Elizabeth across the lake in a canoe to the slowly growing outpost. The village was located in a compact area on the west side of the riverhead. There were three streets running south from the lake intersected at right angles by six cross streets. The Cooper house, finished in early 1788, sat on the village’s main avenue. It was a simple, two-story Federal-style house of un-planed clapboard with a sweeping view of the lake. “Roughly built,” by the adult James’s recollection, it was generously known as Manor House.


The founding of Cooperstown coincided with the founding of the American republic. Three years after the Revolution the thirteen states were still operating under the wartime Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union. This agreement authorized a governing body, the Continental Congress, comprised of representatives from each state, with the power to print money and wage war. However the congress had no legal means of raising revenue, or, for that matter, an army. America under the Articles was not a formal nation so its government had no sovereign power. This left the fragile union in a dangerous position. By 1786 the Continental currency was worthless. States faced default on their debt. In Massachusetts, in August of that year, impoverished war veterans staged an armed insurrection against the commonwealth. Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, William Temple Franklin, lamented at the time that any foreign power with a will to try could have conquered America.18


A number of prominent citizens, including the hero of the Revolution, George Washington, his aide-de-camp, Alexander Hamilton, who had also served as William Cooper’s attorney in the Otsego affair, and the Virginia congressman, James Madison, began to campaign for a stronger national government. In May of 1787 a convention of state delegates assembled in Philadelphia to revise the Articles of Confederation. By September it had instead produced the founding charter of a new government entirely. The United States Constitution, written principally by Madison, provided for a sovereign but limited federal government, consisting of democratically elected representatives, authorized to collect revenue through import and excise taxes, to raise and support an army, and to regulate trade, among other enumerated powers. The Constitution was adopted by the convention on September 17 and sent to the states for final approval.


Over the next year a great debate took place between those who supported the Constitution, called Federalists, and those who wished to remain under the decentralized government of the Articles, called Anti-Federalists. On behalf of the former group, Madison, Hamilton, and the attorney John Jay, published a series of eighty-five essays arguing in favor of ratification. Collectively known as the Federalist Papers these essays galvanized public opinion. The Constitution was ratified. In April of 1789—less than five months before the birth of James Cooper—George Washington took office as the first president of the United States.


William and his family set out for Otsego in November of 1790. Preparations for the journey had taken place over several months. Even so, William had not planned for every contingency. On the day of their departure from Burlington, as the workers were loading the wagons, Elizabeth, perhaps recalling her first disagreeable tour of the lake, sat down on a Queen Anne armchair, a Fenimore family heirloom, and refused to budge. When it became clear that pleading with her would leave the wagons and horses waiting, William, a man in “the full health and vigor of perfect manhood, nearly six feet in height,”19 picked up the chair with his wife still in it and lifted them both onto a wagon.


When they arrived in Otsego they found William’s village—which was already being called Cooperton or Coopers-Town—still very sparsely settled with thirty-five people, including two slaves, spread out among eight families in seven houses.20 Some of the residents came from Europe, others from lower New York, but most came from New England and were extremely poor. None had “the means of clearing more than a small spot in the midst of the thick and lofty woods, so that their grain grew chiefly in the shade.” Their penury was made worse by a severe famine the previous year. Profit-seekers hoping to take advantage of the high grain prices in Europe had cleared out the storehouses of central New York. Every frontier settlement west of Albany was suffering as a consequence. Left without food the pioneers were compelled to eat whatever they could scavenge. One unfortunate man, “mistaking some poisonous herb for a leek,” died as a result of eating it.21 Nor was this a rare occurrence.22


William was profoundly moved by the plight of the “two hundred families about [him] and not a morsel of bread.” He called upon connections in the state capital for aid, procuring 1700 bushels of corn, which he distributed to the starving settlers. In this early prelude to his career in government it is apparent how naturally William’s political life extended from his sense of duty as a landowner. He saw himself as a country squire: benevolent, paternal, responsible for his people. Early pioneers faced many hardships and William believed firmly that, in order for a settlement to succeed, they must “be assisted and encouraged” so that they could become independent and prosper.23


As William entered politics the American people were, for the first time, dividing into parties. The central point of political contention in the early republic was whether the balance of power should favor the federal government or the state governments. This question appeared to be answered by the Constitution. Article 1 Section 8 enumerates the powers of the federal government. The Tenth Amendment stipulates that, “The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” Nevertheless there was little consensus on how far the enumerated powers of the government reached. The Federalist Party, led by Hamilton, sought a national economic policy consisting of a central bank, a federal mint, and tariffs to protect and nurture domestic manufacturing. The Democratic-Republican Party, led by Thomas Jefferson, opposed central banking on the grounds that it was not specifically authorized by the Constitution. Beneath the surface of this conflict was a clash of regional interests. The northerners, who had a mercantile economy, wanted a national bank to stabilize and repair the country’s credit and advantage American producers in trade. The southerners, who had an agrarian economy, favored a proliferation of small local banks, believing that a central bank would increase the nation’s debt to the benefit of northern bankers and the expense of southern farmers.


President Washington lamented the rise of factions in American civic life and warned that they would tear the nation apart. Indeed, they had already torn his cabinet apart. Hamilton was Washington’s Treasury Secretary and Jefferson was his Secretary of State. Washington, a southern agrarian magnate himself, was principally concerned with the defense and perpetuation of the union and so backed Hamilton. James Madison, who shared Washington’s commitment to a strong federal government and an indissoluble union, had qualms about the constitutionality of the bank and so sided with Jefferson.


William Cooper was a staunch Federalist. He believed that Hamilton was “the greatest and best of men America had to boast of”24 and counted the leading lights of the Federalist party, including Hamilton, John Adams, John Jay, Senator Philip Schuyler, and Stephen Van Rensselaer, as close friends. His amiable and generous nature, gift for easy conversation, ability to “lighten the way” with “anecdotes and fun,” whether among Federalist grandees or rough frontiersmen, all eased his way into political life.25


In February of 1791 Otsego became a separate jurisdiction from Montgomery County with Cooperstown as its county seat. William had campaigned hard in the state capital to make this happen, enlisting the support of Stephen Van Rensselaer, a member of the state assembly, Leonard Gansevoort, a state senator, and even the Democratic-Republican governor George Clinton. William was named presiding judge of common pleas, an appointment he held until October of 1800. He would continue to be known as Judge Cooper for the rest of his life. In effect he was now the highest authority over a population between eight and ten thousand people. He wrote to his friend Benjamin Rush that, “fortune Continues to Smile on my Labours.”26 William wasted no time establishing himself as a major player in state politics. The following year he threw his weight behind John Jay in the gubernatorial election. This was the first test of his power in the new county. He campaigned well, swinging a plurality for Jay in Otsego, and attracting the attention of important party bosses. Senator Schuyler implored him, “When will you write a treatise on electioneering? Whenever you do, afford only a few copies to your friends.”27


One autumn day in the 1790s, James, then a boy of no more than ten, was playing in his father’s garden near the shores of the lake. Suddenly a deer came leaping over the fence from the street. Howling dogs and panting men raced behind it. The deer bounded to safety in the pine woods behind the house. In an instant the creature had vanished but James could still feel the heat where it had nearly grazed him. It was rare to see a wild animal in the village and James was deeply moved.28 Encounters with the natural world were becoming more mediated as both the boy and the village grew up. The moments when nature broke through left lingering traces in James’s memory. His experiences roaming the Otsego forests and navigating the waters of the Glimmerglass would inspire the books of the Leather-Stocking series. “It was mine own humour that suggested this tale; but it is humour that is deeply connected with feeling,” the forty-two-year-old James would write in a preface to The Pioneers. “Happier periods, more interesting events, and, possibly, more beautiful scenes, might have been selected, to exemplify my subject; but none of either that would be so dear to me.”29


Cooperstown grew and changed steadily after its promotion to county seat as William had calculated it would. A courthouse was erected, a two-story log edifice that, although rustic, served its purpose, demonstrating the village’s rise over earlier settlements like Cherry Valley. By the end of 1791 Cooperstown had twenty houses and stores, including two taverns, one of which housed the jury rooms.30


By the mid-1790s there were several mills, a village school, a short-lived brewery, a newspaper, the Otsego Herald, published by Elihu Phinney, a Masonic lodge, and a bookstore. Alongside the tradesmen were men of higher professions, lawyers, a doctor, a minister, and a magistrate. Within a dozen years the population had increased tenfold to 349 people.31 Like Templeton, its fictional counterpart in The Pioneers, Cooperstown then “consisted of some fifty buildings, including those of every description, chiefly built of wood,” most with an “unfinished appearance” that “indicated the hasty manner of their construction.”32 The town’s appearance was not particularly charming—stumps jutted up from the ground next to the roughshod buildings—but William made such steady progress in developing the area that, years later, he could confidently claim, “I have settled more acres than any man in America.”33


In 1795 William Cooper was elected to the United States Congress. He went on to serve in the fourth and sixth congresses, from 1795 to 1797, and again from 1799 to 1801. His dual success in business and politics gave William the means to construct a more impressive home for his family during these years. Manor House, their first residence, had proved neither big nor elegant enough for the Judge. In 1796, he began work on a new home, planting two lines of Lombardy poplars to create a path to the site of a brick mansion that he modeled after Rensselaer Manor, his friend’s estate in Albany.34


Over a period of three years, as he shuttled back and forth between Cooperstown and Philadelphia, where he served in Congress, work continued on the new house. Otsego Hall, which was completed in June of 1799, was the place that James would always think of as his home. It stood on a sprawling property by the lake behind the Manor House, which was later moved to allow the family an unrestricted view. The front door opened onto a “well-heated great hall, twenty feet wide, which extended some fifty feet to the rear of the building.” Doors at either end were flanked by windows equipped “with internal shutters and seats…generally filled with books.”35 The hall was the mansion’s heart. the Coopers spent much of their time there. This was where the Judge entertained his many friends and associates, and, in more intimate moments, where the family talked and read in close company. An enormous stove at the center of the room provided ample heat even in the harshest winter.


James would later describe the opulent furnishings of the great hall in The Pioneers: glass chandeliers, a mahogany sideboard (“groaning under the piles of silver plate”), a Farenheit thermometer in a mahogany frame. On pedestals were busts of Homer, Shakespeare, Washington, Franklin, and either Julius Caesar or Dr. Faustus (“there were good reasons for believing either”). On another pedestal was an urn said to contain the ashes of the Carthaginian queen, Dido. Along one entire wall stretched a settee covered in floral fabric. The walls themselves “were hung with a dark, lead-coloured English paper, that represented Britannia weeping over the tomb of”General Wolfe, martyred hero of the French and Indian War.36


During this period, while his father was “reclaiming…large and fruitful tracts from the waste of creation,” the young James Cooper was drawn to the woods surrounding Cooperstown for reasons other than industry. A healthy, active, and adventurous boy, he delighted in exercise, “from the first bow-and-arrow, kite, and ball, to later feats in fishing, riding, shooting, skating.”37 But James also felt a profound attachment to, and reverence for, the natural world. He spent many hours exploring the woods and trails, the far shores of the lake, and the streams and springs that surrounded it. His sister Hannah bemoaned the effect of this lifestyle on James and his older brother Samuel. “They are very wild,” she wrote, “and show plainly that they have been bred in the Woods.”38


Cooperstown was never a wholly virgin wilderness in James’s lifetime but during the early years of the settlement the lake and the woods showed fewer traces of human civilization. Beyond the village proper was a landscape of ancient, living nature. For a young and curious boy it must have been a place of wonder.


The lake was “a broad sheet of water, so placid and limpid that it resembled a bed of the pure mountain atmosphere, compressed into a setting of hills and woods.”39 Along its nine-mile length, it varied in width from three-quarters of a mile to a mile and a half, with shores that swept open into graceful bays and jutted out into low, wooded points. Many of these, like the peaks that overlooked them, were named by locals. James and his brothers christened one, on the distant north shore, “Shad Cam,” after a tale told by a Scots fisherman about the legendary catches of his youth. “Why, boys,” he would say, “in those days the shad cam up to that point.”40 The abundant salmon, trout, bass, eel, perch, sunfish, pickerel, catfish, and suckers in the lake were renowned. Their flesh was “firm and sweet”41 from the lake’s cool deep waters. Indians had long fished there. Out of the lake poured forth the Susquehanna through a low-banked gorge, about two hundred feet wide, before snaking away, in first narrow then wider bends, through four hundred miles of valleys, mountains, and plains to the Chesapeake Bay. There were white fish in the river, and, in the many streams that lay beyond the lake, trout as large as twenty or thirty pounds.42 Wild aquatic birds—duck, goose, and loon—swam on the surface of the lake. In the forest all manner of fauna could be found. There were large predatory mammals, bears, wolves, and panthers, but also elk and deer, and various fowl: partridges, pheasants, pigeons, and quail.


Flanking the Glimmerglass rose two parallel ridges covered in old-growth trees. As the hills cascaded toward the shore, from heights of four and six hundred feet, the trees cast out long branches above the crystal waters. At the bottom of the eastern ridge, across the headwaters from the settlement, was Mt. Vision, from which William Cooper had first spied his promised land.


On the far side of the lake was Hannah’s Hill, named after James’s sister, and Mt. Wellington, known locally as the Sleeping Lion. These two crests made a wide frame around the lake’s head. The surrounding forests were lush with a mix of trees. Immense pines grew in tight stands among oaks, hemlocks, beeches, and other hardwoods that made the hills blaze with color in the autumn. Azaleas, wild roses, gentians, moccasins, and others wildflowers bloomed in the spring and summer when the woods were already redolent with currants, grapes, gooseberries, strawberries, raspberries, blackberries, and wild leeks. Around the banks of the lake were knee-high ferns, wild carrots, and parsnips as tall as a man.


James was utterly at home in this world. The family’s retreat to Burlington during the hard winters of 1796 and 1797 struck him as a terrible injustice. For a total of seven months during those years James and his brother Samuel were exiled in civilization. Nearly five decades later James still remembered the intense longing to return to Otsego, “so great was the grief of my brother and myself at the idea of giving up our lake and our haunts.”43


James’s daughter Susan Fenimore Cooper would later recall that, on a summer’s drive around Cooperstown, late in her father’s life, at an opening in the woods, the sudden sight of the lake beneath the evening sky prompted James to exclaim, “I must write one more book, dearie, about our little lake!”44 This was the genesis of The Deerslayer. In that novel, when the young Natty Bumppo cries, “My eyes never a-weary looking at it!” his “words express with perfect truth” the “enduring attachment” that James himself felt for the Glimmerglass.45 One of his favorite spots was a point of land about three miles from the foot of the lake. On an August day, when James was eight years old, Judge Cooper brought the entire family, and some visitors from Philadelphia, in a boat to that point, where they spent a long cheerful afternoon, with a moment of great excitement when the men in the party succeeded in killing a deer after chasing it into the water.46 The Judge held lake parties frequently during James’s youth, and when the novelist resumed the tradition in his adult years, he must have pointed out to his children the stripped trunk of the beech tree where the Judge and Elizabeth had carved their initials on the occasion of that first party so many years earlier.


Despite the timeless quality of James’s youth in Cooperstown the march of progress did not go unnoticed. At the time of the founding of the village there had been some 1700 people in the bounds of the future Otsego county. A decade later the population had increased by more than tenfold to 21,251.47 This rapid increase in the human population exerted pressure on the local ecosystem. The large mammals—the deer, panthers, bears, wolves, and beavers—largely disappeared from Cooperstown, killed for meat and human safety, and driven away by shrinking habitats. On occasion, during James’s childhood, a still winter night would be haunted by the howling of wolves, but even as early as 1791, the Judge noted that wolves were no longer a danger in the vicinity of Cooperstown: “those Swamps that four years ago was a safe retreat for those devouring animals are now become plentiful Pastures.”48 Although deer would always inhabit the nearby woods, the young James, in his stunned surprise at the animal chased through his father’s garden, must have anticipated a day when “even the innocent deer is rarely seen.”49 In the 1832 preface to The Pioneers Cooper wrote that such changes were “melancholy to one who knew the country in its infancy.”50


As the population expanded in the middle years of the decade increasing numbers of new settlers came from overseas. There had been a few European émigrés on the lake even at the time of William’s arrival. The unfortunate neighbor carried bodily to William’s party was a Frenchman named Ebbal, thought to be an exiled aristocrat, L’abbe de Raffcourt, disguising his identity by inverting his title. One shop owner was a former officer in the British army, and the village grocer, Monsieur Le Quoy, was once governor of Martinique. His noble birth was given away by an elegant manner—and a perceptive fellow countryman.


These unusual people, thrown together at the edge of the wilderness, facing harshness and struggle, no doubt made life unpredictable for one another. Yet they must also have given color to an existence that was, at its worst, primitive and plain. The many amusing, exciting exploits of the pioneers were told and retold until they became local legends. James grew up listening to the stories of the older settlers. One that he heard frequently was of a time that Ebbal, or L’Abbe, spent the night up a tree after forgetting an important lesson in wilderness survival. In a panic when he came across a bear with her cubs, he threw off his clothing after climbing to safety, rather than before, and found himself stranded and shivering while his clothes were torn to pieces below.


Among the settlers were a number of white hunters and trappers who had ventured to the Mohawk, and Otsego, before the Revolution, and long before the founding of Cooperstown. James heard tales about their bravery as Indian fighters, and their skill as hunters, that would come to inform the character of Natty Bumppo in the Leather-Stocking novels. One of these men was an aging Revolutionary War veteran named Daniel Shipman. A scout, hunter, and trapper, Shipman lived in a log cabin in the Otsego hills near Oak Creek. “He dressed in tanned deerskin, and with his dogs roamed the forest, hunting deer, bears, and foxes.”51 On occasion in the early years he would appear on the Cooper doorstep with a saddle of venison.52 For the young James and his brothers, Shipman, and men like him, who lived off the land with a single gun, must have appeared very romantic. Writing nearly forty years later Cooper referred to Shipman as the “‘Leather Stocking’ of the region.” But Cooper, and his daughter Susan, who was, for many years, the steward of his legacy, minimized the connection: “to call [Shipman] the original of Natty Bumppo would be clearly an error. The assertion is true only just so far as the barest resemblance in outline may go—in pursuit, something in rude accoutrement, and in the ground over which they both hunted. Here all similarity ceases.”53


Cooper’s work is a palimpsest of memory and fantasy. Fictional characters, historical figures, and fictionalized versions of people from his own life roam the very real landscape of his childhood home—a landscape preserved in the lost moment of its first discovery. “Rigid adhesion to truth,” he writes, at the outset of The Pioneers, “an indispensable requisite in history and travels, destroys the charm of fiction.”54


James Cooper left Otsego in 1801, barely eleven years old, to pursue a gentlemanly education. His departure coincided with a new period of development in the village. Cooperstown was becoming a mature and modern town not unlike Burlington. For James, who would visit only periodically in the years that followed, the changes wrought by progress must have appeared, not as an evolution, but as a series of jarring upheavals. If he felt, in those years, the first pangs of “melancholy” for having known “the country in its infancy,” he must also have sensed therein a source of artistic inspiration.
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An Education


1801-1806


William Cooper had lofty ambitions for the future of his family. He intended to position his children so that they could carry the Cooper name deep into the halls of power in the new republic. This meant affording them a level of instruction, and a refinement of manners, not easily found on the frontier. As his daughter Hannah had observed, the younger boys were “very wild,” and clearly “bred in the Woods.” The Judge’s own formal education was limited. This fact is apparent from the spelling and syntax of his private letters. For William, who had come to share a social circle with the aristocratic patroons of New York State, it was a point of pride to bring his children up as they did, to make gentlemen of his sons, and ladies of his daughters.


In the hope that his third son, William, Jr., might become the “first man” in a “great country,” Judge Cooper, in 1800, wrote to the boy, then a student at Princeton, “I have it in contemplation to send you to Edinburgh or London for two or three years before you launch into life and after you have the sanction of that first of schools at Princeton, to which you may if you please be an Honour and make its tutors and governors Proud to claim you as a Product of that institution.”1


During his development of Cooperstown, the Judge had founded a school, called Otsego Academy. He initially conceived of the project in the mid-1790s but was met with obstacles from the outset. Due to a lack of funds building was constantly stalled. The first schoolmaster, a Yale graduate named Joshua Dewey, resigned after being relegated to an improvised schoolroom above the jailhouse. Eventually William launched a subscription campaign, personally donating seven hundred and fifty dollars, more than half the total cost, to revive the dying enterprise. Work resumed on a dedicated building in 1796 and finished the following year.2


Although it was called “The Academy,” suggesting a preparatory school, like the Phillips academies in Andover and Exeter, the institution where James Cooper began his education was something quite modest. It was a village school, where “nothing superior to a common English education was ever taught.”3 As James wrote to his father in 1800, he and the other local children learned to “write and cypher.”4 After Joshua Dewey left, Oliver Cory, a man “upright, firm in discipline, yet patient and kindly by nature,”5 became the village schoolmaster. Cory was a Massachusetts native who had served in the Revolution. He often regaled his pupils with thrilling accounts of battle. Accordingly, annual exhibitions, staged at the Academy, were patriotic affairs, with “raw lads from the village and adjoining farms” wearing tricornered hats and the red-trimmed blue coats of the local militias, shaking their wooden swords and reciting speeches from Coriolanus and Othello and Julius Caesar.6


James’s fondness for literature—and in particular fiction—was cultivated at home. He loved novels and romances, particularly tales of adventure and chivalry. One of his favorites, “Don Belianis of Greece,” inspired an early composition. He spent an afternoon in the offices of the Otsego Herald, dictating—until boredom set in—the first chapters of a novella to his schoolmate, the son of the newspaper’s editor, who set the work in type.7


Cooper’s reading habits likely came from his mother. In the early years of the settlement Elizabeth had enjoyed winter retreats to Burlington. With the completion of Otsego Hall she was obliged to remain in Cooperstown year round. This she endured by installing herself in the great hall with plenty of books.


If Elizabeth passed on to her son a less than scholarly taste in literature, she also ensured that he was instructed in classics. During their two winter stays with her in Burlington, James and his brother Samuel were tutored in Latin. This would prove an important foundation for James’s later studies.


Despite Judge Cooper’s attempts to promote learning in Otsego, his high standards, and the realities of the region, meant that he would ultimately look elsewhere for his children’s education. His sons attended (and were ejected from) the nation’s best colleges; his daughter Hannah had been schooled in New York City.


In 1801, after six years of grammar school, James was deemed ready for the next phase of his academic career. Judge Cooper sent him to Albany, to be placed under the tutelage of the Reverend Thomas Ellison, rector of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, and the Judge’s friend. The son of an English clergyman, Ellison had assumed the rectorship of St. Peter’s in 1787, and had since tutored many sons of genteel upper New York families, including James’s older brother Isaac. Ellison was a classically trained scholar and formidable Latinist who had been educated at Queen’s College, Oxford. Ellison drilled his young pupils in Latin, having them memorize Virgil and Cicero, and teaching them how to scan verses, pronounce and translate them. This demanding instruction instilled in Cooper and his fellow students a facility with Latin that would distinguish them from their less accomplished peers in college and that would remain available to them even in their later years. Cooper’s great-nephew, George Pomeroy Keese, recalled how he was interrupted in the middle of a recitation of the Aeneid amid a gathering of local students at Otsego Hall in 1840. Overhearing the boy’s use of a short i in regina, Cooper turned to the group and cried out, “Regina! Regina! What kind of Latin do you call that? Scan the line!”8 Ellison’s methods may have been rigorous but they were effective.


Cooper was one of five students who boarded and studied with the rector. Among the group were two Rensselaer boys and one from the Livingston family. But, Cooper’s closest companion was William Jay, the second son of governor John Jay. Inseparable during the two years they spent together under Ellison, the boys became lifelong friends. Twenty years later, reminiscing on his time in Albany, Cooper remarked, “With Jay I have ever been united in close and sincere friendship—We were nearer of an age, and began our Virgil and Cicero together, slept together, played together, and sometimes quarrelled for each other.”9 In Jay, Cooper found a happy ally with whom to explore the diversions of a new city. “Albany has always been a place of agreeable and friendly recollections,” he wrote in 1831. “It was the only outlet we had, in my childhood, to the world, and many a merry week have I passed there with boys of my own age, while my father has waited for the opening of the river to go south.”10 With Jay and other local friends—Stephen Van Rensselaer IV, Peter Gansevoort, Jr. (later a state senator), and James Stevenson (the future mayor of Albany)—Cooper played in the city’s wintry streets. They waged war on one another with snowballs and sledded down State Street as the boys did in Satanstoe.11 In the spring, when construction commenced on a new building for St. Peter’s, Cooper led his band in tag, leap frog, and other stunts in the excavated lot until they were caught by Ellison and chased off.12


In April of 1802, while the boys were celebrating Easter with their families, Ellison died, unexpectedly, at the age of forty-three, less than a year after James had come under his care. Judge Cooper had intended for his son to be instructed by Ellison for two years before entering college. James’s education was thus curtailed. He was hardly prepared to pass the entrance exams required by the handful of elite private colleges in the country. Nevertheless, Judge Cooper determined that James would seek immediate entry to Yale.


Several factors must have contributed to the Judge’s selection of Yale. First and foremost, there was no family scandal barring the way to admission, as was the case at Princeton. James’s older brother, William, Jr., had since been expelled from the university for immoral and disorderly behavior. This despite the Judge’s best laid plans to mold him into the “first man” of the country. He had, allegedly, set fire to the school. In Yale’s favor, the family had connections to several alumni, including Joshua Dewey, the erstwhile schoolmaster; Daniel Nash, the missionary rector of Cooperstown’s Episcopal church; and Isaac Lewis, pastor of the town’s Presbyterian church.


To be admitted to Yale in those days the prospective student was required to read, translate, and parse Cicero, Virgil, and the Greek New Testament, to write Latin prose, and to demonstrate knowledge of basic arithmetic. Cooper had mastery over Latin and arithmetic, so all that remained was to equip him with enough Greek to pass the examination. In August, he left for New Haven with his brother Samuel. There, the two boys lodged with the family of Stephen Twining, a Yale alumnus and lawyer, while James studied with a private tutor to prepare for the winter entrance exam.


Cooper joined the freshman class of Yale College in early February 1803. At thirteen years old he was only two weeks older than the youngest student, the poet James Abraham Hillhouse, but significantly younger than most of his class, whose median age upon entry was about sixteen.13 Yale’s recently appointed president, Timothy Dwight, and its faculty, were entrusted with both the intellectual and moral education of the student body. Their mission was “diligently to inspect and watch over the manner and behavior of the Students” and to “recommend to them a virtuous and blameless life, and a diligent attention to the public and private duties of religion.”14 The routine of the students was strictly regimented. Cooper’s day began every morning before sunrise. At five-thirty, he was awoken by the school bell, which rang again at six to call the boys to the chapel and to rouse any somnolent stragglers. The chapel was lit only by whale-oil lamps, and in the pre-dawn hours of winter, it could be very cold. After morning prayers Cooper walked to his first class of the day. In the pre-breakfast “drowsy recitation,”15 as a student from the late 1830s called it, the boys delivered their assignments from the previous evening until eight o’clock. After a light breakfast in the commons and thirty minutes of recreation, the bells rang again at nine for an additional hour of recitations, lectures, or debate on a set topic. This was followed by an hour-long break, during which tutors visited students in the dormitory to discover any truants or miscreants, then another recitation and the mid-day meal. In the afternoon, Cooper would have had independent study followed by a lesson at four. Then it was back to the chapel for evening prayers and finally a light supper before nighttime study and lights-out at nine.16 Failure to attend prayers, to remain in one’s room during the study period, or to adhere to the prescribed schedule resulted in fines or, perhaps, the allocation of additional errands and tasks in the student-run disciplinary system of servitude, known as “fagging,” that Cooper and his classmates endured before the practice was abolished in 1804.17 This typical schedule was recounted by William Jay, Cooper’s roommate from Albany, who entered Yale a year after Cooper, and offers an indication of how the freshmen class lived. In practice, however, there was much variability in each boy’s routine. One student was often absent from prayers or recitation because of “business” or “on account of writing a letter.”18 The number of hours dedicated to study amounted to only about three a day during the senior year of one of Cooper’s classmates, but a few months later, freshman Samuel F. B. Morse, the future artist and inventor of the telegraph, who in adult life was Cooper’s close friend, reported to his parents that he spent as many as ten hours a day in study.19


Classes at the time were, like the entrance exam, focused on Greek, Hebrew, Latin, and arithmetic, and were conducted by the college’s six tutors and handful of lecturers. There were about two hundred undergraduate students enrolled, and the freshman, sophomore, and junior classes were separated into two divisions, each placed under the guidance of one tutor. Cooper was assigned to James Luce Kingsley, a Latinist like Ellison, with whom he got along well.


Cooper gained a mentor, and friend, in another professor, Benjamin Silliman. A Yale graduate of the class of 1796, Silliman became a tutor three years later and, in 1801, the college’s first professor of chemistry. Cooper was never tutored by Silliman so the origin of their relationship is unclear. Nathan Smith, a Cooper family friend, and Silliman’s former classmate, may have introduced them. Silliman recalled James as “a fine sparkling beautiful boy of alluring person & interesting manners.” This favorable view may explain why Silliman chose Cooper as his lab assistant—his “bottle-washer,” Cooper jested—when the first lectures in chemistry commenced in 1804.20


As a student, Cooper was exceedingly bright, highly accomplished for his age, and utterly content to rest on his laurels. He was not terribly ambitious. In subjects where he had experience he was able to do well without trying: “I had been early and highly educated for a boy, so much so, as to be far before most of my classmates in Latin, and this enabled me to play—a boy of thirteen!—all the first year.” He gave hardly a glance to Horace or Cicero before recitations, but even when Kingsley tested his preparation by skipping around the assigned lesson, the well-trained Cooper parried his tutor’s jabs and “came off pretty well.” He had Ellison to thank for his proficiency in Latin, but remained hopelessly deficient in Greek, and only marginally disciplined. “I never studied but one regular lesson in Homer,” he later confessed to Silliman. Indeed, Cooper relied on “Homerick excuses”—disruptions caused by the school bell, illness, or a letter from home—to explain his lack of preparation. In one instance he managed to give the impression of mastery through sheer luck. The final exam of his freshman year was conducted, not by Kingsley, who knew precisely the limitations of Cooper’s Greek, but by another professor. While James sat nervously, the unwary examiner gave him a passage straight from the one lesson he had prepared. He passed the examination “admirably.” Even thirty years later, as he recounted the story in a letter to Silliman, Cooper was gleeful about this unlikely triumph.21


At the turn of the nineteenth century, New Haven was a thriving port city with a population just over five thousand. It boasted a pleasant and gentle landscape; the verdant Connecticut hills rolled out between two high, red, basalt ridges to the north. To the south lay the Long Island Sound. Cooper often took solitary walks to explore the terrain. He frequented the shores of the bay, where he would have looked out toward the sea, which was to figure so prominently in his life, immediately after Yale.22


New Haven itself offered all the amusements of a small city. In these James indulged heartily, often at great expense. He was continually in debt. In the spring of his sophomore year, he wrote to his father asking him to settle an account with “Mr. Mix” (perhaps merchant Jonathan Mix who owned a store on Church Street), adding “I have not a copper of money and am much in want of a little.”23 Almost exactly one year later, Nathan Smith penned a very similar letter to the Judge. James had accumulated a debt of five hundred dollars for books and clothes, having already spent the two hundred and fifty dollars provided by his father, and another twenty that Smith had given to him. By the time Smith followed up with a more urgent request—“Send money at the Present time. Seems Indispensible.”—James’s debt had grown to seven hundred dollars, and the creditors were at his heels.24


James had far exceeded the four hundred dollars per annum that Benjamin Silliman proposed was, “sufficient for every purpose of ease, utility, or dignity,” even for southern students, who had costlier expenses than their New England peers. Silliman reckoned that two hundred and fifty dollars should suffice to accommodate the needs of most northern boys.25 Cooper did not keep a record of his sizable expenses, but the accounts of his peers suggest that he probably spent some of his money on alcohol. Samuel Morse’s mother wrote a letter denying her son’s request for “brandy and wine and segars” for his room and “positively prohibit[ing]” his indulgence in such vices.26 In fact, though school laws forbade students from imbibing “strong drink” within two miles of the college, many ignored that prohibition, and other forms of alcohol were an established part of the culture at Yale. The college buttery, on the ground floor of Connecticut Hall, was at the center of the school’s social life, and there, Cooper and his friends would have purchased cider, beer, and mead to drink in their rooms. These milder drinks were often supplemented with stronger contraband beverages like wine.27


Cooper’s youthful exploits also included at least the appearance of amorous conquest. He earned a reputation among his contemporaries as a romantic. A fellow member of the Linonia Society, one of the early debating clubs at Yale, portrayed Cooper, in humorous verse, as a young Don Juan, who made “ladies every where befidget.”28 This was, presumably, a double entendre.


He also played many pranks at college, including, absurdly, trapping a donkey inside a classroom.29 Cooper was not alone in these antics. Misbehavior was rampant at Yale in the early nineteenth century. “There appear to be more devils in college at present than were cast out of Mary Magdalene,” lamented one tutor.30 The substantial list of infractions in the college law book gives a sense of the misdeeds undertaken by the boys at Yale. Some were age-appropriate and innocuous (noisemaking and ringing of the school bell) some violent (“assault” upon faculty and injury to other students).31 Destruction of physical property was common, and tutors and professors frequently found their windows and doors shattered. Both students and faculty had to be wary of getting roughed up, or “scraped,” by bands of marauding undergraduates. On one occasion, in his first year, Cooper was accused of “scraping” tutor Bancroft Fowler but was acquitted of the charge. The disciplinary committee, led by Silliman, was convinced by Cooper’s statement, upon his honor, of innocence. “You believed me, for we understood each other,” James wrote to Silliman in 1831, “and I was not a boy to deceive any one who had that sort of confidence in me.”32


Cooper was less fortunate, in his junior year, when he came under the committee’s review again, this time on the charge of detonating another student’s dormitory-room door with gunpowder.


The explosion that led to Cooper’s expulsion from Yale in the summer of 1805 may have been committed in retaliation for an earlier physical assault.33 On May 23, for reasons unknown, Cooper was attacked by classmate John P. Boyle, who beat him so violently with fists and sticks that James was left bruised and injured. Nathan Smith stepped in immediately, bypassing school authorities and appearing at city court the next day. For the “barbarous & cruel” attack, he requested damages of two thousand dollars, plus costs, as well as a bond of three thousand dollars to ensure the assailant appeared for trial on June 11. Justice was swift: the court found Boyle guilty, awarding damages to Cooper. The Superior Court upheld that decision when it heard Boyle’s appeal later that year. Yale’s response was equally swift, if lenient: Boyle was suspended until the fall term when he would be allowed to repeat his junior year. Did Cooper feel that he had been denied justice? Did he take matters into his own hands?


For whatever reason, the inveterate prankster jammed a piece of cloth into the keyhole of a dormitory-room door, filled it with gunpowder, twisted it closed, lit the end, and backed away as the improvised fuse burned down. Cooper never gave a full account of what motivated this act, but many years later, when he recalled the details to a young hired hand, he explained that he had wanted to “even up matters” with a classmate over a “scrape.”34 The arson took place within weeks of the attack so it is not unreasonable to assume that the room he targeted belonged to John Boyle.35 Cooper was a boy easily moved to emotion, and after suffering violent abuse, he may have acted rashly. Silliman’s mention, in an 1831 letter, of a “misfortune” that should have led to Cooper’s reinstatement also points to a connection between the two events.36 Silliman was absent from Yale at the time of the incidents and also from the faculty committee that presided over Cooper’s case. For such a serious infraction, he may not have been able to influence the outcome even if he had been there. In the summer of 1805, Cooper was expelled. With that, his higher education was concluded.


James arrived back in Cooperstown in late June or early July of 1805. With another son expelled, Judge Cooper’s last hope for a college graduate among his children had been dashed. James was just shy of his sixteenth birthday and neither he nor his brother Samuel appeared to have any solid prospects. “On your industry depends whether you are to be the great good and useful man—or nothing,” Judge Cooper had earlier admonished William, Jr.37 One can imagine that similar words were spoken to James and Samuel, whom he viewed as “inclined to be idle and neglect their books.” Hoping at least for the benefit of continued education for the boys, he employed yet another private tutor.38 This was William Neill, Cooperstown’s new Presbyterian minister. Neill had arrived in October of 1805 to replace Isaac Lewis. Neill was a graduate of Princeton and had finished two years of advanced theological study before taking the position in Cooperstown. Significantly, Neill was also a former classmate and friend of William, Jr. To the boys he must have seemed like a lecture from their father made flesh: here was a young man who had done things right! His advancement at Princeton was the result of assiduous study. His expenses while there had always been paid through his own hard work. Even under the younger William Cooper’s deleterious influence he had turned his back on youthful “folly,” devoting himself to the improvement of his character, mind, and spirit. The Judge surely hoped that his sons would benefit as much from the “daily lessons in the elements of an English education” as from the model of “industry” that the minister represented.39 Like the Judge, Neill was a self-made man; he would later become the president of Dickinson College in Pennsylvania, and an official on the Presbyterian Church’s Board of Education.


At first Neill considered James a “wayward” youth who “cordially disliked hard study.”40 Nevertheless they warmed to each other and in short time Neill discovered a way to engage Cooper’s largely untapped capacity for self-motivation. James’s love of popular literature continued unabated in adolescence. The tutor found him “extravagantly fond of reading novels and amusing tales.”41 Thus Neill simply adapted his lessons to suit Cooper’s reading habits. When his energies were channeled into fiction James became an engaged and successful student. But, as often happened over the course of Cooper’s academic career, his study under Neill was soon interrupted, when the tutor left Cooperstown on family business, in the spring of 1806. This would be the last formal instruction that Cooper would receive. During the hiatus he made a bold decision about his future that would obviate the need for further tutoring.


Over the spring and summer of 1806 an international naval drama was unfolding in America’s newspapers. Its central figure was Francisco de Miranda, a Venezuelan revolutionary who was endeavoring to overthrow the Spanish colonial government in that country. Miranda had secretly recruited about two hundred men in New York City and, in February of 1806, set sail with a fleet toward Caracas. The enthusiastic (if irresponsible) newspaper accounts of Miranda’s campaign in the ensuing weeks excited the American people. In papers across the country, including the Otsego Herald, the general was being touted as a “New Washington.”42 With Miranda and his allies portrayed as patriots, cut from the same cloth as the American revolutionaries, their gambit was viewed with sympathetic idealism, especially by young men such as James Cooper. Miranda’s campaign was characterized by small advances and many setbacks, but no matter: Cooper, in want of purpose, had seen his way forward.
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Before the Mast


1806-1811


At the height of a “fair and pleasant”1 Philadelphia summer, on July 18, 1806, Richard R. Smith, formerly a partner with Judge Cooper in the Cooperstown general store, began a letter to Isaac, his old colleague’s son. He had just received a letter from another Cooper boy, William, Jr., with news that had thrown his household into commotion. Judge Cooper’s youngest son, James, had run away from home and was expected to arrive on Smith’s doorstep at any time. According to William’s letter the circumstances of the boy’s departure had been quite unusual. Smith entreated Isaac for guidance: “Should he make his appearance what must I do?”


Smith was a close friend of the Cooper family. His home in Philadelphia had served as a haven for various Cooper children in the past. Even William, Jr. had made use of it when his future was still uncertain. It probably came as no surprise to Smith, then, to find another errant Cooper heading his way. But James’s imminent arrival left little time to consult the family on their wishes. Smith added in haste, “I would wish to serve him, and at the same time not disoblige his Family—Had I better try to prevail on him to return?”2


As it transpired, Smith was left to figure out what had happened, and what to do next, largely on his own. Soon after his letter to Isaac was posted, James arrived. From the boy’s veiled account, Smith pieced together the full story. Inspired by the accounts of Miranda, and the American sailors who had enlisted with him, James left Cooperstown, giving little notice to his family, in the hope of finding glory on the high seas. His plan was to join the United States Navy—or, failing that, he would sign on to a merchant vessel bound for South America, where he might still catch up with Miranda and join the revolution. James had gone first to New York. Thwarted on the wharves there, he wrote to William Simmons, an accountant for the War Department, requesting an appointment with the navy. When he heard nothing back, he proceeded to Philadelphia, with a dwindling supply of cash, intending to press his luck on the riverfront there. In the mean time, he gathered himself at Smith’s home, surely realizing, by then, that he would need help to fulfill his plan.
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