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INTRODUCTION “I AM NOT A CAUTIOUS MAN”I



WE AMERICANS ENJOY READING ABOUT our founding Fathers partly as an exercise in self-congratulation—they are in our blood, their accomplishments “belong” to us, and because of their achievements we feel a natural superiority to every other nation. True, our Founders had faults, and we occasionally examine those faults with an uneasy feeling, wary that their flaws will diminish our confidence in their stature and, with it, the stature of our nation. Nevertheless, the Founders have for the most part survived these periodic acid baths of criticism to remain monumental in our minds.


Yet there is at least one Founding Father who has never formed a significant part of these self-congratulatory meditations: Gouverneur Morris. This fact has many causes, including Morris’s own indifference to the judgments of his contemporaries and posterity. Yet Morris was important. The greatest injustice done to Morris has long been—and, at the hands of many historians continues to be—dismissal of him as a “lightweight.” It’s an injustice he would have undoubtedly ignored, but it nevertheless obstructs a proper recognition and appreciation of what Morris did for America. The dismissal of Morris has discouraged the sort of study of his writings and life that, in the case of Jefferson, Washington, Hamilton, and Madison, has so enriched American history. This is too bad, for the study of Morris has a great deal to offer those interested in diplomacy, politics, law, race relations, gender studies, and other fields of inquiry. Similarly, Morris’s contribution to the success of the American Revolution has been underappreciated, as has been his critical work on the U.S. Constitution and his time as Jefferson’s successor as minister to France during the French Revolution.


Morris could write with great eloquence and beauty. He was exceptionally funny and loved to laugh, and his humor runs like quicksilver throughout his diaries, letters, speeches, and the few surviving firsthand accounts of Morris in action. There is no doubt that his friend, the supposedly somber George Washington, savored Morris’s tremendous sense of fun. At the same time, Washington perceived and valued his other talents. Morris could produce, at lightning speed, complex planning documents incorporating a range of policy concerns—for so one might describe the hundreds of bills and public statements he wrote for the New York Provincial Congress, the Continental Congress, and the Constitutional Convention. He had the ability to debate thoroughly and confidently in a way that assured that issues were fully examined, from the speeches he delivered on the floor of Congress to the receiving-room diplomatic battles he waged with the best of the English Foreign Office. Washington also knew that Morris was no idealist, that his reports on any subject were not colored with romanticism but rather showed real understanding. The president could also rely on Morris’s strong sense of duty to his country, a loyalty that led him to stay in France as minister through a nightmarish time that we—despite our ample modern experience with anarchy and terrorism—still perhaps have not really comprehended.


Yet Gouverneur Morris continues to resist absorption into the Founding Fathers Club, that little group of wise men we like to imagine perched on a heavenly cloud, watching and protecting our country. Perhaps the greatest count against him from a historian’s point of view was his persistently Federalist view. The consensus is one of disapproval of the Federalist party, which dwindled throughout the early 1800s, even as the Republicans dismantled the country’s navy and army and parried ineffectively with the sophisticated and merciless foreign policy of Britain and France. Moreover, in opposing the War of 1812, Morris sacrificed much of his patriotic reputation in advocating a separation of North and South in order to allow the North to stay out of the conflict. Though Morris was passionate in his love of America and his outrage over what was, in his view, a war resulting from gross incompetence and immoral motives, the faint tinge of “traitor” seems to hang about him in his last years and has helped to push him off the stage.


Finally, Morris’s reputation has suffered because he was unpopular with some of the other Founding Fathers. John Adams did not think much of him, and the feeling was mutual. The prim New Englander’s views may have reflected disdain for Morris’s effervescence and supposedly immoral ways more than a rejection of his work as a public servant; and the fact that Adams’s son-in-law was at one time in direct competition with Morris for a diplomatic position likely did not help. Jefferson liked Morris, but their budding friendship in Paris was blighted by years of mudslinging at Morris by Jefferson’s friends, and their views on the French Revolution diverged so drastically after Jefferson returned to America that friendship between the two was for many years impossible. Moreover, Morris’s scorn for most of Jefferson’s (and Madison’s) actions as president was undoubtedly known to the thin-skinned Virginian. Communication between the two men near the end of their lives, however, indicates that they retained a genuine feeling of regard for each other.


In sum, Morris is worth knowing better, much better than we have known him heretofore. This book seeks to present Gouverneur Morris to the modern American reader who is interested in the Founding generation and who will welcome in his imagination the company of a sophisticated, compassionate, energetic man whose loss of a leg at the age of twenty-eight did nothing to diminish his enjoyment of life or his service to his country. Morris’s was a full, difficult, but happy life, and, though he never thought of it in such a way, it was a gift to the nation.




	
I. Gouverneur Morris to William Short, September 18, 1790.













CHAPTER ONE A NEW YORK BIRTHRIGHT





The Just the righteous man is brave


Nor to himselfe nor none a Slave


The giddy mob his Soull disdaines


The frownes of tyrants he contemns


Firme to his purpose bravely Stands


Unmovd by their unjust commands


—Lewis Morris, grandfather of


Gouverneur Morris, c. 1708





GOUVERNEUR MORRIS WAS THE SCION of a remarkable New York family that, from the moment of its arrival in New York, displayed the leaping ambition, intelligence, and nerve necessary to succeed in the grasping free-for-all that typified the colony during late-Dutch and early-English control. The prizes for good political connections were rich—land and social standing—and Morris’s great-great-uncle and great-grandfather were able to break in to the highest echelons of the colony, improving their family’s position and fortunes significantly.


Morris’s great-grandfather, Richard Morris, and Richard’s brother, Lewis, were Welshmen who had served in Oliver Cromwell’s armies. They had settled in Barbados sometime around the 1640s and had prospered there, but the prospects must have appeared even brighter in New York after the British took over from the Dutch. In 1668, Richard went to New York with his wife, where they acquired a large tract of land in what would one day be known as the Bronx, ten miles north of Manhattan; the tract and their residence became known as Morrisania. The Morrises lived there only a few years, however, dying within a short time of each other in 1672, and survived only by their son Lewis, Gouverneur’s grandfather, who was less than a year old.


The elder Lewis (now seventy-two) promptly came to take charge of his nephew and namesake and the family’s property. Lewis’s business ability showed no decrease with age, and during the two decades he lived in New York he expanded the family holdings to over nine thousand acres in New York and New Jersey. He was less successful with his strong-willed nephew. When he was sixteen, the younger Lewis apparently defied his uncle and left New York for adventures in Virginia and Jamaica, returning home just before his uncle’s death in 1691 at the remarkable age of ninety-one. The elder Lewis was not pleased with the miscreant, and his will contains a sharp rebuke of his heir for his “great Miscarriages and Disobedience.” Nonetheless, his uncle died childless, and the younger Morris was a wealthy man at the age of twenty.


Lewis seems to have inherited a double measure of ambition and ability from his two remarkable forbears. His talents were reflected not only in increased property but in accession of political power, which began during the year of his inheritance when he married Isabella Graham, the daughter of the New York attorney general. It was a happy marriage, producing twelve surviving children. In 1692, Morris was appointed to the Governor’s Council of New York, and in 1715 he became the first supreme court justice for the colony, a post he held for nearly twenty years. He rounded off his career with the governorship of New Jersey in 1738.


Lewis Morris apparently felt no need to embrace convention in his pursuit of these prizes. He was a self-educated man whose intellectual appetite led him to compile one of the largest private libraries in the New World, second only to Harvard’s. He reveled in political confrontation, even writing poetry about it. His most significant altercation was with colonial New York governor William Cosby, a brawling dispute that culminated in the famous trial of John Peter Zenger, a printer who, at Morris’s bidding, had published a fulminating denunciation of the luckless Cosby. When Zenger was acquitted of libel charges, the triumph resonated with the issue of freedom of the press under the British constitution. Cosby’s defeat in court was a point of pride with the Morris family, and Gouverneur would later describe it as “the Morningstar of American freedom,” an attractive description that ignores the self-interested political maneuvering by his grandfather, and the fact that once he became governor of New Jersey Lewis Morris kept a firm grip on power and opposed any attempt by the Assembly to challenge his authority. Nonetheless, the basic tenet behind Lewis Morris’s objection to Cosby—that incompetence and corruption were a legitimate basis to demand a governor’s removal, even though colonial governors were appointed by the king—was an important element of the political philosophy that eventually would lead Americans to frame the American constitution, as important as the right to pillory an official in the press.


Gouverneur’s father was Lewis’s eldest son, Lewis Jr., born in 1698. He was a lawyer, and participated in his fair share of his father’s political scraps, including the Zenger case. After the successful face-off with Cosby, Lewis Jr. was rewarded with the prestigious position of judge of the vice admiralty court of New York, with a jurisdiction that also included New Jersey and Connecticut. He apparently did not significantly enhance his inheritance, which included Morrisania, but this may have been affected by the fact that his first wife died when he was thirty-two, leaving him with four young children to raise. He did not marry again until shortly after his father’s death in 1746; perhaps he had wished to avoid the disapproval of his strong-willed elder.


His new wife, Sarah Gouverneur, who was sixteen years younger than Lewis, also came from notable New York stock. Gouverneur’s mother was clearly a strong personality who could endure much. When her husband died in 1762, she was forty-seven, with five young children, unfriendly adult stepchildren, and a significant estate to manage. She would later resist the decisions of three of her stepchildren and three of her own children to join the Americans against the British, creating a family schism that must have been painful to her. Though she stayed in Morrisania, behind British lines, during the war, her loyalty was rewarded with the exploitation by both sides of the assets of the estate—including the razing of its valuable rich timber for firewood for British troops, and the loss of the family’s beloved library. She died in 1786, at the age of seventy-one, not long after the war ended.


Lewis Morris Jr.’s tenure as judge both reflected and perpetuated the family’s substantial social position in the colony, and Gouverneur, who was born on January 30, 1752, would be very conscious of that status as he grew up. Yet it may not have been as important to his father: when Lewis wrote his will in 1760, he displayed the self-deprecating and wry humor that his father’s will had also exhibited, and that Gouverneur would perfect. “My Actions,” he wrote, “have been so inconsiderable in the World that the Most durable Monument will but perpetuate my folly while it lasts.” His desire, therefore, was that “nothing be mentioned about me, not so much as a line in a News Paper to tell the World I am dead.” “That I have lived to very little purpose my Children will remember with concern when they see the small Pittance I have left them, for Children judge of the Wisdom Goodness and affections of their Parents by the Largeness of the bequests coming to them but what I have left them is honestly acquired, which gives me a satisfaction that Ill got thousands cannot bestow.”
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Fig. 2: Morrisania, where Morris was born and where he died. The ancestral mansion in the Bronx was in disrepair when Morris returned from Paris, and he proceeded to rebuild it and furnish it with the acquisitions he had made in Paris. It was torn down in 1905.




More seriously, however, he lamented the hostility of his older children to his second wife and their five children. He told his stepchildren that Sarah had done them “equal justice” with her own, and that they should be dutiful to her. He had already given a major part of the estate to his eldest son, Lewis Morris the third. The rest, including the manor house, was given to Sarah with a life interest, to go to his second son, Staats Morris, on her death. Gouverneur was to get two thousand pounds, and each daughter six hundred.


Lewis’s will also directed that Gouverneur receive the “best Education that is to be had in Europe or America,” with the interesting exception of Connecticut (that is, Yale), “Lest he should imbibe” that “low craft and cunning so incident to the People of that Colony, which is so interwoven in their Constitutions.” This oddly vituperative injunction probably arose from the fact that at the time Lewis wrote the will, New York was in the throes of an extraordinary political dispute between the Anglicans (generally Tory) and the Presbyterians (generally Whig) for control of the newly chartered King’s College (later Columbia University). The principal opponents of Anglican control were graduates of Yale. As his older sons had attended Yale, Lewis Morris’s criticism hints at a significant dispute of some sort between the father and those sons, a dispute that was perhaps related to this issue.


The provision in the will regarding Gouverneur’s education was also proof that the judge’s youngest son—his only son with Sarah—though only eight when the document was written, had already demonstrated remarkable intelligence. While still quite young, he had been sent to learn French from a Swiss reverend in the nearby Huguenot village of New Rochelle, gaining a facility that would serve him well in his career. When he was nine years old, his father enrolled him in the Academy of Philadelphia. The academy had been founded in 1751 with an emphasis on the principles of education espoused by Benjamin Franklin, but by Gouverneur’s time the curriculum stressed the classics and Latin rather than the more pragmatic subjects—math, geometry, and English—favored by Franklin. While in Philadelphia, Gouverneur lived with his half-sister, Mary Morris (twenty-eight years his senior) and her husband. The years in Philadelphia must have given the young Gouverneur a sense of the greater world and its possibilities, for it was then the largest and most sophisticated city in America, second in size only to London in the British Empire.


Gouverneur had been at the school for only a year when word came in July 1762 of his father’s death. It must have been a bad blow, but Gouverneur would emerge into young manhood with apparently unshakable optimism and a great gift for enjoying life. There may have been indirect effects from the loss of his father, however, ones with profound consequences: despite his Whig connections, it seems highly likely that Judge Morris, had he lived, would have stayed with his wife on the side of the crown when the Revolution came, and whether Gouverneur would have defied his father is impossible to say. (He did defy his mother.) Moreover, Gouverneur did not have a chance really to absorb or admire his parents’ apparent devotion to each other. For this reason, perhaps, he would long declare his determination to be a “confirmed Bachelor” and often wrote in his diary of the fleeting and unreliable nature of the love of men and women for each other and the inevitable disappointment of marriage.


In 1764, while his widowed mother was grappling with management of the Morrisania estate, Gouverneur entered King’s College. At age twelve, three years younger than his classmates, Gouverneur was one of eight in his year; by the time he graduated, the class had dwindled to five.


The sectarian conflict sparked by the establishment of King’s College had not abated, although the issue of the school’s charter had been settled in 1753 by a compromise that gave the Anglicans control of the school but put half of the public money collected for its establishment toward a new pesthouse and jail. (One Whig opponent of the college expressed pleasure that at least the money was to be “divided between the two pesthouses.”)


The King’s College curriculum, like that of the Academy of Philadelphia, was largely classical, emphasizing “logic, rhetoric, metaphysics, ethics, English verses and essays, and ‘moral philosophy,’ ” with some work in government and international law. The regime was rigorous: students rose at five in the morning to go to prayer, attended classes until six in the evening, and went to bed at nine.


All was not study and prayer at school, however, as the school’s records show. In a vain effort to pen the energetic young men inside the school compound, the trustees at one point authorized erection of an eight-foot fence with nails protruding from the top. In the spring of 1766, a fourteen-year-old Gouverneur and some of his older friends scandalized the school with an assault on the character of one of their tutors, Robert Harpur. He was Irish, which may have contributed to the prejudice against him, and was apparently overly strict. The students posted a scurrilous cartoon of Harpur, alleging that he had seduced a young woman and then, when she got pregnant, paid for an abortion. The school investigated, and, finding insufficient proof of the allegations, suspended one of the boys and publicly admonished the others, including Gouverneur.


Gouverneur’s time at the school was interrupted in August 1766 when his right forearm was badly scalded by a kettle of boiling water. The extremely painful injury apparently left the flesh on his arm scarred and wasted, and he stayed at home to recover for almost a year afterward. This incident and the resulting disfiguration must have been profoundly distressing for a teenager, but little or no word of it appears in his personal papers, and the only evidence that it occurred and caused permanent damage is in the writings of others. He must have worked on his studies while at home, for when he returned to King’s College he quickly caught up with his class.


In 1768, the sixteen-year-old Gouverneur graduated and began his training as an attorney in the prosperous law offices of an old family friend, William Smith Jr., whose father had been a close associate of Gouverneur’s grandfather. The profession was a natural choice for Gouverneur, given his father’s and grandfather’s legal careers and the fact that his half-brother Richard was now a judge. The bar rules required three years of clerking, rather than a formal legal education, and much of the training was via the tedious labor of copying laws, briefs, titles, filings, and correspondence. Gouverneur emerged from it not only with a grounding in the law but also with the ability to write for hours at a time in an excellent hand, a skill he would employ for the rest of his life. While he wrote, he was able to listen in on the animated discussions of the others in the firm.


William Smith Jr. was a man of great intellectual energy that extended well beyond the demands of his practice. He and one of his partners, William Livingston, had been two of the three principal Yale-educated apostates (the “triumvirate”) who had so forcefully objected to the Anglican control of publicly funded King’s College. Their campaign, which had enlisted the support of the lower classes of the city, had roiled the political waters of mid-century New York. Their strategy would backfire, at least in Smith’s view, for the strong response of the artisan classes helped to create the impetus for the Sons of Liberty movement and the shift toward broad defiance of the crown.


Smith was a scholar who had published a highly respected history of the colony of New York. Perhaps encouraged by Smith, Gouverneur continued at King’s College while clerking and in 1771, at age nineteen, received a master’s degree. He had discovered a considerable talent for the study of economics and finance, quickly absorbing the arcane principles involved and their practical application. In 1770 he published an anonymous petition attacking a New York assembly proposal to issue loan certificates. The petition was sophisticated in reasoning and impressive in its calculations, and when Gouverneur was revealed as its author he was thereafter an acknowledged expert in the field.


In October 1771, Morris took the oath and entered the bar, but he was restless, and less than a year later he considered leaving America for a year in England, hoping to obtain a European gloss and refinement that he believed would be an advantage in America. He proposed the trip to Smith, his mentor of the past several years, telling him that he felt he “been so hurried through the different scenes of childhood and youth, that I have still some time left to pause before I tread the great stage of life.” He did not mention another motive: during the previous autumn, he had fallen in love with Kitty Livingston, one of the great New York Livingston clan and the daughter of Smith’s former law partner. Though he sent her letters about his attachment over the next year—“I certainly dream of nothing else,” he wrote her in the summer of 1772—by early 1773 he had given up his suit.


Smith promptly advised Morris against the trip to England. Making money first, he said, was critical; “both virtue and ambition abhor poverty, or they are mad.” Sounding much like Polonious counseling Hamlet, he advised Morris to imitate his extremely successful grandfather, Lewis Sr., who “sought preferment here and built upon his American stock.” (Interestingly, Smith made no mention of Gouverneur’s father as a model.) He closed by deferring to Gouverneur’s mother, who would have to underwrite such a trip; perhaps she objected, or Gouverneur simply thought the better of it, for he did not go.


Instead, he devoted himself to his legal work. The results, in the first years of the 1770s, were promising. His half-brother Richard gave him business, and he handled cases relating to Morrisania on his mother’s behalf. Friends also gave him work, and he was able to charge substantial fees. His cases ran the gamut from election challenges to commercial transactions.


He also entered into the pleasures of New York society with all the boundless energy that a young man in his early twenties, though working very long hours and “up all night writing,” can invest. So-called “social clubs” were a principal means of entertainment. Morris joined one that counted many of his friends among its members, often attending what he described as “balls, concerts, and assemblies—all of us mad in the pursuit of pleasure.”


He must have been a center of attention. The painting by Charles Wilson Peale, made when he was thirty, is the only one we have of Morris in his youth that is lifelike, and it shows a striking and graceful young man—he was over six feet tall—with a strong nose, beautifully arched dark eyebrows over thoughtful hazel eyes, and lips twisting in humor. It is evident from his features that Morris was someone who smiled a great deal, an impression confirmed by his friends’ accounts.


Morris’s clubs and the need to establish himself financially absorbed his entire attention in this period, but while he filed court papers and wrote briefs and danced, the American Revolution was bearing down on him, his colleagues, and his friends. It would soon sweep them up and scatter them; in some cases, as with William Smith Jr., it would tear them away from their previous lives and connections for good. Still others, like Morris, would hesitate before finally leaping into the conflict on the side of the Revolution. In so doing, they would assist its success both as a military effort and as a political metamorphosis.










CHAPTER TWO A VERNAL MORNING



THE SIGNS OF TROUBLE, OF course, had been there for some time. The first phase of the revolutionary crisis began in 1763, at the end of the Seven Years War, when Gouverneur was eleven. The war had been very expensive for the mother country—many believed England had achieved victory over the French simply by pouring more money into it—and most people in Britain agreed that the colonists should help repay those costs and cover the heavy outlay occasioned by the decision to post twenty British battalions in the Americas on a permanent footing. The means of collection was to be through enforcement of the longstanding Navigation Acts, the foundation of the British mercantile system, a system of government-imposed monopolies that had actually largely benefited the colonies by squelching competition from other countries.


The 1764 Sugar Act imposed rigorous measures to ensure collection of already required customs on certain shipments. The regulations were enforced off the coast by British naval vessels and affected even intercolonial shipments, to the outrage of the colonists. Next came the Currency Act, prohibiting the specie-poor colonies from printing paper money and thus damaging the ability of American merchants to get commercial credit. Finally, in 1765, the most notorious of the revenue measures was enacted: the Stamp Act, which taxed just about every item of paper with writing on it: newspapers, legal documents, even tax receipts. This act challenged the colonists’ belief that they had the sole right to impose such direct internal taxes, but their London agents lobbied against it in vain. Parliament passed the Stamp Act with what was noted to be “less opposition than a turnpike bill.”


The colonists did not submit to the Stamp Act but rather “stood Bluff.” The Virginia House of Burgesses, ever jealous of what it saw as its taxing prerogatives, passed the Stamp Act Resolves, which asserted their exclusive right to impose taxes. In Boston, the stamp distributor was threatened and resigned, and the other colonies followed suit so that by November only Georgia had not forced its distributor out. In October 1765, the Stamp Act Congress, consisting of delegates from nine colonies, met in New York and passed resolutions against the act.


Secret societies composed of artisans and tradesmen and opposed to the Stamp Act began to form. Called “the Sons of Liberty” after a phrase used by a sympathetic British member of Parliament to describe Americans, these groups tried various means to provoke opposition to Parliament. Some of their efforts were peaceful, even occasionally silly, but others amounted to outright lawlessness. An angry theatergoer recorded one incident in New York City in 1766:




This evening a play was acted by permission of our Governor, to be performed by a company of comedians or Strollers, notwithstanding the Sons of Liberty without any Reason given pulled down the Playhouse the beginning of the 2nd act, put out all the lights, then began picking of pockets, stealing watches, throwing brick Bats, sticks and bottles and glasses, crying out Liberty, Liberty, then proceeded to the Fields or Common and burnt the materials. One boy Killed and Many people hurt in this Licentious affair.





Gouverneur may well have witnessed this uproar firsthand. Episodes such as these gave the New York elite a reasonable fear of mobs, a fear that would militate against the move to revolution nine years later.


Nonetheless, opposition to the Stamp Act was virtually unanimous, and the taxes couldn’t be collected. It was repealed in 1766, though primarily due to the complaints of unhappy British merchants. William Pitt, who had strongly opposed the Stamp Act, returned as prime minister, but his poor health kept him from being effective, and King George III was able to push through a number of the most offensive measures, which in the end led to war. In 1767, New York was the target of the Townshend Acts, which ordered the New York assembly to provide supplies for British troops in America and, until it did so, declared the assembly suspended. The act also created duties on new items, including tea and blank writing paper.


In Boston, where customs officers took advantage of the new rules to create what has been called a system of “customs racketeering” at the expense of the colonists, a boycott was organized in October 1767, and in early 1768 Samuel Adams and his fellow Sons of Liberty sent a circular letter to the other colonies asking them to join together to oppose the acts. Boycotts of British goods were organized in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.


In late 1768, two British regiments arrived in Boston to keep the peace, adding to American fears of forcible subjugation. The tension in that city, tight as a violin string, snapped with the Boston Massacre in March 1770, just one month before the Townshend Acts were repealed. With the orderly administration of the trial of the British soldiers, however, the British government was reassured that the rule of law was still respected in America, and matters remained reasonably quiet for the next two years. Nonetheless, “committees of correspondence” were formed in towns throughout the colonies and began to communicate with each other at the colony level, one of the first steps in forming what would later be the revolutionary government. They were ready when thirty-seven-year-old Lord North became the new prime minister and took the fateful step of granting the struggling East India Company a virtual monopoly on tea shipped to America through a government rebate on the customs duty. Colonial leaders in the port cities agreed that ships carrying such tea would not be allowed to land or to pay the duty, and in December 1773 the leaders in Massachusetts, now known as Patriots, threw 342 chests of tea into Boston harbor.


Gouverneur Morris appears to have been detached from the approaching storm, distracted by work and social activities. In January 1774, now twenty-two years old, he wrote to a friend in Pennsylvania complaining of angst about politics, love, and religion. That year he joined the elite Moot Club, becoming one of twenty members of the cream of New York’s legal profession. Without a doubt, the Moot members, who met regularly at the historic King’s Tavern, discussed the state of affairs with England. They would soon be forced to move past discussion and choose sides: in April 1774, the New York Sons of Liberty followed the example of their Boston brothers and held their own tea party in New York harbor. The act alarmed the more conservative residents of the city, and when news came a few weeks later that the British were closing and blockading Boston harbor and that the New York Sons of Liberty were going to call for an embargo on all imports in a show of solidarity, the well-to-do attempted to take control of events. At a public meeting called by the Sons of Liberty to appoint a committee to organize the embargo, the merchants gained agreement to expand the committee’s size and include members from their own rank. The result was a half-radical, half-cautious body called the “Committee of Fifty-One,” and it included many of Morris’s friends.


It is not surprising that Morris and others like him initially urged that the only realistic avenue for the colonists was to reach an agreement with Britain, providing for “[i]nternal taxation to be left with ourselves. The right of regulating trade to be vested in Britain, where alone is found the power of protecting it.” After attending the meeting in late May at which the committee nominations were confirmed by the people, Morris wrote a letter about his doubts about the ability of the two groups—whom he called “the people of property” and “the tradesmen”—to work together successfully. Morris, who had faith in neither group, gave an analysis of the situation remarkably similar to what he would say of the elite instigators of the French Revolution fifteen years later: he saw that the bourgeoisie had used the poorer classes to oppose the British, stirring them up so that they “roared out liberty, and property and religion,” but that the “sheep” had begun to produce their own shepherds:




The mob begins to think and to reason. Poor reptiles! It is for them a vernal morning, they are struggling to cast off their winter’s slough, they bask in the sunshine, and ere noon they will bite, depend on it. The gentry begin to fear this. Their committee will be appointed, they will deceive the people, and again forfeit a share of their confidence. And if these instances of what with one side is policy, with the other perfidy, shall continue to increase, and become more frequent, farewell aristocracy. I see, and I see it with fear and trembling, that if the disputes with Britain continue, we shall be under the worst of all possible dominions. We shall be under the domination of a riotous mob.





These unguarded comments have been used by historians to label Morris as an aristocrat who despised the less fortunate and uneducated, and who was alarmed at the thought that they might take control. Yet the letter shows that Morris was clear-eyed about the vulnerability of the uneducated lower classes to manipulation by the upper classes, and that he believed that the fissure with England opened two possibilities, neither good: “domination of a riotous mob,” which history indicated would lead to anarchy and eventually despotism, as the people would eventually turn to anyone who would restore order; or an oligarchy of the rich. It would take a war in which the upper and lower classes had to cooperate and trust each other to help produce the intellectual evolution of the next decade and to reach the concept that a government could be successfully designed that would protect the vulnerable and limit the power of the rich and well born.


The march toward revolution continued. When the First Continental Congress was convened in Philadelphia in September 1774, New York sent delegates chosen by a combination of the Committee of Fifty-One and other New York committees. In mid-September, Paul Revere galloped from Boston to Philadelphia with a copy of the inflammatory Suffolk Resolves, declaring that George III was the sovereign only by the will of the people, and proposing civil disobedience to royal administration, military preparation, and commercial protest. On September 17, a divided Congress passed the Resolves and established the “Continental Association,” which placed an immediate ban on British tea, with other goods to follow starting in December, and discouraged consumption of British articles already in the colonies. Local enforcement committees would be created, and all individuals were required to take an oath to uphold the association, creating yet another means of political participation for men of lower social status. In New York City, the association was enthusiastically enforced.


Parliament reacted to the sharp drop in trade in early 1775 with the punitive New England Restraining Act (soon extended down the coast), which restricted colonial ships from the North Atlantic fisheries and limited colonial trade to England only. The British administration also sent orders to General Gage to seize American arms stored at Concord, leading to the historic clashes on April 19 at Lexington and Concord between American Minutemen and British troops. News of the battles and of the Restraining Act led the colonists to call the Second Continental Congress in May. In New York, the Committee of Sixty, successor to the Committee of Fifty-One, called for a provincial assembly or congress that would assume responsibility for governing New York and send delegates to the Continental Congress. At a public meeting attended by over eight thousand people, New Yorkers agreed to obey the directions of the committee rather than those of the royal colonial assembly. Oaths were to be sworn by every citizen, a strict measure that put the better-known dissenting residents at the mercy of suspicious crowds.


The very foundations of New York society were cracking underfoot, and the lines of division cut right through the middle of the Morris family. Gouverneur’s brother-in-law Isaac Wilkins was an outspoken opponent of the new order; he would later move to Nova Scotia. His other brothers-in-law were firmly on the Patriot side, for when a vote was taken in Westchester County to appoint the new assembly, the victors included Gouverneur and his brother Lewis. The new body set to work to obtain armaments and shore up defenses while the British were evacuating Manhattan. The evacuation involved the departure of the remaining British garrison to a warship in the harbor. Many Patriots assumed that they were on their way to help subdue Boston and therefore demanded that their supplies be forcibly appropriated. Morris disagreed. War had not yet been declared, and he feared that snatching British arms or abusing British troops could lead to an explosion in a city not yet prepared for war. Morris persuaded the Provincial Congress to issue orders against any interference with the departure of the British, and to a large extent these measures were obeyed.


Yet clashes were inevitable, and in early June 1775, Morris was in a crowd watching the garrison on its way to the harbor when the reins of the lead horse were snatched by a man named Marinus Willett, who was determined to prevent the loss of the supplies. Willett knew who Morris was and was astounded when the young man stepped forward and objected to his actions as a violation of the Provincial Congress’s orders. John Morin Scott, Morris’s Moot colleague, now a zealot in the committee governing the city, was in the crowd. He contradicted Morris, giving the unnerved Willett the chance to lead off the supply carts and leave the troops to board the ships empty-handed. However, Morris persevered and quickly obtained a vote from the Provincial Congress asserting its authority as superior to that of the New York committee, and ordering the restoration of the arms to the crown. The episode demonstrated Morris’s lifelong determination to insist on the rational pursuit of aims by exercise of government authority rather than by the fleeting, if satisfying, power of the mob.


The fact that Morris was now a full participant in a revolutionary government, even though he still hoped for reconciliation, indicates that at some point during the previous year his political views had altered significantly.I Joining the revolt entailed the obvious risk of emotional and material devastation, and in the case of Morris the emotional impact was immediate, for his mother chose the British side, as did two of his sisters and some of his close friends. Yet he did not falter. That a majority of the colonists decided to take their chances against the enormous power of Britain when they might lose everything, including their lives—and that they would be joined by Morris, who, as a young unmarried man had less to lose than many but was still going far beyond anything his father or grandfather, with their crown-appointed positions, ever could have imagined or condoned—is one of the extraordinary ponderables of the American Revolution.
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