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For Hadley






A NOTE ON SPELLING


As scholar Jeremy Gregory has written, “Eighteenth-century spelling was notoriously idiosyncratic,” and nowhere more so than in the colonies, where diverging American spelling had yet to be cataloged and standardized. (Noah Webster, an incidental character in this narrative, performed much of that heroic work in his An American Dictionary of the English Language, 1828.) The spelling of American place names, especially those names transliterated from unwritten Native American languages, could be especially changeable; Potomac, for example, derives from an Algonquian word for a tribe settled along its banks, first recorded by Captain John Smith as Patawomeck in 1612. Its spelling remained unsettled for more than two centuries. When quoting from eighteenth-century letters, journals, diaries, and other contemporaneous accounts, I have preserved the writers’ original spelling, abbreviations, and punctuation. Thus, the reader will encounter Potowmack, Potomack, and Patowmac, among other adaptations.






There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such a full sea are we now afloat;

And we must take the current when it serves,

Or lose our ventures.

JULIUS CAESAR








PREFACE It Did Not Happen in the Room


ON MARCH 20, 1790. THOMAS Jefferson ferried across the Hudson River to New York City. It was the first day of spring, an auspicious day to join George Washington’s cabinet as secretary of state. After having lived luxuriously in Paris for five years while serving as Minister to France, Jefferson was affronted that his best housing option in lower Manhattan was unfashionable 57 Maiden Lane, which he was forced to lease from a grocer. Jefferson’s seeming unpreparedness is surprising: he most assuredly knew beforehand that the city was teeming with politicians. The American Congress had been convening in New York City for over five years and operating there under the brand-new Constitution for more than a year. Jefferson also claimed that until his arrival he was supposedly unaware of any ugly bickering going on between the representatives of the northern and southern states. This, too, was disingenuous, as Jefferson had been in frequent correspondence with James Madison and others.

The young nation to which Jefferson had returned in 1790 was in danger of being torn asunder over two divisive issues: a permanent location for the new nation’s capital city and Alexander Hamilton’s program for the federal assumption of wartime debts. We know many of Jefferson’s thoughts about his life in New York City and his time of federal service there because he chronicled and published them. Jefferson asserted that he felt compelled to negotiate détente, so he invited leaders of the two factions to a dinner party. Again, according to Jefferson’s account, it was at this June 20, 1790, gathering where he, Jefferson, masterfully mediated the hard-won agreement that would reunify the country: the seat of government would remove to a swamp on the Potomac River to please the southerners in exchange for the necessary votes for Hamilton’s plan, which would satisfy the north. Jefferson recounted this version of the dinner party three times: in his own papers in 1792, in a September 9, 1792, letter to George Washington, and in his memoirs published in a collection called the Anas.

Jefferson’s narrative has been engraved in our nation’s lore as the Compromise of 1790 or the Dinner Table Bargain, and has been called one of the most pivotal and important moments in American history. Even Lin-Manuel Miranda’s hip-hop dramatization, Hamilton: An American Musical, venerates the celebrated soirée in the song, “The Room Where It Happens.” Sung by Aaron Burr, who would murder Hamilton in a duel, and who was excluded from Jefferson’s dinner, Burr not only aches to be a player but also with great relish accuses Alexander Hamilton for posterity of “sell[ing] New York down the river.” That damning charge was Jefferson’s intent. Miranda, however, gets it right in his refrain, “Thomas claims.”

Thomas Jefferson was merely a bit player in the drama now known as the Compromise of 1790. The protagonists engaged in the battle that would separate our financial capital from the political seat of power were close friends and rivals, President George Washington and New York Senator Philip Schuyler, whose parallel dreams, analogous visions, and similar skills provoked an intense, decades-long rivalry and protracted crusade for the location of the new empire city. Alexander Hamilton, son-in-law to Schuyler and surrogate son to George Washington, was helplessly caught in the middle. By the time of the now fabled dinner party at Jefferson’s seedy quarters, Jefferson was openly seething with jealousy about the familial closeness between the president and his young protégé, Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton. Neither the funding bill nor the location of the permanent capital city of the American empire was settled at the summer solstice dinner party. The issues were protracted, as evinced in even Jefferson’s own letters.

The true story that resulted in the dual passage of the so-called Assumption Bill and the Residence Act of July 1790 is indeed about “selling down the river”—it is, in fact, about two rivers, three men, only one of whom—Hamilton—was at this legendary dinner party, and unchecked greed. Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for America’s Capital City is a timely companion to urgent current-day conversation and campaign rhetoric about draining the swamp. The story contains analogous themes that resonate today and will expose the roots of and reasons for some of our nation’s most pressing problems.

The financial and geopolitical wrangling among the European settlers on the North American continent had gone on long before the War of Independence. Before planes, trains, trucks, and cars, the only way to transport quantities of goods and people was via water. From the very moment when Captains John Smith and Henry Hudson sailed into Chesapeake Bay and into New York Harbor, respectively, in the early seventeenth century, a geomagnetic impulse to reach the Pacific Ocean via interior water routes pulsed in the blood of those daring to cross the Atlantic Ocean.

Some 175 year later, the Founding Fathers of the United States of America, acknowledging that they were birthing an empire, believed that it was essential for the seat of that empire—the new nation’s capital city—to connect the interior of North America with a coastal port along the Atlantic Ocean. In Philip Schuyler’s vision, New York City was the natural capital of the new empire. George Washington, however, was intent on depriving Schuyler of that trophy. Washington’s lifelong obsession was to establish the capital of the new republic in Alexandria, Virginia, some eight miles from his Mount Vernon plantation.

New York, with Philip Schuyler in the lead, and Virginia—George Washington, the guiding force—were openly at war for the capital city. New York City’s harbor could transport goods and people from the ocean up the Hudson River to the Mohawk River along the Oneida Carry to the Great Lakes, down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, or from the Hudson River north to Canada through Lake Champlain and again to the Great Lakes and the Atlantic Ocean via the St. Lawrence River. Virginians argued that the tidewater Potomac River provided the same opportunity into the interior of North America.

Schuyler and Washington both proposed canal systems, long before the War of Independence, that would expand the flow of humanity and product from thirteen coastal colonies, now states, toward the Pacific Ocean. Forging a continental empire was a noble and patriotic enterprise. Nevertheless, both men were also landlords and commercial innovators, and these schemes would also enrich them immeasurably. New York Senator Philip Schuyler owned an enormous swath of fertile land from New York Harbor, which sat at the confluence of three rivers: the East River, the Hudson River and the Raritan River, which connects the Hudson River with the Delaware River. Schuyler’s properties along the Hudson River went for many miles north along the river valleys toward Canada; he also had tens of thousands of acres along the Mohawk River westward toward the Great Lakes. President George Washington, a lifelong tidewater Virginian, also had amassed significant parcels of real estate housing farms, taverns, stills, and mills, along the Potomac and her tributaries out west toward the Ohio Valley. To hedge his bets, Washington also bought land along the Mohawk Valley in upstate New York.

Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for America’s Capital City is not a muckraking exercise to discredit our Founding Fathers. The true story will teach the reader to understand our nation’s founders in a larger and hitherto unexamined context. In 1790, old habits died hard: the Founding Fathers, though enlightened and progressive brilliant thinkers, had been born into the European tradition of tribute. George Washington himself had expressed the belief that the country owed him his empire city on the Potomac River, and he did not have to explain himself to anybody. Most of the members of all three branches of the fledgling government of the United States were significant landowners; many of them were real estate and financial speculators; many also owned government-issued certificates repurchased from impoverished soldiers, who had been forced to sell. These same politicians were also the ones who would vote on how much the federal government was going to repay bondholders and at what interest, as well as on the location of the permanent capital city of the American empire. It was not until 1978, two hundred years after the ratification of the U.S. Constitution, that the Congress enacted the Ethics in Government Act, mandating financial disclosure from our public servants.

There were many steps made by our Founding Fathers in the other two branches of government that today would result in investigation, censure, and even prosecution. The vice president’s wife, Abigail Adams, held war certificates. Her husband’s authority in government could have impact on her investment. The financial windfall by family members of government officials with inside information and influence is one of the most topical subjects of the twenty-first century. In 1789, the new nation’s first chief executive, President George Washington, simultaneously served as president of—and the largest single shareholder in—the Potomac River Canal Company, whose purpose was to profit from the development of the Potomac River. Today, he would have been forced to place his holdings into a blind trust. Although the Emoluments Clause, which precludes a president of the United States from personally profiting from his office, had been set in place in the US Constitution, no action by the Congress was ever taken against Washington.

In the Judicial branch, the very first chief justice of the United States, John Jay, presided over a case in 1791 called Van Staphorst v. Maryland. The case involved a longstanding dispute between the state of Maryland and Dutch bankers. Jay’s late brother-in-law, Matthew Ridley, had brokered the deal. Jay’s own previous participation as an arbitrator in the case presented a problematic conflict as well. Another brother-in-law planted newspaper articles implying that Jay was privately benefiting from his office. One can only imagine the outcry if this situation had occurred today.

Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for America’s Capital City will reveal, as did Miranda’s musical, that our Founding Fathers were flawed human beings, just like we are. They were avaricious, passionate, and also visionary. They loved, hated, sacrificed, and aspired. Their caveats remain our concerns, and, sometimes, despite their roles as public servants, their other obligations—as lawyers, farmers, doctors, and devoted sons and husbands—sometimes placed them in direct conflict with the very constitution they fought so hard to pass.

The first real estate developer president of the United States was not Donald Trump, but the first president of the United States. Until Donald Trump, George Washington was the most successful property speculator president of the United States. Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for the America’s Capital City will explore how George Washington successfully masterminded the real estate deal of the millennium and by doing so abused the power of his position in order to enrich himself. George Washington borrowed, leveraged, misled, coerced, and otherwise cheated his way to creating the nation’s capital city.

Scrupulous study of the facts through personal letters and diaries of over twenty of our Founding Mothers and Fathers, contemporaneous publications, and official government records have evoked provocative questions germane to our own current zeitgeist: Does writing history to lionize flawed men inevitably lead to the toppling of their monuments? What do we do when a real estate developer president of the United States violates Article II, Section 1, Clause 7—the Presidential Emoluments Clause—of the US Constitution? How do we respond when the president of the United States is involved in a conspiracy or nefariously colludes with others for personal gain? If the physical swamp that was drained to construct the capital city was the creation of a morass of ethically questionable engineers, and the “shining city on a hill”—a symbol of the pinnacle of our finest values—is really just a house built on sand by foolish men, for how long will it—and does it deserve to—endure? Why was it so important to our Founding Fathers to keep the seat of government paradoxically politically independent from the very supervision it domiciles?

So much of Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for America’s Capital City will provide answers to current headlines. For example, on Friday, June 26, 2020, the United States House of Representatives passed HR 51 completely on partisan lines. The bill first appeared in the House on March 8, 2019, following the Senate’s May 2017 failed Washington, DC, Admission Act. Both bills, favored by Democrats, propose to create a fifty-first state of the District of Columbia. HR 51 cites its authority as Article IV, Section 3, Clause 1 of the U.S. Constitution that stipulates that an annexed territory may be granted statehood through an act of Congress. Although the House of Representatives passed the bill on Thursday, April 22, 2021, this is going to be a hotly contested ongoing issue. Conferring statehood on the federal District of Columbia actually requires a multistep demanding procedure. Accession for Washington, DC, would not only necessitate approval from the state of Maryland, the original land grantor, but also would require a constitutional amendment. The constitutional amendment can occur only one of two ways: either both the House of Representatives and the US Senate pass the bill with a two-thirds vote, or all fifty state legislatures pass the bill with a two-thirds vote. It will not be easy.

The historicity offered in Patriotism and Profit: Washington, Hamilton, Schuyler & the Rivalry for the America’s Capital City will illuminate why and how the current Washington, DC, Admission Act flouts the intent not only of the framers but also of the capital’s creator—George Washington—who were all resolved that the seat of government paradoxically must be kept apart from the very government it houses. The reasons can be traced to an episode that occurred on June 21, 1783, echoes of which were reiterated forcefully in the 1788 Federalist Papers number 43, in the 1789 passage of the Constitution (Article I, Section 8, Clause 17), and again in the Residence Act of 1790.

Behind the politics lies a fascinating personal tension and dynamic in the interactions among George Washington, Philip Schuyler, and Alexander Hamilton, all three alpha males, combatting for their places in history.
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    COLONIAL RIVALS







CHAPTER 1 The Race for a New World Capital of Empire


THE “OFFICIAL” NARRATIVE OF THE thousand-year-old panoramic struggle for the capital city of the New World empire appears in a painstakingly curated assemblage of art in the Rotunda of United States Capitol Building. Visitors to the Capitol can perch on a balcony some 152 feet in the air from the floor of the Rotunda and peer above into an oculus. Girdling the circumference of the vault is a continuous series of paintings and trompe l’oeil friezes that illustrate a varnished version of the epic story. Soaring even sixty-seven feet higher at the apex of the dome, a 4,664-square-foot allegorical fresco called the Apotheosis of Washington crowns the cupola. The ceiling mural, painted sixty-six years after George Washington’s death, depicts the nation’s first president, flanked by two female figures representing Liberty and Victory, ascending toward heaven. Washington and the rest of his exalted cluster are encircled by groupings of Roman gods and goddesses meant to symbolize war, science, the sea, commerce, agriculture, and mechanics; Washington is deified, and United States exceptionalism is divinely ordained.

Positioned near George Washington in the tableau is Vulcan, the god of fire, who is standing at his anvil, foot atop a cannon, boldly affirming that success and progress were predestined for the United States. Vulcan’s important placement is undoubtedly owing to his contribution to the location of the capital city itself: the providential invention in 1770 of the rubber eraser, which would lay the foundation for the 1839 innovation of vulcanized rubber, would play a significant role in the fate of where the federal government of the American empire would reside.

The story of the rise of every great empire begins with the founding of its capital city. This origin mythology explains the rise to greatness and reveals the values of its civilization. In the Judeo-Christian Bible’s book of Genesis, Cain, who has murdered his brother, flees to Nod, east of Eden, gets married somewhere along the way, and then builds “a city… the name of the city after the name of his son—Enoch.” Noah’s sons allegedly traveled the earth establishing post-flood seats of empire. Biblical patriarch Isaiah claims to have created Jerusalem. In Revelation, the perfect seat of the eternal empire is revealed to be laid out in a square.

Classical mythology includes figures like the Sumerian Gilgamesh, Alexander the Great, and Theseus, who all created seats of empire. The Aeneid, which begins, “dum conderet urbem”—“until he should found a city”—echoes in the fourth Eclogue, that this new empire city will create a new world order: “Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo.” Romulus and Remus fought each other in about 753 B.C.E., according to lore, for the privilege of choosing the location of Rome: Romulus preferred Palatine Hill, Remus selected Aventine. Romulus kills his brother, and the matter is settled. To perpetuate imperial propaganda, the Roman calendar actually points to the beginning of its empire as “Ab urbe condita”—“from the founding of the city.”

Through the collaboration of professionals from varying fields and diverse scientific methods like DNA testing, carbon dating, and chemical deconstruction, ancient physical and organic matter can be accurately identified. There is now concrete proof of the physical presence of western Europeans in the New World as long ago as the early Middle Ages. There have been mysterious tales that spoke of transatlantic journeys but all had been dismissed as folklore. One such Irish “immram,” known as the “Voyage of Saint Brendan the Abbot,” details the perilous voyage of a group of monks who went to sea in a primitive leather-hulled boat called a “currah.” Their leader, Brendan, who really did live c. 484–577 C.E., and his fellow friars arrived at a faraway “Isle of the Blessed.” For nearly 1,500 years, there was conjecture that this distant Promised Land of Saints was North America but it was thought impossible for such a crude vessel to sail across the Atlantic Ocean. In the 1970s, however, British explorer Timothy Severin crafted a replica of St. Brendan’s boat and successfully completed the trip, proving that the voyage was indeed feasible. More recently, a group of scientists and linguistic experts have uncovered petroglyphs on rocks in West Virginia that they authenticated as sixth-century C.E. Ogam (Old Irish) carvings.

European yearnings for a New World empire can again be traced to the year 1000 C.E. when, led by the sun, the stars, and a shard of light-polarizing crystal for cloudy days, a group of brutal hyperborean Vikings made their own foray to North America. The king of Norway had dispatched “Lucky” Leif Erikson into uncharted waters to find and convert heathens. Erikson’s Norwegian-born father, Erik the Red, and his grandfather were on the run from murder charges, and, while he was a reluctant convert, he was an eager and daring voyager. His exploits were chronicled by many, among them his contemporary Adam of Bremen, and in the “Greenlanders Saga.” According to both, Erikson journeyed to a place called “Vinland,” where he established a Christian settlement. The ambiguous location and the mysterious evaporation of the European society at “Vinland” continue to tantalize. Some have asserted that “Vinland” was, in reality, the island of Newfoundland. A Viking settlement, named “L’Anse aux Meadows” by the French, has been excavated there, but there is no irrefutable proof that it was the site of Erikson’s New World society. More recently, archaeologist Erik Wahlgren and Icelandic climate expert Pall Bergthorsson have separately concluded that based upon the descriptions of fish, flora, fauna, and the climate described in the saga, “Vinland” was most probably located around New York Harbor and the Hudson River.

When Erikson’s New World Viking colony was established at the dawn of the eleventh century, London was still an insignificant, small commercial town. Sixty-six years later, in 1066 C.E., King William of Normandy, whose great-great-great-grandfather was a Viking raider named Rollo, conquered England. The island of Britain would remain in turmoil for another hundred years. According to a medieval romance, Prince Madog ab Owain Gwynedd, one of nineteen children of the king of Wales, could not tolerate the violence. Madog took one hundred traveling companions and went in search of a new world where he could live the rest of his life in serenity. It is alleged that the group arrived in North America in 1170 C.E. and established a new city. Although there is no extant authentic contemporaneous chronicle, two poems, one by a Welshman and one by a Flemish poet, that were written within fifty years of Madog’s escape do survive. Both make reference to the “splendid” prince of peace.

No archaeological evidence has been found of Madog’s “paradise” of “love and music,” which is said to have been located everywhere from present-day Louisville to Mexico, but a story was passed on for generations that the Welsh émigrés met and married the Native Americans. In the eighteenth century, there were a handful of reports from European immigrants to North America that Welsh-speaking tribes were living in Tennessee and along the Missouri River. Called the Mandans, this tribe fished from boats known as coracles, which were similar to those still found in Wales today; the Mandans had also constructed villages with streets and squares, a pattern unknown to other pre-Columbian Natives.

Some 250 years after Madog and companions allegedly found their utopian oasis in the New World, thousands of miles to the east the Ottomans forcibly gained control of Constantinople—the capital city that bridged two Old World continents. The fierce Turkish military cut off the Silk Road from European contact, coercing the Europeans to find another route to China. The Portuguese began sailing south, west, and north to reach the East. They sailed the coast of Africa, establishing trading posts, and around the continent to India and Asia. Lisbon soon became the premier metropolis in Europe. The Portuguese success prompted the Spanish to enter the exploration fray. Territorial discovery was a lawless pursuit, and the booty remained in the hands of the strongest.

Italian-born Christopher Columbus petitioned the king of Portugal to support a voyage but was declined. Columbus next approached the king of Spain. While waiting for an answer, Columbus dispatched his brother, Bartholomew, to King Henry VII of England with the same proposal. By the time Bartholomew returned to Spain with an agreement from Henry, Christopher Columbus had already received patronage from the Castilians. In 1492, nearly one thousand years after Saint Brendan was alleged to have found his city of goodness, Columbus stumbled upon the Caribbean islands. The game immediately changed, and the race for a New World empire city accelerated.

The Portuguese not only regretted their rebuff but they also now felt their supremacy over the seas threatened. When Columbus established two settlements on the island of Hispaniola in Central America, the Portuguese protested. The menace of war now loomed between the two Catholic countries so Pope Alexander VI stepped in to mediate. His solution was nothing short of the wisdom of King Solomon. The pope drew a vertical line some two thousand miles west of the Cape Verde islands: all new discoveries west of that line would belong to Spain, and, those east of that demarcation would belong to Portugal. He signed two papal bulls, and it was so—for the moment. The treaties were subsequently amended, and the Portuguese began seeding Brazil with Jews escaping the Spanish Inquisition.

King Henry VII of England, completely ignoring the pope, launched a navigation of his own. Henry granted Italian-born Giovanni Caboto (John Cabot) a petition to sail to North America in 1496. Cabot’s first voyage was unsuccessful but on a subsequent voyage in 1497, he arrived in Newfoundland, which he—and King Henry VII—claimed for England. Newfoundland had been populated by Beothuk Natives for over a thousand years. Every spring, the Beothuk would paint their bodies and their houses a bright red color, which custom gave rise to the “red man” designation for American Indigenous peoples among the British. While the island was the first foothold for the English in North America, no effort to settle the island would be attempted for another hundred years. Christopher Columbus learned of Cabot’s discovery from an anonymous “John Day” letter written by a Bristol merchant acquainted with both Cabot and himself. Cabot would be among many to challenge Columbus.

Columbus’s brother, Bartholomew, established his own settlement on Hispaniola and proclaimed it the official capital city. Christopher Columbus’s son, Diego Colón (the Hispanized version of Columbus), arrived at his uncle’s capital and, asserting hereditary rights over the islands that his father discovered, Diego began prolonged legal battles for autonomous rule. First, he battled with King Ferdinand and next, his successor, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. Diego’s crusade for New World autonomy was in fact the first American Revolution. His palace, called Alcázar de Colón, still stands today in Santo Domingo, which remains the oldest continuously inhabited European-settled capital in the New World.

Diego Colón’s capital city was the first major commercial city in New Spain and served as a magnet for rascals. The Founding Fathers of Central America gathered their forces in Santo Domingo among a rogue’s gallery of men who had exiled themselves from the Old World. Explorers like Vasco Núñez de Balboa, Hernán Cortés, Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar, and Juan Ponce de León became collectively known as “conquistadores.” They were more feared than pirates. Armor-suited warrior messengers, these men delivered a stream of bloody coups d’états. Their sadism, confirmed by eyewitness accounts, became collectively known as the terrifying “Black Legend.” Some “conquistadores” would tie up entire Native villages, murder selected members of the Indigenous community, and then force them to eat one another. Other “conquistadores” favored roasting men alive like pigs over a fire. Still others preferred disemboweling their own countrymen and even their own family members, all for four fifths of whatever could be extracted from the New World. The king of Spain, whose swelling coffers were reaping his royal one-fifth, the “quinto real,” turned a blind eye to the barbarity; hence, the “Golden Age” of Spain began under a cloud of darkness.

In the Capitol Building Rotunda, all traces of the murder and mayhem perpetrated by the conquistadores have been whitewashed—erased from cultural memory—in the trompe l’oeil tableaux that memorialize these men and their voyages. Instead, the audacity of champions is celebrated. There is no illustration of how Velázquez de Cuéllar tamed the Taíno Natives on Cuba by burning their chieftain alive when he refused to accept Christ. Neither is there a depiction of Francisco Hernández de Córdoba’s massacre of the Natives on the Yucatan Peninsula. Córdoba, who sailed with three ships and one hundred men through a very rough storm, arrived safely there, saw Mayan stone buildings, believed that the structures were the work of Muslims, and named the place El Oran Cairo (Cabo Catoche), which means “Little Cairo.” As a good Catholic Spaniard, he promptly supervised the genocide of the local “Muslims.”

The Rotunda frieze does narrate a cartoonish and cringeworthy version of the exploits of Hernán Cortés, who is seen entering a sacred Aztec temple, hailed as a god by Moctezuma II. That moment of harmony captured by an artist is pure fantasy. Hernán Cortés founded a city on the coast of Mexico, which was situated at the mouth of a river. He named it “Villahermosa”—“Beautiful Town.” To his surprise, two Spaniards appeared. These two men had been among fifteen survivors of a shipwreck a few years earlier; the other thirteen had either been sacrificed or worked to death by the Mayans. One of the men who stood before Cortés had gone native: he now called himself “Cacique.” “Cacique” had learned Mayan, had married a Mayan princess with whom he had three children, and had become a chieftain. Mayor of his own city called Chetumal, “Cacique” told Cortés to leave. The men fought, and ultimately Cortés abandoned the town, dragging the other Spaniard with him to serve as interpreter. Cortés also helped himself to a Native mistress named “La Malinche.”

“La Malinche” gave Cortés valuable information. She informed him that the Aztec emperor, Moctezuma II, possessed vast quantities of gold at an inland city, known as Tenochtitlan. Tenochtitlan had served as the capital of the Aztec empire since 1325. Cortés immediately hatched a plan to gain control over the fortune and the capital city. First, he scuttled his own vessels to prevent his crewmembers from escaping. Next, he declared himself ruler, denounced any other authority, and marshaled his own army to capture Tenochtitlan.

En route to Tenochtitlan, Cortés found that a rival Spanish army had developed a parallel plan, and he found himself in combat with his own countrymen. Cortés would often affirm that his worst opponent was not the Indigenous Aztec but his fellow Spaniards. Cortés was merciless in battle, even beheading former friends. After slaughtering his own brethren, Cortés went on to crush the Aztecs. The Aztecs, who fought with primitive spike-covered clubs, were no match for Cortés, whose army was equipped with weapons of metal. Cortés’s appearance before Moctezuma II was not as a friend as depicted in the Capitol Building Rotunda mural but as a vanquishing warrior. Cortés, enjoying his triumph, even renamed the two-hundred-year-old seat of Aztec power Mexico City. He then went on to inflict a wider path of destruction, adding Honduras to his plunder.

A figure that looms large among the Eurocentric origin stories of New World Latin America is Vasco Núñez de Balboa. Balboa is rightfully hailed in official history as the founder of the Colombian city Santa María la Antigua del Darién, which boasts the double distinction of being the first capital city on the mainland of South America and having the first democratically elected government in the New World. Carefully censored from the story, however, was the fact that the Hispanic pioneers were so afraid of Balboa’s brutality that when they voted, they elected him “co-mayor,” limiting his power. Balboa’s incandescent ambition burned much brighter than serving as co-mayor of one town. On September 29, 1513, he became the first European to reach the Pacific Ocean through the Isthmus of Panama, for which he is also famous. Dramatically raising his sword, and with great fervor, he saluted the Pacific Ocean, opening the channel through which Spanish galleons could transport trunks of gold from the west coast of South America across the Isthmus of Panama and back to Spain. What is less often relayed is that owing to the number of men who died along the route, it became known as the “Camino de Cruces,” the “Path of Crosses.”

Another of the men lurking about the port on Hispaniola was Juan Ponce de León. On one of his runs, Ponce de León spied what he thought was an island. It was Florida. He stepped on shore, perhaps the first European man to set foot on continental North America since “Lucky” Leif Erikson’s arrival some five hundred years before (if, as scientists currently believe, the Vikings had landed and established “Vinland” around New York Harbor). The exact location of Ponce de León’s arrival on mainland North America remains unknown; it is generally believed, however, that, despite popular lore, he did not alight at what today is the city of St. Augustine, which was founded fifty-two years later, in 1565, by Pedro Menéndez on August 28, the feast day of St. Augustine.

In the 1520s, Mexico City, Santo Domingo, and Havana were all competing to be the premier New World capital. These nascent cities were the physical, palpable representations of the dreams of fearless men who were desperate to sculpt New World fiefdoms. Panama City, founded by converso Pedro Arias Dávila, also became a contender. Dávila’s daughter would marry Hernando de Soto, who led the first European cavalcade into the interior of North America and arrived at the Mississippi River, an event also commemorated in the United States Capitol Building Rotunda.

The conquistadores were given free rein to ruthlessly manage their New World cities because Holy Roman Emperor Charles V was burdened with Old World matters like the Ottomans to the east and Protestants to the north. In 1525, the Emperor’s formidable counterparts included his uncle-by-marriage King Henry VIII of England, Ottoman Emperor Suleyman I (“the Magnificent”), Medici Pope Clement VII, and Venetian Doge Andrea Gritti. Charles received both uplifting news that year when the Spanish army captured and humiliated his longtime nemesis, King Francis I of France, in the Battle of Pavia, as well as distressing information that Francis was striking at Spain’s new domains.

Charles V had dispatched a convoy led by Portuguese-born Estêvão Gomes into the colder waters of the Atlantic Ocean. Gomes sailed from Nova Scotia down the coastline of Maine, into New York Harbor, up the Hudson River, which he named the “San Antonio,” and south to Florida. When the Holy Roman Emperor learned that a French fleet captained by a Florentine sailor named Giovanni da Verrazzano had narrowly preceded Gomes into New York Bay, the monarch was livid. The French remained undaunted, and persevered with their own program of exploration. On behalf of the king of France, Jacques Cartier would map the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, which joined the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Lakes. Within ten years, the French would gain a sturdy foothold in North America and establish Quebec.

Maritime warfare became bigger business. Among the maneuvers employed to deter antagonists were impressment and the dissemination of disinformation, which included elaborately drawn and widely circulated fake maps. The bona fide atlases were kept in vaults, and cartographers became very valuable people. They were sometimes held for ransom or detained by officials of various sovereigns until they spilled knowledge. Mapmaker Diego Ribeiro was able to delineate an accurate outline of the entire east coast of North America based on Estêvão Gomes’s voyage. Ribeiro’s chart became the template for the “Padrón Real,” the official but secret master map used by Spanish royal envoys. The map was so crucial to exploration that nearly a full century later, when Englishman Henry Hudson sailed to the New World for the Dutch, he would depend on this same diagram. The Gomes-Ribeiro chart was so valuable that Hudson, upon his return voyage, was captured and remanded by the English, who forcibly seized his logbook.

Good cartographers, surveyors, and topographers would translate virgin territory into visual design so that cities could rise. Surveying and appraising his New World cities became an obsession with Spanish King Philip II, who ascended the throne in 1556 after the death of his father, Charles V. Philip, in contrast with his father’s laissez-faire position, decided to micromanage his empire, as he became in clear danger of losing it.

Philip faced Old World domain problems in 1579, when the seven provinces that comprised the Protestant northern Netherlands declared their independence from the Holy Roman Empire. Two years later, the seven regions joined together, forming a republic. A democratically elected states-general, comprised of representatives called “stadholders,” would convene in The Hague, to be the confederation’s new seat of government. The newly elected government established two quasi-governmental international trading corporations, the Dutch East India Company and the Dutch West India Company, which would offer shares to the general public in multiple cities. The legislature next determined that, while it was to reside in The Hague, they would take a pioneering step to remove the stock market to Rotterdam initially and then to Amsterdam: this was an innovative move because until that point in time it was the only time in European history when the seat of government of a nation would be separated from its commercial capital.1 The geographic importance of all of the seven provinces of the northern Netherlands, along three of Europe’s most important rivers, made it collectively a financial powerhouse, with each of the seven districts sharing in decision-making as well as in the success of the confederation.

The upstart and progressive stadholder-led management quickly organized a healthy financial ship of state, which funded a very impressive navy. Philip’s former subjects, now his commercial adversaries, joined in the race for the development of a New World capital city. Guided by the “majesty of the multitude,” a term later coined by American Revolutionary spokesperson Thomas Paine, the republic formed in the Netherlands was an indisputable triumph, providing inspiration for those unhappy with autocratic rule. John Adams later admitted that, vis-à-vis the organization of the United States of America, “the origins of the two Republics are so much alike that the history of one seems but a transcript from that of the other.”

The Dutch rebellion did not go unnoticed in Philip’s New World cities, where settlers also clamored for political autonomy. A second generation of New World citizens saw no reason why they should be subject to authority that was located thousands of miles away. Fueling revolution were some of the sons and grandsons of those legendary conquistadores, who were asserting their rights to govern the lands seized by their forebears. For the Spanish monarch, it was history repeating itself: three generations of the same family feuds every way he turned.

King Philip II also faced direct attack by the British, whose buccaneers known as the “sea dogs” began assaulting his New World dominions. By the second half of the sixteenth century, about 240,000 Europeans had disembarked at New Spain’s ports, and American silver provided about one fifth of Spain’s total budget. Philip enjoyed not only these riches but also the benefits belonging to his wife (and cousin), Queen Mary I of England. After Mary’s death, however, her half sister, Elizabeth, ascended the throne, and she hated Philip. The feeling was mutual. Philip was a key player in the “Ridolfi plot” to assassinate his sister-in-law, and she, in turn, issued “letters of marque,” which actually licensed English privateers to attack and plunder foreign—Spanish—ships.

Philip wanted to contain dissatisfaction in his New World cities. He distributed extensive questionnaires called “relaciones geográficas” to become expert; and, from the massive El Escorial palace outside Madrid, he published his famous and expansive “Ordenanzas,” the first New World arcology manifesto envisaged by an Old World European. These Royal Ordinances amounted to well over one hundred decrees on how every single inch of urban space was to be arranged. Philip’s commands were exacting and revolutionary. He insisted first and foremost that his cities should be designed “without doing hurt to the Indians and natives”:


its plazas, streets, and building lots laid out exactly, beginning with the main plaza. From thence the streets, gates, and principal roads, shall be laid out… The main plaza whence a beginning is to be made, if the town is situated on the seacoast, should be made at the landing place of the port… From the plaza shall run four main streets, one from the middle of each side… As for the temple of the cathedral, if the town is situated on the coast, it shall be built in part so that it may be seen on leaving the sea… if those towns which are laid out away from the port and inland be built if possible on the shores of a navigable river…



King Philip specified that “the choice of a plaza shall be made with reference to the growth” expected, that there should be plenty of space made available for this anticipated expansion, and he isolated grime-producing industries to ensure long-term fresh water for the city’s increasing population. Philip was not only a man in search of contented subjects but also a hopeful visionary. He promoted the gentrification of his New World capital cities, believing that high culture would implant there as a glowing reflection of the European Renaissance.

Conversely, arts and letters in late-sixteenth-century Europe, which set a benchmark of excellence for centuries to come, demonstrated a zeitgeist penetrated by imaginings of the New World. Since the early Renaissance, the voyages of sailors, warriors, and pilgrims in Africa, The Canterbury Tales, and the Decameron by Petrarch, Chaucer, and Boccaccio, respectively, had been filled with tales of great cities of the ancient world. It was extremely convenient for the designs of Queen Elizabeth I of England that five different versions of the Madog myth appeared in the 1580s. The thousand-year-old story about the quest for a New World city full of goodness enjoyed tremendous popularity, sparking widespread opinion in England that the British right to New World territories had existed even before John Cabot’s discoveries—and, even more significantly to Queen Elizabeth, long before the Spanish had laid claim. Popular endorsement sparked Queen Elizabeth to intensify her aggression against King Philip so that England could enjoy New World hegemony.

One of Elizabeth’s henchmen, an adventurer named Sir Francis Drake, added yet another chapter to the British epic narrative, buoying an English origin myth in order to glaze England with legitimate primacy in the Western Hemisphere. According to the British version of the founding of the west coast of North America, Drake disembarked in San Francisco, claimed the territory “New Albion,” nailed a sixpence to a post, and inscribed the Queen’s name above the coin so that the Indigenous peoples could worship her. No one questioned the fact that the Natives probably did not read English. Drake also undertook another mission—to destroy every Spanish capital in the Western Hemisphere. He devastated Santo Domingo on Hispaniola, Cartagena in Colombia, and Santiago in Chile.

Queen Elizabeth relentlessly antagonized King Philip. In the early 1570s, a group of Spanish Jesuit priests had established a settlement on the bank of a 440-mile waterway near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. Known as the Powhatan River at that time, after the tribal confederation living in the region, the river was the major lifeline for nearly 5,000 Native people, providing transportation and rich mineral deposits for farming. The Christian settlement was short-lived because the Powhatans murdered the clerics. The Spanish navy arrived to exact revenge but did not rebuild a community there. British fleets, smelling blood in the water, began circling the bay and river, vowing to succeed where the Spanish had failed. In 1586, Queen Elizabeth I further goaded Philip II when she granted a charter to Sir Walter Raleigh for the settlement of British citizens where the ill-fated Spanish Jesuits had encamped. The queen’s actions were gutsy and dangerous but two years later, in 1588, when the British navy annihilated the heretofore-invincible Spanish Armada, her boldness paid off, easing the way for the British colonization of the Americas.

Although Raleigh never set foot in the New World, a group of Englishmen and women journeyed there on his behalf. They carved a settlement in the “Virginia” wilderness. The “Lost Colony of Roanoke” vanished inexplicably, and, in a story that is eerily parallel to the mysterious extinction of the colonists of Leif Erikson’s Vinland, both legends herald the birth of the first European baby to be born in North America—Snorri, the Viking boy, and Virginia Dare, the little English girl—and conclude with a haunting assertion that each child had survived and was living amongst “savages.”

British Renaissance authors embraced the idea of a new romance, which would reflect the ideas and ideals of their own age. It was widely believed that William Shakespeare patterned his character Miranda in The Tempest after Virginia Dare. He was fascinated by the New World, and although he never left the island of Britain, his works are filled with maritime allusions and faraway settings. Shakespeare referred to the west “Indies” and “America” multiple times in plays like As You Like It, Henry VIII, The Comedy of Errors, The Merry Wives of Windsor, and The Merchant of Venice. Edmund Spenser’s Fairie Queene also contains homage to the New World:


And daily how through hardy enterprise

Many great Regions are discovered,

Which to late age were never mentioned.

Who ever heard of th’ Indian Peru?

Or who in venturous vessel measured

The Amazon huge river, now found trew? [sic]

Or fruitfullest Virginia who did ever vew? [sic]



Christopher Marlowe, whose many dramas focused on the foundation stories of capital cities, made his artistic debut with Dido, Queen of Carthage. In Tamburlaine the Great, about a conqueror who created an empire, he wrote, “So from the East unto the furthest West / Shall Tamburlaine extend his puissant arm… from Persepolis to Mexico,” and in Doctor Faustus, “I’ll have them fly to India for gold, / Ransack the Ocean for orient pearl, / And search all corners of the new-found world / For pleasant fruits and princely delicates.” These beautiful words inspired the British, as did the 1590 publication of A Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia by Thomas Harriot, which extolled the beauties and opportunities along the Chesapeake Bay and James River.

The British therefore remained undeterred by Raleigh’s failed attempt at colonization. In fact, it was quite the opposite: the English now began to compete amongst themselves to establish a New World capital city.






CHAPTER 2 The British Quest for New World Dominance


BECAUSE THE SPANISH HAD FORBIDDEN unmarried women from journeying to New Spain, ladies played very little part in the foundation stories of the New World in their lore. The notable exception was for Native women like La Malinche, who bore bastard children that were derisively called “mestizos,” half-breeds. When the British began to arrive in North America, they came with wives, sisters, daughters, and female servants. Despite the death of Queen Elizabeth I, the impact of her nearly half-century matriarchal rule over the British people provided an ethnogenesis for the American spirit. She was “Virginia,” the “Virgin Queen.” New World British foundation stories, which include a significant feminine presence, are romantic and chivalrous. The British national psyche craved and created New World origin stories unlike those of the machismo Spanish conquistadores. The figure of Virginia Dare, who allegedly lived on peacefully among the natives and roamed freely about, frolicking in natural surroundings, would now be supplemented by additional female characters in the annals of the British New World epic tale of the race to establish an empire city.

Female figures in geopolitical mythology, like Europa, were endowed with status as potent symbols for the promise of fecundity. Where the Jesuit encampment had been scorched, new life abounded: as promised, the British established their first North American capital, called Jamestown, along the Powhatan River, which they re-christened the James River, both after their monarch. The Jamestown foundation fable transformed an “Indian Princess” named Pocahontas into a woman with extraordinary goddess-like powers. What the Nile River in Egypt was to the ancient world, as the “cradle of civilization,” the James River became to the birthplace of the United States, and Pocahontas, the American Anuket.

According to the now-famous story, the royal daughter of Chief Powhatan defied her father and rescued British captain John Smith. Creating the impression that Pocahontas found British men irresistible, this tale was given further credence when Pocahontas actually did fall in love with and marry British merchant John Rolfe. The narrative thread of this dynamic story of the origin of Virginia’s first capital includes the assertion that it was John Rolfe who had introduced a strain of Caribbean tobacco to Virginia, which launched the colony’s single largest agricultural crop. Pocahontas was, therefore, not only responsible for saving the lives of the British community in Virginia, she was also the mother of Virginia’s most abundant harvest as well as Virginia’s first recorded biracial child, Thomas Rolfe.

The story of the life of Pocahontas transformed as it was passed on from generation to generation and as the American identity diverged from that of the British. The facts are that Pocahontas traveled to England, changed her name to Rebecca, lived for a short while among “civilized society,” and perished not long after her arrival. The narrative evolved reflecting a variance between imperialist and colonial expatriate. The English took credit for taming the savage; the Americans blamed the British for Pocahontas’s death, which was caused by exposure to diseases unknown to the North American Natives. The British excused John Rolfe for abandoning their son in favor of seeking his fortune. The Americans distrusted John Rolfe’s motives, suspecting him of racism. For the British, Pocahontas’s story ends with her death. For the Americans, the next chapter is as important: Thomas Rolfe, who grew up in England, returned to Virginia as an adult, and, claiming to be equally proud of both of his heritages, was known to maintain friendly relations with both European émigrés as well as with his mother’s tribe.

Thomas Rolfe reflected a Jamestown that was becoming multicultural: in 1608, John Smith had recruited a group of craftsmen from Poland, Armenia, Slovakia, and Germany to Jamestown. Although the artisans had been welcomed for their skills, they were precluded from voting, and, thus, held the first organized strike in British America in 1619. The British-born town leaders acquiesced to the protestors, realizing that disallowing other ethnic groups from participating in local decision-making would discourage immigration. It was bad publicity for Jamestown. That same year, in 1619, a group of Africans were forcibly brought to the James River tobacco farms but were not permitted any participation in the administration of Jamestown.

The farms in Jamestown were quickly becoming plantations, as there was an abundant yield of the crop that Rolfe Senior had brought to the colony. In order to keep prices high, the king issued a proclamation on June 29, 1620, “for restraint of the disordered trading of tobacco.” King James I, now an emperor, displayed inconsistent behavior toward his colonies: he was at once controlling, as demonstrated by his decision to closely regulate produce, and at the same time he recognized that those bound for Jamestown desired a great deal of self-governance, which he permitted when, in 1621, he granted the Jamestonians their own House of Burgesses.

While the Anglo-Americans were experiencing new freedoms, Europeans were engulfed in protracted religious wars that levied destruction against one another during the Thirty Years’ War. Protestant sects even quarreled with one another, causing a whirlpool of migration among the northern countries.

In 1620, a ship called the Mayflower, which was carrying a sect of Protestant Separatists bound for Jamestown, was diverted by difficult winds. There were 101 passengers on board when on November 11, 41 men signed an agreement for a majority-rule government upon their arrival in the New World. Their accord, known as the Mayflower Compact, provided a paradigm for New England theocracies to come. The Puritans, alternatively called the Pilgrims, as they had drifted between England and the Netherlands and ultimately to the New World, suffered great hardship their first winter in Massachusetts. The autumn of 1621, however, had yielded an abundant harvest. According to the story that has been handed down since the nineteenth century, the very first Thanksgiving occurred when, grateful to God for their crops, the Separatists spontaneously invited the local natives to join them in a feast. That lovely story of British benevolence contributed greatly to the foundation mythology of America that bestowed the best of Christian virtue, charity, and cooperation on its national character.

In truth, the Pilgrims had celebrated an official Thanksgiving Day long before their arrival at Plymouth Rock. Thanksgiving had been a well-established holiday in Leiden, Holland, since the 1570s, where many among the group who journeyed aboard the Mayflower had resided during their peripatetic wanderings. The first Thanksgiving Day known to the Separatists took place during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I when the Dutch were struggling for independence from Spain. Aided and abetted by Queen Elizabeth I, a Flemish fleet known as the Sea Beggars wrested a coastal town called Den Briel away from the Spanish. Infuriated, the Spanish warriors retaliated, surrounding the town of Leiden. While the city lay under siege, many of its citizens were starving. According to military sources, a seductive spy—a Catholic woman—named Magdalena Moons passed secrets from the Spanish to the Sea Beggars, who rescued Leiden. Town leaders, grateful for their unlikely deliverance, declared a day of thanksgiving on October 3, which was celebrated not only by locals but also by the English Protestants who had settled there. Thus, the conventional American Thanksgiving story, which was fashioned to fit a desired mythological narrative that has become sacred, was actually rooted in violent revolution.

In addition to mirroring the Jamestown foundation story of taming the heathen with teamwork, Plymouth Colony contributed its own spunky and prolific founding mother, Priscilla Mullins, to their British North American foundation narrative. Priscilla, about seventeen years old when she traveled aboard the Mayflower with her parents, was proposed to by a Mr. John Alden on behalf of his friend, Miles Standish. In response to Mr. Alden’s advocacy, Priscilla famously answered the go-between, “Why don’t you speak for yourself, John?” John and Priscilla married and had ten children, populating Plymouth Colony.

The British had hoped that their settlements would eclipse the Spanish-held New World capital cities to become the more important trading ports in the Western Hemisphere, but pockets of competing French, Dutch, and Swedish settlements began to dot the North American shoreline. The Dutch West India Company claimed an area north of Virginia that they named New Netherlands, which today would comprise most of New York, New Jersey, and parts of Delaware and Pennsylvania. The island that the Indigenous tribes called “Manhattan” was renamed “New Amsterdam,” which, like Jamestown, was settled for the purpose of doing business. The founding myth in which New Yorkers take great pride is the story that salutes Manhattan’s first savvy real estate deal: according to that tale, the Dutch wrested away the island of Manhattan from the tribes for $24. The Dutch who settled in the New World were agog at the rivers teeming with fish, the seemingly endless amounts of tillable land, and the roaming fauna for eating and skinning. Many of the details they reported back to the Old World parallel the natural environment recorded in the “Vinland” legend.

The industrious Dutch were not going to allow their assets to vanish into thin air. In order to make its New World venture profitable, the Dutch West India Company established the “Patroonship” program, open to anyone of any nationality. The incentive was that in exchange for financing the transportation and settlement of colonists, a “patroon” would be given an enormous tract of land along with the authority to settle all legal cases except for capital ones. In essence, a democratically elected government and a publicly held corporation were jointly establishing a feudal system in North America. This seemingly simple business experiment would actually cause a ripple of consequences for generations to come.

Another wave of Protestant Separatists emigrated from England to North America when King James I died in 1625 and his son, anti-Calvinist King Charles I, ascended the throne. This next group, which established the Massachusetts Bay Colony, engendered its own origin myth that had its source aboard the Arabella. In a statement that would reverberate throughout the history of the United States and become a guiding tenet, a wealthy lawyer named John Winthrop addressed his fellow passengers, cautioning them that although they were off to test their fortunes, they were also religious pilgrims. Like Adam and Eve, who had been expelled from the Garden of Eden, like Abraham told by God to leave his home and family, like Noah, who was tossed on the seas, like Moses, who wandered the desert, like Mary, Joseph, and Jesus, they were God’s chosen people in exile. Winthrop advised that once his shipmates disembarked in North America it would be their obligation to create a New World city of righteousness: “for wee must Consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eies [sic] of all people are uppon us.”

Winthrop’s words were familiar to his audience. His devout friends were familiar with Jesus’s “Sermon on the Mount” from the parable of Salt and Light. In Matthew 5:14, Jesus preaches, “You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden.” Another lesson that had implanted in Christian tradition came from The City of God, a book that was written in the early fifth century by Algerian-born St. Augustine of Hippo. In the book, St. Augustine taught a theology of the search for a spiritual home, which he found in the church. For twelve centuries, The City of God inspired a myriad of pilgrimages. Christians had two powerful mandates to create a New World city of the righteous.

It seemed that the New World might just be a haven from the religious wars that had been monopolizing Europe. The Anglicans, Calvinists, Separatists, Jews, and Quakers all found homes in early North American colonies, as did controversial female evangelists like Anne Hutchinson and Anabaptist Lady Deborah Moody. In 1632, King Charles I of England granted a land patent of Maryland to Cecil Calvert, Baron of Baltimore, who opened his territory to Catholics. The Marylanders proudly established their capital, St. Mary’s City, claiming it to be the first ecumenical capital in the British American colonies. St. Mary’s was located on the mouth of the Potomac River, where it meets the Chesapeake Bay. Sadly, when Civil War broke out in England, the religious wars of the Old World spilled into the lives of those who had migrated to the New World to escape persecution, polluting the cities in North America.

The first battles on North American soil between British citizens occurred along the Chesapeake when Anglicans, Puritans, and Catholics went to war in the mid-seventeenth century. The Virginians, who had settled along the James, and more recently the York and Potomac Rivers, practiced the Anglican faith. When the Virginia Anglicans invaded Catholic Maryland, attacking St. Mary’s City, Catholics were forced to move their capital city farther upstream on the Chesapeake and away from shared waters. This new settlement was named Annapolis, after Lord Baltimore’s deceased wife, Anne Arundel. Neither was New Amsterdam immune from infighting amongst the European settlers: a stockade was erected at the north of town to protect the settlement from English invasion. The barrier was later fortified with earth, and the path that ran along it would become known as “Wall Street.”

Up to the mid-seventeenth century, Jamestown and the Massachusetts Bay and Plymouth Colonies, which had amalgamated into Boston, had become the two most active colonial cities in British North America. Manhattan Island and Albany, advantageously located upstream on the Hudson River, and the budding towns along the Delaware and Susquehanna Rivers were under Dutch control until 1664, when they were ceded to England. At that time, England also gained the Swedish-controlled outpost that was located in the vicinity of what today includes Philadelphia and the Wilmington, Delaware, area, where over 600 Swedes, Finns, Dutch, and Germans had gathered to build a New World city. Prolonged warring among the European nations in the second half of the seventeenth century as well as internal political turmoil in England resulted in a dizzying array of unreliable territorial land grants.

A cogent chronology of the overlapping patents, urban development, and path to self-rule in British America was assembled in 1781 by Thomas Jefferson in his Notes on the State of Virginia. In his outline, it is apparent that, as more cities like Charleston and Philadelphia rose, the constant friction and bickering among the different colonies intensified. Each citizenry vied with the other to dominate trade and to become the most important seaport capital of the New World.

More and more, the North American populace resented interfering proclamations that emanated from England. Well-documented in Jefferson’s history is the narrative of elected local assemblies and community councils, a record that colonists demanded rights and rewards for their achievements. The colonists asserted a position that their cousins back in England were not the sowers of budding Boston, Charleston, Philadelphia, or New York.

Lively debates have always referred to Enlightenment thought on the subject of the nature of government as a great influence of the American Revolution. Descartes, Locke, and Spinoza did indeed encourage reflection on liberty, and a multitude of books like Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes, Utopia by Thomas More, and The Commonwealth of Oceana by James Harrington presented fabulist versions of differing societies, which provoked energetic contemporaneous discussions. Harrington was provocative when he claimed that ancient Israel was the first republic, as it “consisted of the Senate, the people, and the magistracy.”

Another of Harrington’s statements, that “government is no other than the soul of a nation or a city,” offers a glimpse into an equally important conversation to the seventeenth century. Driven in no small way by the intense competition for a New World capital city, reflection on the nature and the role of the city prompted continued and ongoing analysis. The translation of Giovanni Botero’s On the Causes of the Greatness and Magnificence of Cities was such a success when it was published in London in 1606 that Sir Walter Raleigh plagiarized and condensed the work, renaming his own version Observations Concerning the Causes of the Magnificency and Opulence of Cities. Botero’s thoughtful study offered insight into the phenomena of urban living. He considered the reasons for which people come together in cities: both pleasurable and profitable, these include for defense, for community, and for cultural enrichment. In addition, Botero dissected the geography of the evolution of the great cities of history. First, early cities were assembled on mountain peaks, which provided the safest locations for towns; however, he commented that while those hilltop sites are “noble,” proximity to water was much more indispensable to the great capital city of empire of the seventeenth century. Also crucial to any city is money and “vendible merchandise.” The city provides endless delights: architecture, entertainment, and a home for artisans, who derive their living from patronage. Using ancient Rome as an example, Botero reminded his audience that social life there offered, “sword players, the hunting of wild beasts… plays… pomp.” Religion and schools also bind people to a city, and the city “must be the center of the apparatus of justice administration.” Historically, Old World city-states like Eridu, Rome, Sparta, Athens, Carthage, and Venice all transformed into influential capitals of mighty empires.

From the very moment when charter-bearing aspirational voyagers arrived in the Americas, they demonstrated confidence in a mandate to create and define their own New World capital cities. As each town in North America began to develop, each polis took on its own unique spirit based on geography, demographics, and local industry and production; the values, concerns, and attitudes of its population are reflected in the themes of foundation stories: Tidewater Virginia mythology is about race and agriculture; New York City’s most famous tale demonstrates pride in commerce; Boston lore is about rectitude. The opportunity to create a novus ordo seclorum—a new world order—made it possible for any one of them—Jamestown, New York, Boston, or Annapolis—to become the capital city of a New World empire. Despite the differences in the motivation behind the founding of each one of these hubs, squabbling new Americans would learn that they would have to cooperate for each of their urban centers to survive.






CHAPTER 3 Parallel Lives: George Washington and Philip Schuyler


WHETHER, AS IN THE CASE of New York or Jamestown, a colony had been established for commercial purposes, or, as in the case of St. Mary’s and Massachusetts, had been founded for religious freedom, each of the New World hamlets had established their respective urban myths by the mid-seventeenth century. As the colonies became more successful, a particular relationship for each of the settlements with Britain became apparent according to the nature of those very beginnings: Virginia may have had a House of Burgesses, which had given settlers the appearance of autonomy, but as a “crown colony,” their autonomy was consistently and persistently eroded by the British so that profit would be directed back to England. The colonies in New England, on the other hand, which operated under a corporate charter, had more administrative leeway. Maryland and Carolina (there was not yet a north-south division) were considered “proprietary,” under the owner-management of an individual or small group of people. By the early eighteenth century, each colony was so distinct that, indeed, it could have been considered a separate country, and in many cases, a man would refer with chauvinism to Virginia or New York as his “country.”

The competition for the capital city of the embryonic United States can be traced, with homage to the great biographer Plutarch, through the parallel lives of contemporaries George Washington, a Virginian born on February 22, 1732, and New Yorker Philip Schuyler, born on November 20, 1733. Alexander Hamilton, the young man they would both embrace as a son, and who would be unhappily caught between the warring titans, was a generation younger.

Both Schuyler and Washington foresaw a continental North American empire carved by waterways and canal systems whose source began at the port, the coastal harbor, in his own “country” and would flow alongside his lands. Both Schuyler and Washington were fourth-generation Americans whose ancestors had amassed significant lands in New York and Virginia respectively. Although the War of Independence would lead to the unification of the states, the contention for the location of the city of empire was sectional. Four of the thirteen colonies had deepwater coastal ports that sat at the mouth of a corridor river. The rivalry between New York and Virginia—between Philip Schuyler and George Washington—was a predictable clash.

Both colonies continued the Old World principle of primogeniture, wherein the eldest son would inherit any titles and the bulk of his father’s estate whilst his younger siblings were legated minor allotments. Both Philip Schuyler and George Washington lost their fathers when quite young and were raised by single widowed mothers. With unexpected inheritances, Schuyler and Washington were made aware early on of the power of landowners. They would make most of life’s decisions with that as their primary consideration. Schuyler and Washington, both obsessed with acquiring more and more property that would enhance in value, marched into the Seven Years’ War to protect their real estate holdings and to participate in the dream of British expansion, which, of course, meant more land. They would marry women of property and enter politics to shape legislation about property disputes and navigation.

Both men were exceedingly practical about their property—George Washington always carried a compass to chart topography and Schuyler a ledger and drafting equipment. They were also visionary entrepreneurial innovators who ran commercial conglomerates. They supervised concerns that tested new planting, construction, animal husbandry, milling, mining, distilling, and transportation methods. They were also both westward-looking dreamers. Washington set up a tobacco enterprise on his Shenandoah land, a distillery at Mount Vernon, at least one mill in the Ohio Valley, and leased to other distillers and millers; Schuyler, whose tenant farmers paid him in currency and produce, began the first flax mill in North America and owned a timber mill, a wheat mill, a retail store, and a shipping business to send all that he owned downriver to New York City for domestic and international export.

Washington and Schuyler’s parallel lives become tangent when they met in person for the first time at the Second Continental Congress in 1775. Each had known about the other for years, and when the Continental Congress marshalled an army that spring, Washington and Schuyler rode side by side from Philadelphia into battle. They were brothers in combat, best of friends, political allies, ideological twins, and ambitious adversaries. The root of the fierce dispute between the two men implanted near two different rivers—the Potomac and the Hudson.

Philip Schuyler was born a member of all four very rich Dutch patroon New York clans named Schuyler, van Rensselaer, van Cortlandt, and Livingston (a Scott transplanted to the Netherlands), whose millions of acres of property abutted New York harbor, the Hudson River, and its tributaries north and west. These four families customarily married each other and bequeathed parcels of land amongst their children to keep properties intact. As the eldest son of Johannes Schuyler Jr. and Cornelia van Cortlandt, whose family had been ennobled in Europe as the Dukes of Courland, the seigneurs of a duchy that changed hands frequently, Philip Schuyler, was, at birth, the heir to at least two great fortunes. Johannes owned sizeable property in Albany, land along the Mohawk River, and part of the 168,000-acre Saratoga Patent. Along with substantial real estate in New York City, Cornelia owned a generous portion of the 62,000-acre Claverack Manor on the Hudson River. Their son, Philip, was born in Albany, New York, and lived amongst the four families’ various estates in New York City, along the Hudson, in Albany, and farther upstate in Saratoga. Johannes died on the eve of Philip’s eighth birthday, which placed Cornelia van Cortlandt Schuyler as trustee of her son’s farms and family trade concerns until his twenty-first birthday.

The Schuyler, van Rensselaer, van Cortlandt, and Livingston land barons came into frequent contact with members of the Iroquois Confederacy. Philip even learned to speak Mohawk. French soldiers, based in Canada along her maritime borders with New York State, waged ongoing diplomatic and insurgent campaigns to provoke upheaval in the northern British colonies. When Philip was twelve, his childless uncle, who owned approximately 15 percent of the 168,000 Saratoga Patent acres, was murdered by marauding French soldiers and their Native American accomplices at the outset of King George’s War. Young Philip, his heir, added those 25,000 acres to his father’s portion of the patent, becoming the majority owner of that entire county.

Partially for his safety and also to prepare him to head an important family, Philip left to attend school in New Rochelle, a town just north of New York City that had been settled by exiled French Huguenots. His tutor, the Reverend Stouppe, would also teach the future first chief justice of the United States Supreme Court, Philip Schuyler’s second cousin John Jay, a decade later. Under Stouppe’s guidance, Schuyler perfected his French, which supplemented his fluency in English, Dutch, and Mohawk, learned practical math skills, which he would later put to good use to measure canal locks and study sinking funds, studied advances in agriculture, and performed science experiments. It was an empirical education intended for the international businessman that Philip was expected to become.

Philip’s social life, which revolved around the clans, was not, however, provincial. William Livingston, the future governor of New Jersey, and Judge Robert R. Livingston, were among several elder male cousins who stepped in as father figures. As a teenager, Philip mingled amongst the highest echelons of New York society based along the Hudson River. He was also regularly invited to formal balls at the court of the royal governor in New York City. In the early 1750s, New York City, whose population was about 13,000—2,000 of whom were African Americans—was already the “melting pot” which it would become famously known to be. In addition to the Dutch Reformed and Episcopal churches, there were German Lutheran and Moravian congregations, Jewish synagogues, and Quaker meeting houses.

Philip Schuyler enjoyed the sophisticated fun and pleasures that rich young men could afford: dances at the assembly hall on Broad Street, horse races and gambling salons, where he was mostly a spectator, and the company of fashionable young ladies. On September 21, 1753, Philip wrote an Albany friend, Abraham Ten Broeck, from New York City that he and his cousin Philip Livingston had escorted a group of pretty girls to the theater on Nassau Street. It was the first time that a theatrical company had come to New York City. Though the girls were charming and delightful, for Philip Schuyler, they all paled in comparison with “sweet Kitty V.R.”—Catherine van Rensselaer—whom Schuyler was openly courting. Ten Broeck was instructed to send regards to “sweet Kitty.” The message, of course, was loud and clear to all of the young gentlemen in his circle: Philip Schuyler planned to marry Catherine van Rensselaer, and they were all to back off.

Schuyler had every reason to be confident in his marriage prospects. Washington less so, and, before the time George Washington reached the age of majority, he had already been rejected by at least one Virginia belle. Washington was born with neither Schuyler’s impeccable pedigree nor his inheritance. At a time when rarified Virginia society clustered around its colonial capital (since 1699), Williamsburg, the elegant plantations of the prominent families dotted the James and York Rivers. George’s great-grandfather, John Washington, the first of the family to arrive in the New World, was priced out of those more expensive locations, amassing instead less valuable and more rural properties further north along the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers. John Washington’s most substantial parcel of land was some 5,000 acres at Hunting Creek near the Potomac, not considered prime.

John Washington bequeathed the Hunting Creek property to John Jr., his son. John Jr.’s second son, Augustine, was George Washington’s father. As a second son, Augustine was not John Jr.’s principal beneficiary, again, according to the tradition of primogeniture. George Washington was also not a firstborn son. He was the eldest son of his father’s second wife, Mary, and was, therefore, at least third behind his two elder half brothers, Lawrence and Augustine Jr., for any bequest. George Washington was born in a twenty-four-square-foot cabin near Popes Creek, a Potomac River offshoot, in Westmoreland County. When little George was three years old, Augustine Washington moved the family to Epsewasson Farm, situated on the John Washington Hunting Creek property. In 1738, five-year-old George moved again to Ferry Farm, a 260-acre parcel of land located on Bridges Creek adjacent to the Rappahannock River in Westmoreland County. That was where he would spend most of his childhood in a very modest house.

Augustine Washington felt it was his duty to send all of his sons to the Appleby School, his alma mater, in the wilds of Cumbria in northwest England. Lawrence and Augustine Jr. followed in their father’s footsteps but after Augustine Sr. died when George was eleven, there was not enough money to send young George abroad. George Washington was, therefore, deprived of the formal British education and the London gentleman’s polish he had anticipated. Eldest surviving brother Lawrence Washington inherited the Hunting Creek farm, Epsewasson, that had been part of his great-grandfather’s legacy, as well as an interest in an iron works and a mill. Lawrence renamed Epsewasson “Mount Vernon” in honor of Admiral Edward Vernon, under whose command he served in Cartagena.

Augustine was able to set aside the much smaller Ferry Farm on Bridges Creek for George as well as a half-interest, shared with George’s brother, Samuel, of a property on Deep Run. George’s mother, Mary, was bequeathed the right to live and farm on the Bridges Creek property for five years and the responsibility of managing George’s interests until he reached the age of majority (she would later refuse to leave Ferry Farm and fought with George to retain control of his inheritance). Ferry Farm provided insufficient income for the family, according to Mary, so she sent her eldest son, George, to work. Her stepson, Lawrence, suggest a naval career; Mary rejected that idea. Instead, fourteen-year-old George became a land surveyor and real estate appraiser. When he was fifteen, George, now his family’s main breadwinner, measured and mapped tidal property at the mouth of the Potomac River to feed his mother and five siblings.

Lawrence Washington tried to help his father’s second family. When he married Anne Fairfax, he used his new family connection to profit young George. Anne’s father, Colonel William Fairfax, was a member of the Virginia planter class and served as agent for his cousin, Thomas, Lord Fairfax. Lord Fairfax owned 5.2 million acres of the Northern Neck of Virginia and along the Shenandoah Valley. In March 1748, Colonel Fairfax hired sixteen-year-old George to chart some of the family’s western properties. It was the first time that George had journeyed away from coastal Virginia. As he rode out past the Blue Ridge Mountains, he was awed by the majesty of the lush and expansive rolling terrain. Engrossed by his assignment, George very much enjoyed returning on several occasions over the next three years to the Shenandoah Valley in the employ of the Fairfax family and familiarized himself with its meandering and lush wilderness. In 1750, eighteen-year-old Washington used some of his earnings to purchase 1,459 acres on Bullskin Creek, a tributary of the Shenandoah River in Frederick County. Over the next two years, he increased his holdings there to 2,314 acres and, on March 8, 1753, purchased an additional 240 acres of Frederick County land on the Potomac River.

As the population of the thirteen British colonies grew, settlements in Virginia spread up the Chesapeake toward its northern tributaries and northwest along the Potomac River. Lawrence Washington, as a new member of the Fairfax family, was appointed a trustee of the developing Potomac port at a town that would be named Alexandria, a hopeful nod to the legendary ancient Egyptian Hellenic port city that boasted a famous lighthouse and was the commercial, intellectual, and cultural capital of the Ptolemaic empire. Lawrence Washington arranged for his brother, George, to get hired as a member of the crew that would lay out the grid for the embryonic Virginia seaside town. George was only seventeen in 1749, when he was offering his professional opinion on the foundations of houses to be constructed in the emerging metropolis. The Fairfax and Lee families would build stately brick city mansions, situated some half an acre back from the street, bordered by intricate brick mosaic walls that enclosed elegantly designed, vibrant gardens. Visitors to Alexandria, Virginia, today can see George Washington’s house, which stands in stark contrast: it is a tiny, rickety wood structure that adjoins the road. George’s reduced and déclassé circumstances did not prevent him from community leadership; he was an active, early, and enthusiastic promoter of the advancement of Alexandria, Virginia.
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