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PROLOGUE

The President, the West, and the Rebellion

President Washington was traveling home to Virginia in June of 1794 when he got hurt. He was sixteen months into his second term. He’d hoped to avoid serving it: at sixty-two, he had begun to feel irretrievably old. He kept catching low-grade, lingering fevers. His inflamed gums endured the pressure of tusk and hinged steel. Rifling through papers, he looked for proof of things people claimed he’d said, waving off polite reminders from subordinates who, the president could see, were shaken by pinholes in his memory.

He’d been embodying republican judgment for so long that what might have been oppressive requirements of office—audiences, dinners, dances, teas—seemed to come naturally. In black velvet or purple satin, his huge frame, still magnificently straight, could endow any occasion with serenity and seriousness, with grace. Yet what George Washington really had to do all day was apply his enormous capacity for administrative thoroughness to a pile of awful problems that grew more numerous all the time. They were problems of mere survival. The Royal Navy was seizing U.S. ships. The British Army declined to evacuate forts on U.S. soil. Indian wars brought carnage but no progress. Washington had been harried, throughout his first term, by battles within his own cabinet: Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton undermined each other and, inevitably, Washington’s efforts. Yet both men had been essential to him. Now Jefferson had quit to lead the nation’s first opposition party. Hamilton, still in the cabinet, ever more essential, led the party in power. Of all dangers to the new nation, Washington was sure that party politics would be the deadliest.

So he was relieved to be able to get home at all this spring. The trip would be so brief that Mrs. Washington had remained in Philadelphia, and when traveling without her, Washington liked to push the pace, keeping the journey to five days. Yet the weather was hot, the horses out of shape, and presidential travel a production. The president’s light, long-distance coach went bouncing over ruts, holes, and rocks. Up top sat the driver and a postilion, both in livery. Riding alongside was a secretary; on the other side a friend might ride as bodyguard. Some ways behind, the baggage wagon lumbered; behind the wagon stepped the president’s saddle horse, led by a mounted slave. Overnight stops meant dinners, tours of friends’ properties, ride-alongs, and side trips. And there was frequent communication with the office.

Washington didn’t want rest. What he wanted, the only reason for taking this quick break, was to be working on Mount Vernon, his five farms on eight thousand acres. He’d been trying for most of his life to make Mount Vernon both a self-sufficient manor in the ancient Roman style and a source of wealth through the sale of produce. Such an estate would normally be ancestral home to a dynasty, but while his wife had borne her first husband four children, George Washington had none. On soil made almost barren by tobacco cultivation before he’d inherited it, he experimented with common crops like wheat and corn and with exotics like treebox, grapes, horse chestnuts, clover, and gourds. He’d planted five kinds of fruit trees. He’d spent years fighting the encroachment of waste by sprinkling plaster on soil, sowing oats and peas, searching in manure for what he called the first transmutation toward gold: fertility. He bred cattle, mules, hogs, sheep, and horses. Support came from smithies, charcoal burners, carpentry shops, mills, looms, cobblers, breweries, creameries, and a fishery. Voluminous accounts were kept separately for each farm, and more than three hundred people managed—most enslaved, many indentured, some free. At the foot of Mount Vernon’s lawns, the product of all this hard-won fecundity was loaded from wharves onto boats in the Potomac.

Yet Washington always had great difficulty keeping the place on a paying basis. Each week in Philadelphia he sat at a desk and wrote his farm manager page after page of instructions, caveats, reminders, neatly hand-drawn crop-rotation tables and charts; each week he required an equally detailed report in response. He was sure his managers were incompetent, his workers selling butter on the side, his slaves lazy and poorly managed. Finally he couldn’t stand it any longer. With the end of the congressional session, he pushed the cabinet to close executive business, snatched a few weeks from the nation, and started south to give Mount Vernon the personal attention it desperately needed.

After too many days on the road, almost home now, he decided on a quick side trip. He wanted to inspect the construction zone on tidal marshes known as the Great Columbian Federal City; one day it would bear his name. Touring the site, he could see the congressional building and the president’s house, separated by bleak woods, still scaffolded, under construction. Those two buildings were all that suggested potential for civilization. Washington had been trying to whip up interest in land sales that were supposed to be funding the venture, but buyers were few, and it wasn’t hard to understand why. The mall existed only on paper and included an open sluice for sewage. Most people saw this site as wet, buggy scrub.

What George Washington saw was a city that didn’t struggle upward from necessity and convenience. Purpose-built, it would be a neoclassical commercial and political center, surrounded by manorial farms like his own, organizing agrarian bounty and financial savvy, the north and the south, Hamiltonians and Jeffersonians, in the wisdom and strength of central government. The city would serve as an embarkation point for products of the rich, fresh soil of the interior, barely tapped, yet already owned and controlled in massive tracts by George Washington, his fellow tidewater planters, and northern speculators. The western produce would tumble, one day, out of the mountains, ride down the Potomac, and be dispatched into the Chesapeake Bay and across the Atlantic for the markets of Europe. When that happened, both the Federal City and the president’s huge landholdings in the west would assume enormous value.

There was an obstacle to realizing this dream, something he needed to look at, again, on this side trip. The Potomac, spreading as an estuary alongside the future capital city, then quietly passing Mount Vernon’s lawns, seemed hospitably southern here near the bay. Follow it upstream, though—Washington had done so for the first time more than forty years earlier—and even before leaving civilization you came to white cataracts, sluices, drop-offs, rocky twists and turns; the river narrowed and became unnavigable. Above the fall line it leveled for a shallow stretch, then steepened again, regaining speed and fight. Arriving many days later at the highest springs, a good surveyor would be disappointed to note that in the western mountains the river simply petered out. Moving western produce eastward called for a road to the shore. The Potomac wasn’t it.

The president knew the Potomac, and he knew the west. Near the crest of the Appalachians, where other streams rise, Washington the redhead colonial had panted his way up the most forbidding passes in the country. Among ice chunks in the raging Allegheny he’d swum for his life. He’d hauled chains and tripods; he’d led snooty superiors to places where, of white men, only he and his rough scouts had been before. He’d followed the streams that flowed down the other way and converged at the headwaters of the Ohio River, which cut southwest and poured at last into the Mississippi; he’d floated the Ohio looking for good land. What Washington had been puzzling over since his teens was how to make the tricky, east-flowing Potomac somehow navigable, then connect it—and thus connect Mount Vernon, and now his Federal City—by a high, wide road across the mountains, to the west-flowing Ohio, thence with the Mississippi, at last with the gulf. He was weaving a mental network that might pull divergent watersheds together, gathering up a continent’s opposing forces, tilting the American west toward the eastern shore.

Yet lately he’d grown discouraged. After a lifetime of purchasing western tracts and attempting development, he found his far-off property still squatted on, his rents uncollected. Law in the west was disastrously incompetent. Mills needed constant repair yet never produced enough to make expenditures worthwhile. His land agents were passive. He’d started exploring the possibility of selling off his western lands.

It was a dream that would die hard. After taking a look at his Federal City-in-progress, the president, mounted now, turned not downstream toward home but upstream for a quick inspection of his most exciting east–west project, the canal works at the Potomac’s lower falls. The young man’s imaginings had long since been put busily into practice: he’d been made president of the Potomac Company long before becoming president of the United States. Here at the fall line, engineers were taking a standard approach. They diverted flow into trenches dug beside the river; wood-gated, stone-walled locks would float boats up steps. It was above the falls, in the second phase, where the great vision was projected. Washington and his business partners planned to avoid cutting waterways beside the river. They’d dig out the banks instead, take the fight out of the currents by widening the river, dispense with locks; they’d make a new Potomac, an interstate highway, level and calm, pursuing it into the mountains till defeated by the river’s narrowing. Then phase three: the overland mountain road, which they imagined congested, someday, with wagons portaging goods eastward from the Ohio River.

The president’s horse lurched. It lurched again. From the rocks above the lower falls, he’d been viewing the construction; the horse’s feet were tender, the ground was hard, and suddenly the horse couldn’t stop running and bucking. Washington was giving all he had to staying in the saddle and keeping himself and the horse from hurtling down the rocks into rushing water. When he succeeded at last in pulling the horse to a panting halt, his back was in such excruciating pain that he couldn’t stay mounted.

He got down with difficulty, joined by his anxious party. Virginia gentry saw themselves as horse-tamers out of Homer. Washington was deemed the greatest rider of his age. Now he couldn’t hoist himself into the saddle. With help, he did at last mount up, but the pain was paralyzing and getting worse. At Mount Vernon at last, but unable to stand, he lay around the house. Hands-on management required day-long gallops over miles of country. He was used to dismounting, taking off his coat, joining in the work. In battle, flying lead had torn holes in his clothes while men fell screaming around him, and when dysentery swept through the ranks, it had killed dozens while making him temporarily miserable. An often-told story placed him in the sights of a crack British rifleman, overwhelmed by the nobility of the target, who couldn’t bring himself to shoot. It was amazing but true: never before, in a long and persistently dangerous career, had George Washington been injured. This damage to his back, he was told, would be with him the rest of his life.

Furious, he left Mount Vernon, having done nothing, riding back toward Philadelphia in a coach on what he’d been advised was the smoothest road. The road wasn’t smooth. He sat rigid with pain, day after day, as the carriage bounced and swayed. Rain started falling, then pouring. The entourage slowed in the mud. He caught a bad cold. After seven days of misery he arrived at Philadelphia, planning to go straight to bed, but a party of Chickasaws, he was told, had arrived days earlier and patiently awaited a meeting with the president.

Washington went to dinner. He had world-famous posture; in the presence of Indians there was no question of reclining or even slouching. He sat up straight, smoking the peace pipe and exchanging polite remarks. He badly wanted to make another trip to Mount Vernon, somehow, as soon as possible.

What the president didn’t know, as he forced himself upright for one more diplomatic dinner: attempts at federal law enforcement, over the mountains in his old Ohio River stomping grounds, had run into a kind of trouble the United States hadn’t yet faced. He wouldn’t return to Mount Vernon soon. The old general, with his wrenched and faulty back, would be leading troops again, making his last trip west.

•  •  •

The national crisis that came to be known as the Whiskey Rebellion, a scene of climactic moments in the lives of famous founders like George Washington and Alexander Hamilton, and in those of equally determined and idiosyncratic Americans whose names have been forgotten, began in the fall of 1791, when gangs on the western frontier started attacking collectors of the first federal tax on an American product, hard liquor. The attacks took lurid and, to contemporaries, familiar form. The attackers’ faces were blackened; the victims were tortured and humiliated. Sometimes the gangs dressed as their own worst nightmare. Stripped to deerskin breeches, they streaked their chests and faces with herb-dyed clay and stuck feathers in their hair, imitating a native raiding party. Or they borrowed their wives’ dresses. Black faces framed by white caps, they kicked the awkward skirts while confronting human prey.

Those attacks would develop, over the course of more than two years, into something far more frightening to eastern authorities than freakish rioting: a regional movement, centered at the headwaters of the Ohio in western Pennsylvania, dedicated to resisting federal authority west of the Alleghenies. In the fall of 1794, the rebellion would climax when President Washington raised thirteen thousand federal troops—more than had beaten the British at Yorktown—and led them over the Appalachians, where armed Americans were no longer petitioning for redress, or carrying out grotesque attacks on officers, but leading a secessionist insurgency against the United States of America.

The perpetrators were the toughest and hardest of westerners: farmers, laborers, hunters, and Indian fighters; most were disillusioned war veterans. Expert woodsmen and marksmen, adept not only in musket drill but also in rifle sharpshooting, they were organized in disciplined militias and comfortable with danger. The president’s decision to suppress the rebellion, in which he deployed the first federal force of any significant size—and led it as commander in chief—became a test of the fragile new nation’s viability, the biggest news of the day. Triggered by the tax on domestic whiskey, with which the prodigiously energetic Alexander Hamilton was realizing his visions of high finance and commercial empire, the rebellion brought to a climax an ongoing struggle not over taxation but over the meaning and purpose of the American Revolution itself.

That struggle had financial, political, and spiritual aspects. In the most literal sense it was about paying the revolution’s debt. The whiskey rebels weren’t against taxes. They were against what they called unequal taxation, which redistributed wealth to a few holders of federal bonds and kept small farms and businesses commercially paralyzed. Farmers and artisans, facing daily anxiety over debt foreclosure and tax imprisonment, feared becoming landless laborers, their businesses bought cheaply by the very men in whose mills and factories they would then be forced to toil. They saw resisting the whiskey tax as a last, desperate hope for justice in a decades-long fight over economic inequality. Alexander Hamilton and his allies, meanwhile, whose dreams had long been obstructed by ordinary people’s tactics—crude, violent, sometimes effective—for influencing public finance policy, saw enforcing the whiskey tax as a way of resolving that fight in favor of a moneyed class with the power to spur industrial progress.

Problems facing rural people everywhere were amplified west of the Appalachians, and the whiskey tax, wreaking a special kind of havoc on westerners’ lives, helped shape the national concept of the American west. Some of the whiskey rebels envisioned stranding the seaboard cities, vile pits of unrestrained greed, on the far side of the Appalachian ridge and leaving the coast a vestige. Some imagined a new west, spiritually redeemed, with perfect democratic and economic justice: small farmers, artisans, and laborers would thrive, while bankers, big landowners, and lawyers would be closely regulated, even suppressed. Believing they could wrest their country back from frontier merchants and creditors, their own neighbors, some rebels wanted to banish big businessmen as traitors to the region even while fending off the distant federal government in all its growing might.

The rebellion thus became a primal national drama that pitted President Washington and other eastern founders, along with their well-heeled frontier protégés and allies—all recent revolutionaries themselves—against western laborers with a radical vision of the American future. The rebellion also troubled the inner circle of the president’s administration. Alexander Hamilton and George Washington brought to suppressing the rebellion a long-standing tension and a peculiar closeness, whose background was in the ambiguous wartime politics of the revolution. Edmund Randolph, the new secretary of state, urged the president to avoid the drastic, irreversible step of bringing military force against American citizens; he became the isolated cabinet moderate. Within the insurgency were moderates too, accused by the government of leading insurrection, yet in fact dissenting from their neighbors’ extreme radicalism. Committed to peaceful petitioning, yet unable to control or direct the fury of their neighbors, western moderates faced danger from all sides as the rebellion and its suppression turned into outright conflict. By the time federal forces marched west, the Whiskey Rebellion was bathing all of its actors—founders and terrorists, extremists and moderates—in the stark light, not of an argument between genteel parties in Congress, but of a guerrilla war on the country’s ragged margin, our first war for the American soul. 



CHAPTER ONE

Over the Mountains

Hugh Henry Brackenridge was the most cultivated man in Pittsburgh, the village at the headwaters of the Ohio where he practiced law and worked on the great American novel. He’d trained for the ministry at the most advanced college in the colonies and immersed himself in the Enlightenment; he’d served in Pennsylvania’s assembly, when it called a convention to ratify the United States Constitution, of which Mr. Brackenridge was a dedicated admirer. Though he enjoyed great local prominence—he’d helped found Pittsburgh’s college and newspaper and lived, amid log buildings, in the biggest of the town’s few brick mansions—a kind of relentless realism made him do and say things that disturbed his neighbors. Mr. Brackenridge’s eyes, gazing with reserve while popping like a bird’s, could make him look at once terrified and amused. And he was. The foolishness with which every class of neighbor confronted him every day could drive him, against his democratic will, to despair of human nature. The same realism could make him see his own despair as, in the end, nothing but comic. When in the early 1790s terror began to grip the countryside, comedy and realism began jostling so terribly within him that he feared, in the end, not only for his life but also for his reason.

He’d arrived at this strange attempt at a town in 1781, riding in from the east at the breakpoint age of thirty-three, saddlebags stuffed with law books. About four hundred people lived in Pittsburgh then, mostly in log houses nastily redolent of the dying flour and fur trades; the outlying country had a history of remoteness, almost a complete cutting-off from rolling hills, flat barrens, and seaboard cities back east across the Alleghenies. Ten years after Mr. Brackenridge’s arrival, there were about a thousand residents—plus a quarry, mills, a boatyard, a pottery, and other industries—yet wildness still seemed to press against the town. Log and brick buildings lined earthen streets, often muddy, on the low point of land where the two rivers, pinching a point’s tip, converged to become the Ohio and flow west. Along the south side ran the mud-floored Monongahela, up from Virginia in wide bends, seemingly lazy yet treacherous, recurrently flooding the point where a colonial fort had once inspired the first settlement. Across that river, a forested ridge swept up from the bank to look back on the village from a startling height. The ridge darkened the water with a greenish-brown reflection, a permanent shadow, tracking Monongahela mud ahead of the point into the Ohio. Green in summer, stark in winter, at night the ridge became a looming wall under the stars.

Turning away from the Monongahela, a few minutes’ stroll across the village brought you to the Allegheny, a northern river flowing blue and crisp over granite from New York. Across the Allegheny was no forbidding barrier: hummocks and green hills rolled and flattened toward lakes Ontario and Erie. But all of that was Indian country, by tenuous treaty with the Six Nations of the Iroquois. It was from the south, and from behind that high ridge across the Monongahela, that white people came to town. They farmed the hollows and slopes of steep, wooded areas marked out by the Monongahela; its small tributaries, the Mingo and the Pigeon; a big tributary called the Youghiogheny—which the settlers called the “Yock”—and the Youghiogheny’s own tributaries, the Sewickley, the Turtle, the Jacobs, and the Brush. Those rivers, which pooled through woods and dropped over granite, had made a chaotically ridged and tilting land with deep, narrow valleys. Sweeping down from heights and up from the south and becoming, at Pittsburgh, the flat Ohio, the creeks and rivers were also, by the 1790s, powering ironworks, brickworks, and commercial mills.

There was new business to do, and when people came to Pittsburgh to do it, they arrived on the high ridge and were presented with a bird’s-eye vista. The Ohio, segmented in flashing glints by rows of hazily violet hills, curled northward before making its big southwestern turn. People rode down the steep slope to the waterfront, busy in the 1790s with flatboats and keelboats, to ford or be ferried to the little town on the point.

Despite the remoteness, and because of it, white people had been attracted to the region for a long time. They’d violated royal proclamations preserving this land for Indians. They’d disregarded rules of the provinces of Pennsylvania and Virginia. They’d raided and been raided by Delaware and Shawnee, who were resettled in the area by the Six Nations empire, which also maintained here its own emissaries and governors. Building a town at the Ohio headwaters was never in anyone’s official plans. The Six Nations had thought of the area as a reserve for hunting, fur trading, military adventures with armies of European allies, and resettlement of native peoples conquered and depopulated elsewhere—emphatically not a good place for white people to be digging into and settling down on. As late as the 1750s, the only whites legitimately in the region, which became known as the Forks of the Ohio, were traders, who didn’t build. Traders, considered reprobate by the competing companies and governments—French, British, and provincial—who invested in them, moved through, buying pelts from and selling European goods to Indians. For years Indian market centers boomed while the only structures of whites were storehouses and camps.

When Virginia and Britain began sponsoring settlement companies at the Forks of the Ohio, the young Virginia militia commander George Washington killed a French emissary just south of the Forks and was forced to surrender and apologize. The Seven Years’ War began. That near-global conflict among imperial powers of Europe involved the natives too. The earliest white authority at the Forks wasn’t a province, state, or other civic entity. The far-flung British Army, stationed at a wilderness outpost they called Fort Pitt, commanded the strategic point where the Monongahela and the Allegheny met. When the British started building the fort, the French took it; trying to retake the area, most of a force led by British General Braddock and his young colonial sidekick Washington were slaughtered by French and Shawnee forces. After the British did take back the point in 1758, the officers tolerated and tried in vain to regulate a scrubby set of huts, legally part of no town or province, clinging to Fort Pitt’s walls as a kind of supply-and-support system for imperial soldiers. This poorly defined set of relationships would become Pittsburgh.

Even to British officers and men, the settlers seemed shockingly tough and bold. When the army adopted a policy of selling arms to Indians, a local militia turned fearlessly on the army. Men blackened their faces and dressed like Indians, ambushing drovers who moved arms and supplies on lonely tracks; the “blacks,” as they were known, stole army rum, whiskey, and arms and set supplies on fire. They captured officers, forcing them to resign and imposing local rules to keep witnesses from testifying and juries from convicting. When suspects were scheduled to be taken out of the area for trial—trying suspects outside their neighborhoods was considered, in common law, the most heinous abuse of power—the blacks made dashing rescues. There were calmer times too. Bored troops made sorties to clear out illegal settlements, which kept springing up amid what eastern visitors perceived as the horror and gloom of the forest primeval.

In 1763, the king drew, by royal proclamation, a line at the crest of the Appalachians, reserving lands to its west for Indians, prohibiting new white settlements there, and ending existing ones. Whites stayed anyway. Leading defiant, subsistence lives, they were considered as savage as Indians by soldiers at Fort Pitt and by authorities in the east and in England. Where General Braddock had been defeated, children played around his soldiers’ bloated, half-eaten bodies and bones, thickly piled on the field and growing over with grass. Commanders at the desolate river outpost kept trying to control the squatters, trappers, legal and illegal fur traders, and hangers-on who surrounded their fort, but a town subject to no civic authority was growing; outlying villages on rivers and streams were growing too.

When a treaty authorized a purchase of the Forks area from the Indians, for the province of Pennsylvania, the region theoretically became subject to provincial, not just military, authority. But people went on living as they’d always lived, in part because Pennsylvania and Virginia both claimed the region. New settlers were coming from the south and the east, many known as Scots-Irish, as indeed earlier settlers had also been: these were the notably tough descendants of Protestant Scots peasantry, who had resettled in Ulster and then been forced, by exorbitant rents and English taxes, to migrate to North America. Absentee speculators too started registering claims and buying large acreages. Pennsylvania erected counties; Virginia opened land offices for the same area, undercutting Pennsylvania’s prices, asymmetrically laying its own counties over Pennsylvania’s. The area had recently been barely governed and officially unsettled. Suddenly comparatively crowded, it was now being subjected to the authorities of two governments, which tried to collect taxes and issued competing titles to former squatters and absentee speculators at once. Having two governments was tantamount to having none. Some people did feel loyalty to one province or the other: Virginia and Pennsylvania militias fought skirmishes that verged on outright war. But many people were eager to remain oblivious to the supposed requirements of either province. The very idea of authority seemed, to some settlers at the Forks, merely annoying. The British soldiers meanwhile marched away. Fort Pitt, though used in the border war, deteriorated.

When the revolution came, it meant long service far from home for people at the Forks, as well as the devastation of their settlements by British-allied Indians and militias from Canada: Towns were burned, prisoners taken, people killed; often whole neighborhoods abandoned homes and sheltered in stockades. The idea of independence had long had special meaning to Forks settlers. As early as 1771, formal associations of squatters were escorting Pennsylvania’s provincial deputies out of the area with orders never to come west again. In 1776, with the breakdown of all royal and provincial authority, a regional independence movement began to flourish not only among people at the Forks but also among settlers all along the frontier. Watauga, a settlement high in the western mountains claimed by North Carolina, heard rumors of conflicts between the colonies and Great Britain, declared independence, and asked to be legitimized as part of North Carolina, which already had title to the area and didn’t want people living there. Denied representation in North Carolina, the Wataugans named the three western counties of North Carolina the independent state of Franklin, which drew up a constitution and applied to the Congress as a separate state, to no avail. Franklin would soon look to the Spanish across the Ohio for help. Vermont—which also named itself, declared its independence, and drew up a constitution—petitioned Congress for statehood; rejected, it considered an alliance with Great Britain. And at the Forks of the Ohio, still fought over by Pennsylvania and Virginia, some people started calling the place Westsylvania.

By the time Mr. Brackenridge arrived in Pittsburgh in 1781, the Westsylvanians had a constitution too; they planned to secede from Pennsylvania. They were organizing marksmen. If Congress rejected them, there was talk of going to Britain or Spain.

•  •  •

Mr. Brackenridge’s first project was to put a stop to new-state and secessionist talk. He was that rare thing, both a western sympathizer and a nationalist. When he arrived in Pittsburgh, he hoped for a national government, but he was no stranger to the high regard for regional independence held by westward migrants. In the 1750s, when he was five, the Brackenridges fled rural poverty in Scotland and arrived on the busy Philadelphia docks. They started walking west, through settled farmlands and rolling hills. The dirt road became a track through dark, high thickets. Arriving at the small plot they’d bought, in a Scots settlement in the barrens of York County, then on the western edge of the province’s white settlement, they began to cut the huge hardwoods and vines and break into tough, poor soil.

The growing boy never liked hard labor. He’d plow all day, then read by the firelight. Once a cow made him distraught by chewing up his copy of Horace.

Yet he wasn’t considered unduly effete. Scots immigrants in the York barrens respected Greek, Latin, and learning. He got his classical education by studying with a local scholar. His mother delightedly envisioned him a Presbyterian minister of the gospel, and at the College of New Jersey at Princeton, he did train for the ministry, but like so many Princetonians of his day, he also came under the influence of Dr. Witherspoon, the college president, who was introducing his charges to modern French and Scottish philosophers. Visions of an enlightened classical republic fired members of the self-styled Whig Literary Club, ambitious youngsters like Brackenridge and James Madison, who wrote and declaimed broad, self-congratulatory satires in a manner that, they thought, combined the best of Cervantes, Swift, and Lucian.

In 1779, with war far from over, the British abandoned Philadelphia, and Mr. Brackenridge went there to live. His plan was to start a newspaper for the United States. Though he’d been ordained a minister, he’d long since taken up the rationalism of the philosophers and wits, and when revolution came, he had written a verse drama to celebrate the Battle of Bunker Hill, then gained a post in the army of General Washington himself. The post was as chaplain. Mr. Brackenridge’s preaching consisted solely of independence agitprop. He wanted his Philadelphia paper to extend that spirit. The defining cultural organ for an emerging nation, it would blast Tories and glorify both independence and rationalism, in the process founding a distinctively American literature and earning Mr. Brackenridge honor and a good living as that literature’s chief author.

But wartime Philadelphia was already crowded with intellect and politics. Three years earlier, independence had been declared there; now the Congress was coming back, and some of those men were giants. In Philadelphia, Hugh Henry Brackenridge was hardly the most cultivated man, or even the most ambitious.

He may have been the most realistic. After only a year, his paper a failure, he assessed his position and came to the conclusion that he had no chance of becoming anything in Philadelphia. He was disappointed in the quality of the American mind, which had failed to respond to his paper; he needed to make his name elsewhere, he decided, and then come back. The western frontier had moved since his hard childhood in the barrens. Across the Allegheny watershed, he reasoned, he might distinguish himself.

He turned out to be right about that. Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s ideas about western development, like his ideas about most things, struck people in his new home in Pittsburgh as odd. He was like them mainly in not being able to stand Indians. Romantics back in Philadelphia, full of ideas cribbed from Rousseau, went on and on about natives’ natural nobility, but Mr. Brackenridge enjoyed telling of a philosophical botanist, visiting from France, who made impassioned pro-savage speeches and ended up scalped. Mr. Brackenridge had interviewed survivors of an ingenious, slow-burning murder practiced by the Shawnee, whose naked victims, bound to the stake, begged to be shot; as a boy in York he’d lived with the night terrors of the French and Indian War, when babies’ limbs were sliced off while their mothers were forced to watch, the babies’ brains dashed out, the mothers then scalped and killed. Most absurd to him was the idea that natives’ prior occupation of the land gave them a current right to it. Why couldn’t the buffalo make the same claim against the Indians, since they were here before the Indians, and whatever was here before the buffalo against the buffalo, and so forth? Indians didn’t improve land, and right to land, for Mr. Brackenridge, came from improvement. He wasn’t in favor of slaughtering Indians. He wanted Indians permanently subdued, then absorbed, to whatever extent possible, in the new American culture.

His neighbors agreed with him about Indians’ savagery. So his taking the case of an Indian accused of murdering a white man seemed nothing but perfect contrariness. Mr. Brackenridge’s usual description of Indians as murderous drunks couldn’t have been better embodied than by his client, Mamachtaga, charged with killing a white man while drunk, a charge that the defendant couldn’t and didn’t deny. Mr. Brackenridge’s view was that if the savages were ever to be converted to civilized ways, their legal rights had to be protected. There were mitigating circumstances in Mamachtaga’s case, and the lawyer was fascinated, during trial, by Mamachtaga’s declining to take refuge in them.

The lawyer lost the case. His client, refusing an easy chance to escape, was hanged. Aside from the beaver furs in which he was paid, Mr. Brackenridge gained only the bewilderment of the people at the Forks of the Ohio. Yet he continued to puzzle over Mamachtaga. The name translated as “trees blown around by a storm.” The Indian was at once too depraved and too honest, Mr. Brackenridge concluded, to live in either white or savage society. He’d been shunned even by his own tribe.

While shocking both rich and poor by defending an Indian, Mr. Brackenridge was selectively annoying the rich with another specialty: defending squatters. Tiny illegal farms—a log shack or two, some skinny livestock, and stumpy fields—might be surrounded by miles of timber, standing and fallen on slopes barely penetrable for vines and laurel thicket. Squatters’ farms were hard to find, yet when land agents sent word to eastern speculators that their property was being used at will, the landlords sent sheriffs into the woods, and sometimes squatters were rounded up and evicted. Mr. Brackenridge’s view was that eastern speculators were just like Indians—indolent, unimproving. Most owners hadn’t set eyes on their lands. They rented lots cheaply to tenants, who did the hard work of clearing. Owners hoped, once lands were cleared and Indian problems straightened out, to raise rents sharply or sell at huge profits to later speculators. Mr. Brackenridge insisted that it was good policy to encourage not idle people from far away but hard workers who lived at the Forks. He lost a lot of squatters’ cases too.

The maddening irony was that these small-scale farmers he kept touting as the future of the west thought of him as an Indian lover, and he might have done better with the farmers if he hadn’t also sometimes taken the cases of rich landlords, who needed his legal services too, but regarded him as a crank. Mr. Brackenridge kept professing belief in republican democracy, in what his college friend James Madison famously called the genius of the people. Genius, meaning creative spirit, was something the whole people might indeed possess. Yet individual people, rich and poor alike, kept forcing on Mr. Brackenridge the impression that they’d never be repositories of wisdom. He always found it at once awful and hilarious that for all his education and prominence, which nobody ever denied, nobody ever got the point of what he was doing or saying.

•  •  •

One night in early September of 1791, Robert Johnson, recently appointed collector of the federal revenue for Washington and Allegheny counties in far western Pennsylvania, was riding through a lonely part of the forest near a tributary of the Monongahela called Pigeon Creek, when he found his way blocked by men who forced him to dismount. The gang numbered fifteen to twenty, armed with muskets, rifles, and clubs. They were blackfaced. Many wore women’s dresses.

Johnson was amiable but dim. A sharper person might not have been surprised to be confronted, in an isolated part of the forest, by these all-round hunters, militiamen, woodsmen, and laborers, flamboyantly disguised and as hard as men can be. The tax that Johnson had been hired to collect was on distilled liquor, the first tax ever levied by the United States on a domestic product. Only two weeks earlier, a meeting in the nearby town of Washington had adopted a resolution spelling out what ought to be done with people like Johnson, and the resolution had been published in the Pittsburgh Gazette. The tax, the Washington committee complained, advancing a radical social idea, didn’t operate in proportion to property. So as far as the committee was concerned, federal tax officers were to be considered not just silly lowlifes (tax collectors were assumed to be that) but also public enemies. All decent people should refuse these officers aid and cooperation and treat them with contempt.

Tonight the gang in dresses set about treating Robert Johnson with contempt. Their procedure, for all the whiskey drinking and hilarity that usually attended such an adventure, was far from improvised. When the object was ritual humiliation, not torture, a gentler version was favored, in which a victim was left clothed, but that wasn’t the idea tonight. Soon Robert Johnson was naked. With sharp blades the men cut his hair to bare his skull. On flesh, hot tar not only inflicts pain but also can sear. Pores close, and skin, orifices, and genitals can suffer permanent injury.

Johnson may have been stupid, but despite abject terror, flickering firelight, and crazy disguise, he was noting the identities of some of his attackers. Collectors weren’t emissaries from the east but local hires; the job paid a percentage of what collectors took from their neighbors. He saw that one of his attackers was Daniel Hamilton, a memorably tough member of the large, generally well-regarded Hamilton family. Loose-knit, both closely and distantly interconnected, with generations that overlapped in age, and roots in Pennsylvania’s Scots settlement back in York, the Hamiltons now lived around Mingo Creek, not far from the town of Washington. The most prominent among them was probably John Hamilton, commander of a regiment of state militia and soon to be the county’s high sheriff. John Hamilton enjoyed the kind of success, as a self-made, well-to-do farmer and businessman, that many people in the area were finding it harder and harder to achieve. He was here too, Johnson noted.

Daniel Hamilton hadn’t done so well. At forty, he was charismatic and risk-seeking, with combat experience in the revolution and a strong sense of his own power to intimidate. His life had been going wrong. People like Daniel, when asked where they lived or how to get somewhere, tended to orient and identify themselves by creeks and rivers. The Mingo Creek area was a four-county hub: The rivers divided the area in discrete sections; along the rivers were strung boatworks, mills, tanneries, iron furnaces, and artisan shops. Eastern visitors, overawed by mountain outcroppings and virgin timber, could mistake this area for howling wilderness and miss the fact that it was also a complex of neighborhoods and industries. Daniel Hamilton and the other gang members were farmers and hunters, mainly for subsistence and seasonally for barter, sometimes for cash: they grew corn, wheat, barley, rye, ginseng, hemp, flax, and vegetables. Famous sharpshooters, they used muskets and rifles to kill rabbits, bears, deer, squirrels, and birds. But they had industrial skills too: tanning hides, working iron, sawing wood, milling grain, and making bricks, saddles, hats, nails, and boats. Many had the talent, ambition, and skill to make money, by moving and distributing their food and wares, selling them to the army and to buyers across the mountains to the east. If their federal government could get them access to the Spanish-controlled Mississippi, there were huge, untapped markets in the other direction too.

Yet many of these river industries were no longer owned and operated by the settlers themselves. Men labored more and more often in the mills and yards of rich entrepreneurs and merchants. An ironworks could employ dozens of men while its owner bought up thousands of foreclosed acres recently owned by his laborers. The rivers had become roads for moving products into the Ohio to supply Indian-country forts downriver. Hired men loaded keelboats with milled grain, fodder, ammunition, tar, and horseshoes and steered the boats through tricky Ohio currents, then applied unrelenting muscle to poling and hauling the boats back up to town. Even many who engaged in farmwork no longer owned their own land; they’d become tenants of large landowners and hired hands of commercial farmers.

Daniel Hamilton had once owned 240 acres. Soon he’d own only 100, and in a few years all of his land would be gone. That these losses were being sustained by a disappointed war veteran made Daniel no different from many others at this tar and feathering; older settlers had even served under harsh British officers in the Seven Years’ War. The War of Independence had meant hard marches to faraway places, leaving families unprotected from hideous torture and slaughter by British-allied Indians. When the war ended at last, these men had mustered out of the army virtually unpaid.

Daniel was typical; still he stood out. To moments like this tar and feathering he brought a degree of enthusiasm that people remembered. There was a chilling edge of delight in his rendition of the Indian war whoop. He had no compunction about putting his hands on weaker men and seeing them shake, and he could rattle off terrifying descriptions of what his victims would soon be suffering. Made incandescent by loss and betrayal, Daniel Hamilton was focusing his enthusiasm for violence on a belief, shared with his fellows, that wrongdoing could be overawed by terrifying displays of physical punishment.

As Daniel and the gang applied hot, noxiously fuming tar to the shaved pate and nude body of Robert Johnson, the sludge’s oiliness was absorbed by Johnson’s skin, and a scalding crust grabbed hair, holes, and pores and clung everywhere. When Johnson was sufficiently sticky the gang applied poultry feathers, which, when shaken over a freshly tarred victim, or when he was made to lie down and roll in them, bonded with the slowly hardening blackness and could be removed only with time and effort. The triumphant gang took Johnson’s horse and fled. Anguished by the scorn due all public enemies, the taxman was left alone in the dark forest.

•  •  •

The next day, Mr. Brackenridge attended a meeting in Pittsburgh. It was September 7, 1791, the second day of a three-day conference at the Sign of the Green Tree, a tavern on the Monongahela waterfront. The conference had been called to discuss local feeling against the federal whiskey tax and other policies of the new federal government. Angry talk by men like Daniel Hamilton and his cohort, at militia musters, taverns, and impromptu meetings, had inspired a self-appointed committee of prominent men to meet during the summer at a town called Brownsville, down the Monongahela. The Brownsville meeting had proposed that each township in the four western counties—Fayette, Westmoreland, Allegheny, and Washington—formally elect delegates for county conventions, which in turn would send county representatives to this meeting at the Sign of the Green Tree.

The meeting’s agenda wasn’t to attack anyone. These men were leaders at the Forks; many had experience in and hopes for elective office in the state and federal governments. Now they had a message from their constituents: the previous night’s treatment of Robert Johnson. He’d been left clothed tightly in nothing but pitch and feathers. He had no transportation. Praying for a quick death was the only alternative to an immediate, unforgiving need: start walking your naked, disfigured body along the track. Your goal would be to present your awful condition to someone. You’d have to be seen in this sorriest of states, and that’s what would make the operation a success. Johnson did somehow make it home. A scouring mixture of grease, soap, and sand finally removed tar and feathers. He would soon swear out a complaint, in which he would bring the names of Daniel Hamilton and others he’d recognized to the attention of the federal government.

What most of the prominent men at the Sign of the Green Tree wanted to do was send a petition, explaining the negative local effects of the whiskey tax, to the Pennsylvania assembly at the statehouse in Philadelphia and to the U.S. House of Representatives, also in Philadelphia. Not all of these men were so moderate, however. One was John Hamilton, the prominent and well-off Hamilton, colonel of a regiment of Mingo Creek militia and a tar-and-featherer of Johnson the night before. Many attendees didn’t know one another; no love was lost among some who did. David Bradford, a rich man from the town of Washington, had successfully invaded Mr. Brackenridge’s law practice, partly by suggesting, to Mr. Brackenridge’s indignation, that the Pittsburgher had no natural sympathy with common people. Bradford had the fanciest house in the town of Washington, but he’d attended the radical Washington County meeting, and for all his wealth he’d long been engaging in populist actions. At the other extreme was an even bitterer professional enemy of Mr. Brackenridge, the lawyer John Woods, a member of the little Pittsburgh elite that scorned Mr. Brackenridge for defending squatters and was sewing up army trade and monopolizing land and business throughout the area. Woods’s friends favored federal policies, including taxes; Woods was clearly here as a spy.

Mr. Brackenridge had been asked to bring an opening address. He’d also brought some resolutions for debate. He planned to make the speech, introduce the resolutions, then stay aloof. As he rose to speak to the Green Tree meeting, he made his first move in what would become, as events outran his ability to repair them, a persistent, ultimately impossible task: imposing reason on the unreason that seemed to proliferate on every side.

•  •  •

Though he could not now imagine the madness toward which the next three years would drive him, Mr. Brackenridge had been given a glimpse of things to come when, on his first journey to his new home over the mountains, he’d stopped for the night with an old man who lived above an Allegheny valley known as the Glades. The man was white-haired and disheveled. He lived in a small house on a farm that he and his grown sons had cleared more than a decade earlier, when no other white people had settled in these mountains.

This was Herman Husband, also known as the Philosopher of the Allegheny, as the Quaker, as Hutrim Hutrim, and as Tuscape Death. Looking at him, Mr. Brackenridge might not have guessed that Husband had been raised the pampered scion of colonial tidewater gentility, had made a fortune in business, and was an autodidact of profound if spotty learning. The lawyer did know that Husband had come into these mountains as a fugitive wanted by the royal governor of North Carolina for violent agitation on behalf of farmers against provincial authorities. Husband had also been elected to the revolutionary Pennsylvania assembly. Mr. Brackenridge’s main impression was of a loony old man.

The impression was confirmed when Husband, pleased to have educated company, showed Mr. Brackenridge some maps of the area that Husband had drawn up himself. Apparently he’d spent many hours—years, really—bushwhacking the almost impassable ridges and the deepest valleys, and he’d come to believe that the Alleghenies were one of the walls of the New Jerusalem of biblical prophecy. Husband was a draftsman. As he showed his guest the maps, beautifully detailed and plotted to scale, with neat notes, symbols, and keys, he pointed out connections between the geological features of the mountains and passages in the books of Daniel and Ezekiel.

Listening, Mr. Brackenridge achieved the command of himself that he often tried for but could so rarely sustain. He gave a perfect imitation of a man struck with fascination by the brilliance of what he was hearing. His certainty, now, that he was in the presence of a madman he concealed by asking pertinent questions that showed depths of understanding. Husband was moved. Nobody other than Mrs. Husband, he told Mr. Brackenridge, had understood what he was saying about these things. While nodding sympathetically at the insensitivity of the world, Mr. Brackenridge made a mental note that Husband’s church, like many others, was made up of two classes of people, the lying—Mr. Brackenridge himself—and the stupid, which Husband had just proven his wife to be. Then he went on drawing Husband out.

That night, when he was thirty-three, Hugh Henry Brackenridge hadn’t yet seen the town that would become the home he’d love and deride. He couldn’t imagine that one day he’d be a wanted man, named with this Herman Husband, stalked by soldiers as ringleader of a rebellion against a United States of America that, as they talked in the firelight of the visions of Daniel, did not yet exist, and for whose founding Mr. Brackenridge only hoped. If he could have imagined what lay ahead, his eyes might have relayed their characteristic blend of terror and humor. He might have laughed outright, and he might have turned back for a life of obscurity in Philadelphia.



CHAPTER TWO

The Curse of Pulp

The law that both the blackfaced gang in dresses and the politicians at the Sign of the Green Tree wanted repealed, or at least adjusted, was entitled “An Act Repealing, after the Last Day of June Next, the Duties Heretofore Laid upon Distilled Spirits Imported from Abroad, and Laying Others in their Stead, and Also upon Spirits Distilled within the United States and for Appropriating the Same.” Passed by the first Congress of the United States in March of 1791, part of that cumbersomely named act—“and Also upon Spirits Distilled within the United States”—heralded something new, the first federal tax on an American product.

Excises, as such duties—laid not on imports but on domestic products—were commonly called, had long caused lamentation where rights and liberties sacred to Englishmen were worshiped. Because excises had traditionally been attended by summary arrests and denial of jury trials, aristocratic literature condemned all excises as nasty attempts by crown and ministry to shift the economy from its only legitimate basis, land, associated by landowners with aboriginal English freedoms, to grubby ones like manufacture and slimy ones like finance, associated by landowners with decadence and tyranny. It was an irony of English politics that this rhetorical abomination of excise had long enabled alliances between landowners and merchants, groups whose real interests were often at odds. Colonial Americans had forged just such an alliance, drawing on familiar antiexcise themes and condemning the Stamp Act as an arbitrary internal tax. With independence won, a U.S. Congress’s imposing hated excise would seem, to some, the ultimate in ideological betrayal.

Others saw things differently. American merchants and financiers might employ the poetry of English rights when resisting England, but they preferred a critique of power and law when it came to making policies for their own nation. A tax might represent good or bad policy, or benefit one interest or another, but how can a fundamental evil arise from a tax’s operating internally, not externally? It was easy to see a federal excise on whiskey as an innocuous luxury tax, easily passed on by distillers to drinkers, surely nothing to tar and feather anyone over.

What people in the western backcountry recognized, and most Congressmen lacked the expertise to understand, were mechanisms embedded in the tax for keeping wealth in the hands of a few while denying western laborers and small farmers their last, slim chances for economic opportunity. The Daniel Hamilton gang that attacked Robert Johnson was less concerned that the whiskey tax could be classified an excise, so offensive to genteel libertarians, than that it worked on laboring people at the Forks of the Ohio in a particular way. Those whom the tax disabled, as well as its author Alexander Hamilton, knew that in getting the act passed, Hamilton was dropping a very smart bomb on a target he’d been softening for years. The secretary of the treasury was celebrating a victory, which some at the Forks had every intention of cutting short, in a long struggle over nothing less than the power of money in the lives of the American people.

•  •  •

Alexander Hamilton had first taken up that struggle at twenty-seven, when, having completed active service in the Continental Army, he came to the confederation Congress late in 1782 as a delegate appointed by the New York legislature. Though dauntlessly self-creating and experimental, Hamilton liked ledgers, balances, and order. Born on a Caribbean island, abandoned by his drunken Scottish father, soon bereaved of his beautiful, French-speaking mother, he’d started clerking in an office on the St. Croix docks before he was fifteen. When his boss went to New York, Hamilton, barely seventeen, took command of the office and bore down on those who owed the company money. Wishing for war, the youth was also writing poetry and reading widely, a romantic who longed to distinguish himself in combat and love. He was charismatic and obviously brilliant and people took him up. He was helped to emigrate to New York and matriculate at Columbia, where he made up for his lack of education by digesting classical and modern authors, pacing beside the Hudson to memorize Latin and Greek and compose his essays. The war he’d longed for came on cue. Still in his teens, he published impassioned attacks on British oppression and rationales for American independence. He so distinguished himself as an artillery captain on Harlem Heights, where he took charge of building an earthworks, and then in battles in New Jersey, that he was invited to join General Washington’s staff, of which he quickly became de facto chief.

For all his obduracy in business, war, and politics, verbal fluidity gave Hamilton startling charm, almost a kind of femininity. He was small and stylish, proud of the notable length of his nose and the penetration of his intellect; he had violet eyes and striking physical grace. Long renowned as a dashing ladies’ man, he married into the patrician Schuyler family of New York. As war neared its end, he led a light-infantry battalion that acquitted itself with distinction at the climactic battle of Yorktown. He went to Congress a self-taught student of finance who knew more about the subject than almost anyone else in government. He brought from the military a love of hierarchy and combat.

As a delegate, Hamilton discovered a new kind of combat that engaged his highest yearnings. It devolved on a repository of hopes and anxieties known as the war debt. Some of the debt was owed to foreign countries, but the debt to American investors, which lay at the heart of the drama, and to which Hamilton would one day dedicate the whiskey tax, took the form of a welter of notes, interest-bearing and otherwise, issued on chaotically overlapping bases by the Congress and various state legislatures to raise cash for the war. The most exciting notes—beautifully engraved federal certificates paying 6 percent interest—were held by a small group of moneymen, the sort who had embraced young Hamilton in New York’s first families.

Those creditors kept reminding Congress that their investment in the war had been patriotic and should be rewarded as such. But their patriotism had a special relationship to their investing, which gave Hamilton a real-life crucible in which to test his book knowledge of the purposes and mechanics of taxation. Back in ’76, when Washington’s army was being butchered in Brooklyn, and the Congress had first floated bonds to raise cash for supplying wet, hungry men, those same financiers had yawned. Congress had been offering a paltry 4 percent interest. Congress dangled 6 percent. Still nothing. Then Congress offered to pay the 6 percent in a far more attractive medium than the paper currency it was issuing. Paper wasn’t money; though often issued by various colonies, because cash was often scarce, it had value only in a generally depreciating relation to silver and gold coin from England, Spain, and Mexico. There were two tricks to keeping paper currency’s value somewhat stable against metal, which the confederation Congress, when it began issuing paper, couldn’t perform. One was to strictly limit the number of bills in circulation. The other was to retire them, scheduling taxes payable in the paper itself, taking back the bills and burning them. Some provincial paper currencies had maintained strong value against coin.

The Congress, however, couldn’t tax to withdraw its bills: a meeting of delegates representing sovereign states, it had no power to tax anyone. Every state was therefore supposed to levy taxes to retire a proportionate amount of Continental paper. But the colonies had been suffering a thirty-year economic slide, which war was now making full-on depression. People in the countryside were desperate. States couldn’t collect taxes and were already failing to make agreed-upon requisitions of funds to Congress; they also issued their own paper currencies and offered their own interest-paying war bonds. So Congress printed more and more of its poorly supported paper—war expenses were out of hand—violating the cardinal rule of strictly limiting supply. As early as ’76, everybody knew Continental paper would depreciate deeply, and by 1780 the Congress had to stop printing it. The bills soon traded at a rate of $125 in paper to $1 in coin. After passing out of circulation, they sold to long-shot gamblers at five hundred to one.

So potential investors in Congress’s war bonds would hardly want to be paid interest in paper. To attract the biggest investors, Robert Morris, the leading merchant in Congress, began to play a role from which Alexander Hamilton, a Morris protégé even before arriving in Congress, took much. Congress announced it would pay investors the 6 percent interest not in Continental paper but in bills of exchange—certificates issued by merchant firms and European governments and banking houses, backed by firms’ coin reserves, payable in cash on set dates. Bills of exchange traded at the real price of metal. Still, creditors wondered how Congress could reliably fund such bills.

Robert Morris showed them how. He was fat; his financial presence was fatter. He owned ships and warehouses and ran his own network of trading partners, connecting Philadelphia to New Orleans, Europe, and the West Indies; soon he’d be investing in the China trade. He hadn’t favored American independence, but given a fait accompli, Morris would find opportunities. Exploiting the potential of a war economy, he hoped to unleash high finance, turn America into a commercial empire, and make the merchant class fabulously rich. On behalf of the Congress, Morris helped make a deal with France for a large cash loan dedicated to paying bondholders their interest in bills of exchange, as good as gold.
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