
[image: Images]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Images]



For Adelaide, Xavier, and Frankie


Love is the whole history of a woman’s life; it is an episode in a man’s.

—GERMAINE DE STAËL,

The Influence of the Passions (1796)
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Prologue


Best of Wives, Best of Women

Eliza blushed. It was a beautiful letter.

Beyond the window of the front parlor of the Schuyler family home in Albany, the autumn leaves were crimson and gold, and now and then she could catch a glimpse of some small boat or another tacking back and forth, slowly beating its way against the river current. The lawns of the house ran down to the river, and in those days, the Hudson was a frontier highway.

It would be dark soon in the afternoons. Winter was coming. Never before had Eliza looked forward so eagerly to winter and its bitter chills. This year, December would bring Alexander.

Eliza and her mother were already busily planning the wedding. When the snows did come at last, Eliza knew already: they would exchange their vows in front of this window.

She touched the letter tenderly. Would it be too vain of her to read it again? At the Dutch church on Sunday mornings, where Eliza sat in the family pew with her parents, the minister warned against the sin of vanity. But no young woman in love could resist another look at such a letter:

I have told you and I told you truly that I love you too much. You engross my thoughts too intirely to allow me to think any thing else. You not only employ my mind all day, but you intrude on my sleep. I meet you in every dream—and when I wake I cannot close my eyes again for ruminating on your sweetness. ’Tis a pretty story indeed that I am to be thus monopolized, by a little nut-brown maid like you and from a statesman and soldier metamorphosed into a puny lover. I believe in my soul you are an inchantress; but I have tried in vain, if not to break, at least, to weaken the charm—you maintain your empire in spite of all my efforts—and after every new one I make to draw myself from my allegiance my partial heart still returns and clings to you with increased attachment. . . . I will not be delayed beyond November.
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A nut-brown maid. It made Eliza smile to remember.

It was a reference to a popular folk song of that same title—“The Nut-Brown Maid”—revived in music books in the 1760s and 1770s. All last winter and into the spring at the camp in Morristown, she and Alexander had sung that old duet in Aunt Gertrude’s front parlor. Eliza had plucked out the notes of the ballad on the pianoforte. Alexander had brushed close to her as he turned the well-worn pages, using any excuse to be romantic.

Alexander, his voice rich and deep with feeling, had sung the part of the lowly knight, in love with a baron’s daughter. “Alone, a banished man” was the knight’s mournful refrain at the end of every stanza. When Alexander sang the words, there was weight and feeling. Eliza knew that Alexander felt alone in America and an outsider.

Her family’s embrace would change that. And so she had sung the part of the loyal nut-brown maid, whose refrain was “I love but you alone,” looking into his eyes so he would know how much she meant it.

Weren’t his long, poetic love letters another way of Alexander singing that same part in their ballad? The words were different but not the meaning. Over and over, Alexander, the outcast knight, wanted her reassurance. “I love but you alone” were the words he wanted.

Eliza always tried her best, but words were not her strength. Separated by war and not yet married, she and Alexander hadn’t seen each other in months. Eliza fiddled with the pen in front of her now. Busy voices and an industrious clatter drifted in from other quarters of the house. She should be helping her mother and her sister make the last of the preserves and put up the winter canning. Early October was a busy season for an agricultural plantation on the edge of the New York wilderness.

Alexander had complained, however sweetly, at the end of the letter before her, reminding her, “I ought at least to hear from you by every post and your last letter is as old as the middle of September,” and she couldn’t deny that she had put off writing. Each time she composed in her mind the first sentence, self-doubt gnawed at her, and she blushed again, thinking of how poorly she spelled and how awkward her expression was. She showed her love better in the little gifts of affection that she carefully embroidered and in tender gestures.

If there was any distance between them in this love affair, it was this. They were different people. Her heart was full now. But she could not seem to get beyond the first words of her letters. My dear Alexander . . .
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In the years that followed, when children’s music lessons filled their home, when her spirited sister Peggy plucked Alexander away from his books and his writing and got him singing, they returned to that old ballad. It remained, too, in the spirit of their letters.

The nut-brown maid. It was their script, the love song at the heart of this complicated thing that was marriage. Sometimes, Eliza’s knight errant would laugh as he sang the words. Sometimes, in the years to come, he would have reason to be penitent.

The words of the song endured. When Alexander’s foes surrounded them and secrets pressed upon her, did Eliza sing softly to herself these words from the ballad: “If that ye were with enemies day and night, I would withstand, with bow in hand, to grieve them as I might, and you to save; as women have from death men many one: for, in my mind, of all mankind I love but you alone”?

The grateful knight’s reply was, Eliza knew, “Mine own dear love, I see the proof that ye be kind and true; of maid, of wife, in all my life, the best that ever I knew.”

Alexander in his letters made just a small revision to those words: “best of wives, best of women.”



CHAPTER 1

Home on the Hudson, 1751–65

Eliza Schuyler was born on August 9, 1757, into a world unraveling.

What history now remembers as the French and Indian War swept all the settlers of New York’s Hudson River Valley up into it. Eliza and her family knew it only as hardship and chaos.

When Eliza was one day old, the French torched Sir William Johnson’s British encampment at Fort William Henry, north of the Schuyler family land patent in Saratoga, and France’s Huron allies scalped and murdered the unarmed retreating column and their families in a massacre that shook the Hudson Valley.

When Eliza was three months old, in November, French, Canadian, and Indian marauders attacked the outpost at German Flatts along the Mohawk River. Hatchets and arrows dispatched a dozen settlers. Those who could fled for the forests and did not stop running until the flames and the smoke of the burning settlement were far behind them. Those unlucky enough to be captured—more than half the village population—were frog-marched into the wilderness as slaves and war bounty. When wounded refugees made their way days later to Albany, telling terrible stories, the Schuylers turned a family barn into a makeshift hospital. Eliza’s mother, Kitty, and her paternal aunt, Gertrude, worked late into the night as volunteer nurses.

When Eliza was six months old, her father Philip’s childless uncle passed away, leaving Philip heir to a vast forest empire. Included in the legacy were two thousand hotly contested acres of Schuyler family lands in Saratoga, on the site of traditional Mohawk hunting grounds, where Eliza would pass much of her childhood.
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A generation later, Eliza’s distant cousin James Fenimore Cooper would romanticize the story of this moment in history in his best-selling novel The Last of the Mohicans. For Eliza and her family in the late 1750s and 1760s, confrontations between the natives, their European neighbors to the north, and the valley’s settlers were the subjects of stories repeated anxiously from neighbor to neighbor at farmyard gates and in front of roaring winter fires, and there was nothing romantic about them.

The cultures had lived, sometimes more and sometimes less easily, cheek by jowl with each other for generations, but the fuse had already been lit that would lead to destruction and enmity. The explosive circumstances that followed would give shape to the largest contours of Eliza’s frontier girlhood.

One of the great explosions came the summer that Eliza turned one. The British army and the settlers, guided by the charismatic Brigadier General Lord Howe, waged a pitched battle against the French and the Indians at a small outpost farther up the Hudson River at a strategic fort later known as Ticonderoga. Eliza’s father, Philip Schuyler, a proud and stern military man, stood at the ready, one among the more than fifteen thousand valley soldiers preparing to fight to breach the enemy’s defenses. When a French sniper picked off Lord Howe before the campaign started, things quickly went sideways for the settlers, and, even in the countryside in the 1750s, bad news traveled quickly.

When Eliza’s mother, Kitty Schuyler, saw a young post rider hurtling toward her on horseback with a message, her heart sank, and a hand rested for a long moment on her swollen, pregnant belly. She was already the mother of two small children, little Eliza and her older sister, two-year-old Angelica.

The sweaty letter was thrust into Kitty’s hands, and the sight of Philip’s handwriting made her jubilant. Dead men don’t write letters. It was the first thought that passed through the mind of any frontierswoman. But the rest of the news was heartbreaking. Even now, Philip was ferrying south by barge as quickly as he could some of the thousands who were dead and wounded. His wife, he knew, would organize the relief effort with as much intelligence as any general. Kitty Schuyler was not only a handsome and rich young woman, she had brains and courage. Swishing her satin skirts and ignoring her swollen ankles, she ordered a servant to look after the girls and directed the family slaves and farmhands down to the wharf on the river. When Philip’s boats arrived, they would be waiting for him with biers and doctors.

For nearly a week, the lamp in the Schuyler barn burned late into the night, while Kitty and the local ladies tended the soldiers, and, before the girls knew it, their father was gone to the front again. War commanded everyone’s attention. When Kitty’s labor pains started one day in late September, Philip was still far from home, fighting. In her mother-in-law’s best bedroom, Kitty held the hand of her sister-in-law, Gertrude, and listened to the firm and quiet words of Dr. Stringer.

On September 24, 1758, Kitty gave birth to her third daughter. The little girl’s name was Margarita, but she grew up being called Peggy. She was, from the beginning, the wildest, most high-spirited Schuyler daughter.
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Kitty Schuyler was the wife of a soldier in the midst of a war, raising three small children in the home of her mother-in-law, and, at twenty-three years old, she might have preferred to be dancing at assemblies. But the most frustrating part for the young housewife was the fact that—despite having borne three children in as many years of marriage and, tongues clucked in the neighborhood still, a hasty wedding to legitimize Angelica’s early arrival—she hardly saw her husband except in the bedroom.

Kitty Schuyler did not complain. She came from a long line of pragmatic and courageous women, each connected to one another in an intricate network of marriages, sisterhood, and cousinhood that gave them, over the generations, names like Schuyler, Livingston, Van Schaick, Van Cortlandt, Ten Broeck, De Lancey, and Van Rensselaer. These were the names of the most prominent Dutch entrepreneurial families in the New World, and they were bound by a culture and an ethos that did not permit retreat or grousing. Kitty’s mother, Engeltje—Angelica in English—came from the great country estate at Livingston Manor, along the river leading to New York City. But her father, Colonel John Van Rensselaer, was one of the heirs to the greatest estate of all, the million-acre fiefdom of Rensselaerwyck, which spread for hundreds of miles in all directions around Albany. Many of the Schuyler family properties were large tracts that had, over time, in marriage after marriage, been carved out, along with the city of Albany, from inside the Rensselaerwyck boundaries.

And so Kitty did not complain, but it was not easy being the young bride of an officer, with war in the countryside, and with three small children—and a mother-in-law—at home. Kitty had been one of the famous belles of Albany, the “morning star” in a firmament of local beauties, according to the young gentlemen and clucking town matrons, and her marriage to Philip Schuyler was a marriage of passion. She longed sometimes to cut loose just a little. So when Philip was posted to a command in Albany in autumn of 1758, just after Eliza’s first birthday, there was excitement and a celebration. At last Kitty could enjoy the company of her handsome husband for more than a short conjugal visit. At the Dutch Reformed Church in Albany on Sundays, where the family attended, the older matrons tutted over Philip and Kitty’s shameless habit of arriving late at church just so they could make a splashy entrance in their finery. They were an undeniably fashionable couple. And even the matrons had to confess that Kitty was a striking woman, with a figure that, despite a quick succession of children, was much admired.

For a year, the family luxuriated in domestic happiness, and Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy bounced on the knee of their father. But in the spring of 1761, Philip Schuyler was given a new posting, as quartermaster charged with managing accounts and supply chains. The posting would take him now across the Atlantic. When Philip set sail from the harbor in New York City aboard the General Wall destined for Britain on March 3, 1761, Kitty Schuyler once again was pregnant.
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Philip Schuyler nearly didn’t make it home from this adventure across the Atlantic. A transatlantic journey meant a month at sea in the best of times, more if the weather and war were uncooperative, and well before the General Wall reached the halfway point in the voyage to London, somewhere in the vast emptiness south of Greenland, the captain of the ship grew feverish and perished.

Philip was long accustomed to boats and navigation. He’d run schooners up and down the Hudson River. He was a steady military officer of considerable experience by now, as well, and the officers onboard quickly nominated Major Schuyler as the new captain. His first test was a nightmarish encounter with a “ghost ship”—an abandoned and crippled slaver, whose fleeing crew had left behind their still-chained human cargo. Food supplies were short and options were few, and there is nothing heroic about Philip Schuyler’s decision. He ordered the enslaved men and women set free from their bonds and then cast off the line. The General Wall sailed away, leaving the survivors to their own devices.

Troubles did not stop there. French bounty hunters attacked the ship, and the General Wall was captured. As Philip Schuyler sat shackled in biting irons, contemplating the grim prospect of the plank, and perhaps considering more fully the plight of that “human cargo,” the privateers debated what to do with their prisoners. Luckily, Philip’s time at a French boarding school as a youngster now served him well, and he set about haggling over a fine ransom. Another warship, however, appeared on the horizon and engaged the General Wall in a second harrowing sea battle. When the ship was recaptured by the British, Philip now had to persuade his own side that he was one of their agents and not an enemy French commander. By the time a sea-weary Major Schuyler and his crew arrived in the metropolis of London, the story of the epic misfortunes of the General Wall was being recounted in public houses and newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic, and friends congratulated him “on your escape and arrival and extreme good fortune.”

His wife, Kitty, however, was not cheered by this harrowing story when it made its way back across the Atlantic to Albany. It terrified her to think of how near they had come to losing Philip, and he was even still on the other side of the ocean. What would happen on his return journey if this was the state of seafaring? Kitty was exhausted and exasperated for other reasons too. She and the children were living on North Pearl Street, in the village house of Philip’s widowed mother, Cornelia Schuyler, along with at least one of Philip’s brothers; his widowed sister, Gertrude; and Gertrude’s two saucy preteen children. The house was spacious by colonial standards, but colonial standards were not generous.

Her husband commiserated. And he did more than that. Before Philip departed, he’d given Kitty free rein to design and build a new family mansion. Kitty couldn’t see it completed fast enough. She ordered local masons to raise up a house of pale brick and planned long green lawns running down to the family’s private wharf on the Hudson River. She fussed over designs for a grand ballroom for the girls on the second floor and designed intricate marble chimneypieces.

Kitty also built the estate they called “the Pastures” to be a veritable fortress. She was no stranger to war. The walls were thickened to withstand attacks, and the doors fitted with brass locks and heavy brackets. In the years to come, Kitty’s foresight and those fortifications would save the lives of Eliza and her family on at least one very dramatic occasion.

Kitty’s construction budget was 1,400 pounds sterling—something on the order of $1.5 million in contemporary terms—and in the letters to Philip that drifted slowly across the Atlantic, she set him to the task of buying flocked wallpaper and expensive window curtains.

Privately, Kitty was also mourning. On July 29, 1761, as word of Philip’s adventures at sea were making their way back to New York, she gave birth to twins. The little boy, named John after his maternal grandfather and after a family friend, John Bradstreet, died at birth. The baby girl she christened Cornelia, after Philip’s mother. Philip would never meet his small daughter either. On August 29, a month after the infant’s birth, Kitty awoke to a dead baby. Angelica and Eliza were just old enough to remember later the loss of their baby sister.

When their father returned home at last in 1762, it was to a freshly completed family home, with pretty gardens and a bright-blue front parlor. Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy would spend their childhoods shuttling between here and the family wild lands in Saratoga. Behind the house and the barns of the Pastures rolled eighty acres of farmland and woods. Beyond the front gardens, large windows and a portico faced east to the sunrise and the Hudson River. Despite the damage done to Philip Schuyler’s health by the sea voyages, Kitty was again pregnant in no time.
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One of Eliza’s childhood friends, Anne MacVicar, later left an account of growing up with the Schuyler girls and their cousins in Albany, and it is the story of a carefree and happy childhood, despite the conflicts and unsettled countryside around them. Anne, the daughter of a Scottish officer in the British army who had fought with Philip Schuyler in the battle at Ticonderoga, was eleven the year she met Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy, and for the next three years the girls were constant playmates.

The world Anne MacVicar describes was full of laughter and freedom. Those who met the Schuyler family remarked, almost to a one, on the easy intimacy and emotional warmth they extended to each other and to strangers. Eliza’s parents were not bohemians, not in the least. Philip and Kitty were disciplined people and moderately pious. The Schuyler family were members of the Dutch Reformed Church and certainly religious, although their Calvinism was of the sort that fostered entrepreneurship and independence rather than social restrictions, and Eliza’s family was more English than Dutch when it came to playing cards or dancing. Eliza and her sisters also grew up on the frontier, surrounded by a wilderness that began less than a day’s journey from Albany. The keenly class-conscious Sir William Johnson, a friend of their father and an outsize presence in the valley, kept his teenage daughters locked up in a wing of his house and ordered an eagle-eyed governess to watch them, as was common practice regarding young aristocratic women in fashionable London. Philip and Kitty Schuyler found the idea repugnant. The Schuyler girls were to be integrated into the complex and sometimes dangerous world of war and politics that went on around them.

It was a world that schooled a young Eliza in some hard realities. The death rate on the frontier was astonishingly high, and the Schuyler family was not spared those losses. Forty percent of children born in the 1760s died as infants or toddlers. A year after the death of the twins, Kitty gave birth again, to a long-awaited son and heir, whom they once again hopefully named John Bradstreet Schuyler. But the winter that year was particularly hard, with the first snows coming in early November, and the summer that followed was swampy, humid, and sickly. Between the biting cold and the summer putrid fevers, it was an unlucky year to be born, and this second John was no luckier than the first little John had been. He, too, died before his first birthday. By twenty-nine, Kitty Schuyler had given birth to six children and buried half of them.

Smallpox continued to plague the Mohawk and Hudson Valleys that year, as well. Sir William Johnson built a new, bespoke mansion, named Johnson Hall, and the family there was struck down with the disease, which left those fortunate enough to survive disfigured and disabled. By late summer, New York and Philadelphia were in the grip of the fearsome yellow fever. American cities were small during Eliza’s girlhood, and the horror of contagion at close quarters was a predominant factor. Then there were the unexceptional deaths, the ones that resulted from childhood diseases like mumps and measles, from carriage accidents and bucking horses, from pleasure boats tipped into swirling rivers, and from age. Eliza’s grandmother, Cornelia, died in 1762, the year Eliza turned five, and the body was laid out in black crepe in the front blue parlor. Eliza missed the warm scent of her grandmother.

Despite the loss and mourning that inevitably came with colonial life in America, Eliza and Anne both later remembered their childhoods as idyllic, pastoral. The children played on the rivers and in the forests, accompanied by Prince, Kitty’s most trusted African slave, to watch over them.

The constant presence of enslaved people must be noted as a historical fact, too, in Eliza’s girlhood story. The Schuyler family owned as many as a dozen slaves during the lifetime of Eliza’s parents, men and women born in the New World but whose bloodlines had their origins in Africa, the native peoples of North America, and, especially, Madagascar.

Cousins piled into canoes for summertime trips to harvest wild berries, and Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy learned from the local Indian girls who camped in the fields near their home, heading to and from summer council meetings each year, how to make willow baskets and string belts of brightly colored wampum from beads and shells to tell a story. Needlework was an essential part of a young girl’s education, and the Schuyler girls, like their parents and their aunts and uncles, all spoke at least bits and pieces of the Iroquois languages. They took lessons from a dancing master in Albany, learning the intricate steps of the minuet and how to rise and fall on the balls of their feet while turning in circles. From their mother, they learned to cut out patterns for clothes and how to preserve strawberries for winter. The girls read Shakespeare and the Bible aloud to their great-aunt, Margarita Schuyler, and learned to speak French, as well as English and their family’s native Flemish; in the winter, when the river froze, the girls eagerly pulled on their warm fur muffs and the smart beaver caps that their father had ordered especially for all the children and went for skating parties and sleigh races.

Soon, that childhood would also include long, wild summers in what seemed to Eliza and her sisters a magical forest kingdom. The French and Indian War was behind them now, and, upon the death of Eliza’s grandmother Cornelia Schuyler, another sizable inheritance passed to the girls’ father, including more land in Saratoga and the money Philip would need to commercialize and develop it. Kitty gave birth at last to a healthy son, whom they again named John Bradstreet, the third infant to bear the name and the first survivor. Philip Schuyler already dreamed of the day he would leave his son and, in smaller shares, his daughters a great legacy in Saratoga.



CHAPTER 2

Fine Frontier Ladies, 1765–74

If Eliza swung high enough, she could nearly touch the branches. When Angelica scolded, she pulled back on the ropes and swung higher.

If she’d looked out from the treetops, she could have seen her mother directing the family slaves as they planted lilac bushes along the new foundation. Mother had promised them a strawberry garden, where they could eat their fill, and the girls had a great swing in a tree on the lawns, which Prince had made for them.

The Schuyler family spent the summer of 1765 not at the Pastures, but camping on Eliza’s father’s new lands in Saratoga. They lived, army style, in roomy canvas shelters that snapped in the breezes, while work was going on all around them. Father oversaw the laborers, who brought down great virgin pines that shuddered and fell, and the men next raised up a sawmill and planed the logs into timber with which Mother said they would build a home. It would have two stories and such pretty flowers.

For Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy, this frontier plantation was a second childhood home, just as much as the grand riverfront compound in Albany, and the family increasingly spent all but the harshest months of the winter at the edge of the wilderness in Saratoga.

Eliza was nine in 1766, the summer when the house at Saratoga was completed. By now her father was a rich businessman with contracts running the ferry trade from Albany to New York City and on his private fleet of schooners, and he would soon be promoted to the rank of colonel. After Stephen Van Rensselaer and James Duane, both relations of her mother, Philip Schuyler was the third-richest man in the Upper Hudson, and all around them at Saratoga that wealth was growing.

These were working estates, where much of the family’s food and income was produced, running to large acreages, and dozens of tenants and slaves provided the grand landowning families like the Schuylers with the income that allowed them to live like the colonial aristocracy of which they considered themselves part.

The privilege did not go uncontested. Periodic uprisings, by tenants and, later, by slaves, preoccupied men like Philip Schuyler throughout New York and New Jersey. That spring, the plantation owners were especially edgy after an upstart Westchester County manorial tenant named William Prendergast incited a rent war that unsettled estates all along the Hudson River as far north as Albany. A thousand angry farmers or more stormed the countryside, demanding that the doors of the landlords’ debt prisons be thrown open, and at the estate of Kitty’s father, John Van Rensselaer, fisticuffs gave way to bullets. At Rensselaerwyck, the Albany County sheriff, Harmanus Schuyler, laid siege to a farmhouse, and large landowners scrambled to the frontier to assess the mood among their own distant tenants.

The Schuyler plantation at Saratoga was at the crossroads that summer of several especially important land patents, many of which were owned by the Schuyler family’s relations. Eliza and her sisters listened quietly in front of the fireplace on cool summer nights that year, while the grown-ups talked passionately and sometimes angrily of danger from their tenants and, increasingly, about bitter politics. Eliza’s Van Cortlandt, Van Rensselaer, and Livingston cousins all made the trip upriver to Saratoga to stay with the family in late June and to check on property. Eliza and her sisters, along with their constant playmate Anne MacVicar, raced to meet younger cousins on the docks as the sloops arrived from downriver. Twelve-year-old Mary Watts, a china-doll beauty and a De Lancey cousin, was one of those arrivals, and she may have come alone for the summer because her family was already quarreling with the Livingston relations. Angelica and Eliza also became fast friends sometime this summer, or one soon after, with their cousin Kitty Livingston, from a New Jersey branch of the family, and Eliza and Kitty sent each other gossipy letters as teenagers.

There was a great deal to discuss urgently in the political realm, and it wasn’t only the prospect of revolting tenants that had the grand landowners like Eliza’s father so agitated. Resentment toward the British crown was also part of what the adults discussed in the evenings. Eliza heard terms now like the “Stamp Act” and understood that the new law made her father and her uncles angry. Eliza also heard now words like “tyranny” and “taxes.” Soon, the tenants were not the only ones beginning to murmur of revolution. Some of her visiting kinsmen talked of something now called the Sons of Liberty, a secret movement whose motto was “No taxation without representation.”
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William Prendergast would have to pay for his treacherous rent war. All the visitors agreed with Philip Schuyler and Eliza’s angry Van Rensselaer relations. Prendergast stood trial at the end of that summer, facing down a court whose judges were primarily landowners.

Unsurprisingly, the landlords found against a tenant revolution. The sentence, when it came down, was gruesome: Prendergast was ordered “hanged by the neck, and then shall be cut down alive, and his entrails and his privy members shall be cut from his body, and shall be burned in his sight, and his head shall be cut off, and his body shall be divided in four parts, and shall be disposed of at the king’s pleasure.” This was the price of rebellion against the British crown a decade before the American Revolution.

Angelica, who had been invited to New York City at the end of the summer for a stay with new British governor Sir Henry Moore, his wife, and their teenage daughter, Henrietta, had a front-row seat for some of the drama of the Prendergast trial. The wife of William Prendergast, a woman so beautiful that jurors at her husband’s trial were sternly cautioned not to let that influence proceedings, roared up to the front courtyard of the governor’s mansion on a steed and pleaded with Sir Henry to commute her husband’s terrible death sentence. Angelica watched agog with excitement. Sir Henry, moved as much by Mehitable Prendergast’s beauty as by her speech, gallantly overturned the verdict and immediately issued William Prendergast a full pardon.

It was a disastrous misstep with the great landowners of New York. The governor’s pardon turned William Prendergast into a tenant folk hero, fueled resentful talk of counter-revolt, and unleashed fresh complaints about years of British mismanagement among the wealthy of the colony, including Philip Schuyler. The governor had just unwittingly helped to light one of the fuses of the coming revolution.
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It was another minor revolt, though, that captured Angelica’s imagination that fall, during her first grown-up visit to New York City. The governor’s wife doted on the ten-year-old social butterfly, and for her part Angelica idolized the governor’s haughty and impulsive daughter. The stylish seventeen-year-old Henrietta promptly added a dose of great excitement to Angelica’s trip when, disobeying the dictatorial commands of her father, she climbed over the garden wall and ran off with a young captain in one of the society scandals of the season. Her impulsive actions would forever define Angelica’s idea of the romantic.

When Angelica returned from her city sojourn, the other girls jealously and sometimes suspiciously noted the change. When Eliza ran across the lawns down to the river to meet the boats, Angelica cringed with embarrassment and would no longer race her. Angelica practiced mincing daintily down the gravel path and lifting her skirts above the dust like Henrietta instead. Angelica sat primly on the edge of the seat when company came and fussed in the mornings longer with her bonnet ribbons. This or that was all the New York fashion, she solemnly informed her sisters. She shrugged off Eliza’s urgent whispers to hurry or Papa would be cross. Eliza and Anne MacVicar still joked together decades later over “Angelica’s early air of Elegance & dignity when she first returned from New York.” When Kitty and Philip Schuyler noticed the change, they decided it was time to send both the older girls off to boarding school. They had on their hands budding young ladies. Those early airs and graces would need to be honed and disciplined at school if in a few years’ time the girls were to become eligible young brides and, as Philip Schuyler insisted should be the case, obedient daughters.

Eliza may have gone away to school earlier than the fall of 1768, but she was definitely in New York City by the autumn of the year she turned eleven. Mrs. Grant, a fussy, respectable widow living on Hanover Square in Lower Manhattan, agreed to board “two of the children for 50 a year, two pounds of tea, one of loaf sugar each, their stockings & shoes mended, but new work must be paid for the making.” Their father, as a man on the rise in the world of New York politics now, was in and out of the city, but Eliza’s parents primarily entrusted the girls to the care of her mother’s cousins, Elizabeth and John Livingston, who soon reported back to the girls’ parents that “the young ladies are in perfect health and improve in their education in a manner beyond belief, and are grown to such a degree that all the tucks in their gowns had to be let out some time ago.”

The education of wealthy colonial girls like Eliza and her sisters had a clear and definite focus: that of training young women in the social graces and household skills that would make them desirable wives and estate mistresses. Angelica and Eliza already knew how to read. Aunt Gertrude had seen to that and had insisted that the girls practice reading Shakespeare aloud while she did her needlework. Music was an essential element of a family’s private entertainment, and all three of the Schuyler girls learned to play the English “guittar,” although Eliza had to admit that her sisters were more skillful, no matter how long she practiced. Peggy was the one with real musical talent.

Writing and penmanship, especially, set clever upper-class girls apart from the middle classes. It was expected that, like their mother, Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy would someday manage large household accounts, so clear, neat penmanship and basic arithmetic were important skills. Very young girls learned their first numbers and letters by embroidering samplers, and needlework was a universal skill among ladies. Mastery of the subtler points of grammar and spelling, though, was considered particularly “elegant,” and only a young woman who was an unusually “fine scholar” would consistently spell correctly.

In the 1780s, Thomas Jefferson would write a letter to his eleven-year-old daughter, Polly, offering a glimpse of the education of girls in elite colonial circles. He advised:

With respect to the distribution of your time, the following is what I should approve:

From 8. to 10. o’clock practise music.

From 10. to 1. dance one day and draw another.

From 1. to 2. draw on the day you dance, and write a letter the next day.

From 3. to 4. read French.

From 4. to 5. exercise yourself in music.

From 5. to till bedtime, read English, write [i.e., practice penmanship], &c.

. . . Write also one letter a week. . . . Take care that you never spell a word wrong. Always before you write a word, consider how it is spelt, and, if you do not remember it, turn to a dictionary. It produces great praise to a lady to spell well.

The education the Schuyler girls received closely mirrored that which Thomas Jefferson wanted for his daughter a decade later, and Angelica flourished as a young scholar and bloomed as a fine young lady.

Eliza struggled. She was never good at spelling, and she found writing awkward. She was self-conscious of her letters. Angelica danced more prettily. The French master despaired of Eliza’s accent and how she stumbled on her verbs, while Angelica chattered like a native. Angelica found her introduction to New York society thrilling. Eliza, whose great talent was the careful, intricate embroidery that Angelica didn’t have the patience for, longed to be home in the country.

Boarding school was only one half of the Schuyler girls’ education, though. Eliza and her sisters were caught between two worlds, and each would have to decide which of those worlds they would make their lives in. The Schuyler girls belonged to a merchant family with deep roots in the Hudson, and their parents anticipated that all their daughters would marry someone from a similar background. Indeed, they might reasonably have expected that their daughters would marry into an extended network of family cousins and second cousins. So Eliza was also educated in the life of the frontier and equipped by her parents to succeed in building and managing an agricultural and entrepreneurial estate on the edge of the wilderness, and it was here that she shone. Eliza doled out her pin money carefully, on sensible, industrious girlhood purchases: a new set of strings for the guitar, a bit of fine muslin for her embroidery. Angelica was perfectly capable of blowing her entire allowance on a whim if a bit of finery in a window caught her eye. Eliza, a precocious little treasurer, shook her head at her sister’s impulsiveness, but there was no shadow between the girls. Angelica kissed her sister fondly and turned to her ribbons.

During the girls’ summers home in Saratoga, Kitty and Philip attended to the other half of their daughters’ education. Eliza lived for those summers. She wanted nothing more than to be outdoors and especially on horseback. She loved riding fast in the open countryside and the feeling of flying. She never minded dusty boots and did not always remember to wear a bonnet. Had they been living in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Angelica would have been Jane Bennet and Eliza, Eliza.

Philip Schuyler was a forbidding man, but the sight of his outdoorsy younger daughter made him smile, and he knew that if there were one of his girls he wanted with him on a military campaign, it was not the fussy and fine Miss Angelica but her tough-minded tomboy sister. In the summer of 1770, when Eliza was approaching her thirteenth birthday, Philip Schuyler planned to attend the grand Indian council of the Six Nations, where fifty Iroquois sachems, from all the clans of all the nations, would gather at a site two days’ travel farther west even than Schenectady. They would ride for days, through the great pine forests, and a young girl would need to be a steady horsewoman. When her father wanted to speak to her, Eliza’s heart sank. What had she forgotten? Her father did not have patience for disobedience and insisted on military order. When instead he asked if she thought she were old enough for an adventure, she hugged Papa and promised to be as brave as any soldier. Even the stern Philip Schuyler laughed. She was plainest of his three daughters, but when her dark eyes lit up with excitement, she turned into a beauty.

The grand council meeting was in July, and Eliza packed her satchel with the discipline of any general. She rolled her needles and some sturdy thread into a bit of cloth, tied neatly with a ribbon. There would be no time or place for heavy books, and anyhow Eliza didn’t care about reading. She cared about her riding gloves and extra bootlaces.

Eliza and her father, accompanied by at least one household slave, would travel by barge and then by horseback days through pine barrens and rough countryside. As they journeyed west along the Mohawk River, they almost certainly stopped overnight at Johnson Hall, the estate of Sir William Johnson, where Eliza met Sir William’s elegant and cloistered teenage Anglo daughters and perhaps some of Sir William’s half-native children. Sir William Johnson was also going to the grand council, and Eliza and her father probably made the final stages of the journey with Sir William and his entourage. Philip Schuyler went as both a major landowner and an elected member of the New York Assembly. He and Sir William joined more than two thousand representatives of the Iroquois and Cherokee nations and a delegation of British officers.

Eliza understood that Sir William was an important figure at these meetings. The natives trusted him, her father explained, to keep fair records of the council agreements with the settlers. Agreements were recorded on wampum belts among the Iroquois, and each design in colored shell- and beadwork told the story of a conversation. To accept the gift of wampum meant to accept an agreement as binding, and frontier girls learned to string wampum as readily as they could work samplers. Eliza, an especially accomplished needlewoman, made beautiful pieces of wampum that drew admiration.

Council meetings were exciting and deeply political, and it was not typical for a young woman like Eliza to attend them. If Philip Schuyler had had a son old enough, it is unlikely that Eliza would have accompanied her father. Her brother John, however, was only five, and her newest baby brother, Philip Jr., was still a toddler.

As she and her father arrived at council, all around Eliza were Indian families setting up camp along the banks of the river. All day, there were long speeches with debating. At family meals on the late summer nights, the Iroquois women pounded out summer corn, and boys pulled wriggling fish from the Hudson.

Her father was well known and well regarded among the Iroquois, and so Eliza tried to remember to act like a lady. She tried to be like the Iroquois girls, who listened carefully to everything that was said at council. The Schuyler family’s political ties with the native clans went back already generations, and it was Eliza’s first serious introduction into that world of politics. Philip Schuyler explained now to his daughter why some matters were easy and others were so difficult and contentious.

Philip Schuyler also explained that Eliza herself was part of an old network of ties and alliances. Her father and her grandfather had both been initiated into the Mohawk and Onondaga tribes as honorary members. Now, the sachems welcomed Eliza in a naming ceremony. With her brown hair tied in braids like that of the Indian girls, she stood tall and quiet when the tribal elder in his robes and feathers placed a string of beads around her neck. Eliza was now a member of the Iroquois family, and she was proud of her Indian name, which her father said meant “One of Us.” Eliza liked the idea that she belonged to the frontier and to the Onondaga. Eliza was a girl of the woods, who could scramble over rocks as fast as any of the Mohawk girls, and who learned to speak some of their language. Philip Schuyler knew, but probably did not explain yet to Eliza, that these rituals of allegiance might someday preserve the safety of his daughter and her family on the frontier. He knew that relations with the Iroquois were dangerously fragile.
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In New York City and at school again come autumn, Eliza felt the stark contrast between her two worlds, and was homesick. The Schuyler girls were too young to stroll across the Kissing Bridge or dance at the Governor’s Ball in June, but there were “routs,” where Eliza practiced dancing with the other young people from the colonial upper classes. She tried not to wriggle as a servant teased and pulled her hair into a dramatic updo for parties, and she learned how to wear high-heeled satin shoes on cobblestone streets without spraining an ankle. She wore, in the fashion of the day, satin and brocade dresses cut low enough to raise modern eyebrows and tucked bits of fine lace into her swelling teenage bosom in cold drawing rooms during the winter. On Sundays, she and Angelica sat primly in a family pew at Trinity Church, alongside their Van Cortlandt and Livingston cousins, attended by the slave their father had sent with them. The family owned at least five slaves during these years, including Eliza’s mother’s favorite, Prince, who stood behind Kitty’s chair every night at dinner; additionally, there were Cutt, John, Peter, and Bett. The girls were not alone in having an African servant. Slaves made up roughly a quarter of the population of New York City in the fall of 1770.

Before long, their younger sister Peggy joined the two older girls at school in the city, and each girl had her own family role and personality. Angelica was the most sophisticated and socially ambitious of the three sisters, and she thrilled to the romances she discovered in novels and poetry. “A very Pretty Young Lady,” as one visitor noted emphatically, she looked the most like their mother, who had been a beauty. Angelica was also a flirt and obsessed with the social graces and accomplishments that would make her a fine lady. Peggy, on the other hand, was dark-haired, plump, and, some said, the prettiest of all the three sisters, with a sarcastic sense of humor that intimidated those less clever and less witty. She possessed the lion’s share of family musical talent, and played the guitar with real skill and sang moving ballads in a clear soprano. She also inherited her father’s imperious demeanor, and she and Philip Schuyler clashed on more than one occasion. She was his willful child and, with her saucy tongue, his most exasperating daughter.

Eliza was the classic middle sister and the peacemaker. She took after her father, with a strong-boned face a bit too thin and angular to be called beautiful on a young woman. She had an enviable figure and a healthy, athletic build from hopping over fences and riding horses fast. But she also had a stubborn independence and a native modesty that made it easy to overlook her amid her flashier sisters. Eliza was, someone who knew her said, “a Brunette with the most good-natured, lively dark eyes . . . which threw a beam of good temper and Benevolence over her whole countenance.” Angelica was the socialite, and Peggy could be a bit of a laddish rebel. Eliza was a quiet force who kept the three sisters together.
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By 1773, the Schuyler girls’ formal educations—such as they were—were over. New York City, however, was increasingly where Eliza’s parents and her family spent time during the 1770s, thanks to Philip Schuyler’s burgeoning political and military career. When the family was at home in Albany or Saratoga in the summers, handsome young captains were also increasingly frequent visitors, as the word spread that Philip Schuyler had a particularly fine wine cellar and three entertaining and lively daughters. Social conventions on the frontier were famously relaxed, and Kitty and Philip Schuyler understood from personal experience how one thing might lead to another and how carts can come before horses. Philip Schuyler cast a discerning, fatherly eye over the callers, and on more than one occasion showed a young gentleman to the end of the wharf, pointing in the direction of downriver. Visitors to the Pastures, after all, might fall as easily in love with the family’s wealth as with one of his daughters, and Philip was wary of these bounty hunters. His concern was not unwarranted. Officers remarked in their private journals that Philip Schuyler lived like a prince in a veritable woodland palace, and his property ran to the tens of thousands of acres. With three increasingly boy-crazy country girls and, by 1773, three young sons now to contend with—John, Philip Jr., and baby Rensselaer—Kitty Schuyler was feeling beleaguered and understandably tired.

Romance was on the mind of all three of the Schuyler sisters. In the summer of 1766, their cousin Mary Watts had come to stay for the Saratoga season. Then, Mary—known to everyone just as Polly—had been a rare, “china doll” beauty. Now “Lovely Polly,” as she was known, was nineteen and more striking even than she had been as a girl. She was also high-strung, snappy, and snobbish. “Rich and nervously irritable” was how one person who knew Mary put it, and now, it seemed, she had found a perfect partner: Colonel Sir John Johnson, the careless and randy son and heir of Philip Schuyler’s friend Sir William. John quietly jettisoned his common-law wife, a local working-class Dutch girl, packed off their two small children, and proposed to Mary Watts. The Schuyler girls found the idea of their glamorous cousin marrying a baronet very romantic.

The wedding took place at the end of June in New York City, and in July the Schuyler girls watched the river eagerly each morning for the newlyweds’ arrival. What would Lady Mary wear? How long would the bride stay in Albany on her wedding visit to their common aunt, Judith Van Rensselaer? When would she and Sir John call on Father? In their bedroom at the Pastures, the girls debated these fine points, and when Lady Mary and Sir John arrived in Albany, Mary was pleased to be given a celebrity reception.

Already, however, family tensions were brewing. Talk of revolt and tyranny and taxes still occupied the gentlemen in the public houses and around the fireplace after dinner. Increasingly, cousin Mary’s new husband was staking out a position that placed her on a collision course with kinsmen like Philip Schuyler and Aunt Judith.

When, in the year that followed, Sir William Johnson died and Sir John inherited, the newlyweds found themselves at the center of a powerful political network, just at the moment a new war was on the horizon. This time, the war would not be between the British and the French but between the British and the “American” settlers. Everyone in the Hudson and Mohawk Valleys would have to choose sides in the coming bloody conflict.

Philip Schuyler already knew that, when the time came, he would throw in his lot with the Sons of Liberty and the patriots, and he was already laying down the contacts that would make him an important Revolutionary War spymaster. Eliza and Angelica would act as his eyes and ears in the Hudson Valley and gather sensitive military intelligence to forward to General Schuyler. They weren’t spies exactly. But they weren’t not spies either.

Behind enemy lines, their recently married cousin Mary Watts would get drawn into espionage, as well. She, too, would have to choose sides and decide whom to spy for.



CHAPTER 3

First Romances, 1775–77

For the moment, though, boys were what mattered.

Eliza was afraid of the coming war. But the times were also thrilling for the young ladies. War meant the arrival of officers, who were dashing and sometimes handsome. Everyone knew, too, that officers threw balls for entertainment. While General Schuyler’s thoughts in August were on the campaign and his fragile Mohawk alliances, the thoughts of Eliza, Angelica, Peggy, and another of their cousins, the fifteen-year-old Maria Van Rensselaer, turned to new romances.

All the girls had crushes that summer, including Eliza. The trouble was that Eliza had not one but two rivals for the affections of the gentleman whose eye she hoped to catch.
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Eliza turned eighteen in the summer of 1775. The older girls had stayed on in New York City to gain a bit of polish while Peggy finished school, but now all three of the Schuyler sisters were coming to the end of their educations. Eliza returned home to Albany to be tutored by Kitty and her aunts in what everyone expected would be the real life’s work, as practiced by other young women from her background: estate management.

She would have to learn to do this work, like her mother before her, in the midst of a war being fought in the countryside. By 1775, the American colonies were in open revolt against their British colonial rulers, and a great conflict was coming. Philip Schuyler, a seasoned officer from the days of the French and Indian War, joined the patriots at the First Continental Congress and was given command of the Americans’ entire northern army. He served under a man who quickly became a friend, George Washington.

Eliza’s father was in and out of Albany, sometimes away with the army patrolling the valley, sometimes home with a bevy of young captains and lieutenant colonels in tow, plotting defense strategy. Dispatches were constantly sent from and received at the Schuyler family’s riverfront estate, which quickly became command central, especially after the patriots in Massachusetts sent a man on horseback to warn the Americans in April that shots had been fired at Lexington and Concord. As her father put it in the days before the revolution began, it was a matter of principle and passion for the colonists: “Much as I love peace,” Philip Schuyler wrote to a friend,

much as I love my own domestic happiness and repose, and desire to see my country-men enjoying the blessings flowing from undisturbed industry, I would rather see all these scattered to the winds for a time, and the sword of desolation go over the land, than to recede one line from the just and righteous position we have taken as freeborn subjects of Great Britain.

In June, Philip was promoted to major general of the Continental army. When he led the American troops into Albany, bonfires lit the streets; red, white, and blue ribbons streamed from ladies’ bonnets; and Eliza joined her sisters and their neighbors in welcoming home the patriots and their local hero, General Schuyler.

Ahead of the boys was war. Philip and his troops marched north that summer, and Kitty and the girls traveled with the men as far north as Saratoga. They planned to say their goodbyes at dawn and to watch the army set off with the sun for outposts farther upriver.

Just after midnight, the urgent shouts of the sentinels and the heavy clatter of boots and her father’s booming voice jolted Eliza from sleep. Heart pounding, Eliza rushed to pull her gown over her linen shift, and in the dark she and Angelica fumbled as they quickly tied each other’s dress laces.

Eight hundred Iroquois were coming down the valley on the warpath. Many suspected that Sir John Johnson was behind this. Saratoga lay in their path. There would be no retreat to country estates that summer. Papa and the troops marched to stop the rogues, and Eliza’s mother promptly packed the family back to the presciently fortified Pastures.
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It was there at the Pastures that Eliza first set sight on a flirtatious, slightly paunchy southern officer in his early thirties named Tench Tilghman. His family owned a large plantation in Maryland, and Tench came as an envoy to the summer Indian council as part of the converging American political delegation.

Tench Tilghman met the Schuyler girls within days of his arrival on the scene in Albany. Angelica—“Ann”—he described as a “brunette with dark eyes, and a countenance as animated and sparkling as I am told she is.” Eliza—“Betsy”—also charmed Tench. “I was prepossessed in favor of this Young Lady the moment I saw her,” he noted in his diary. “Mr. [Walter] Livingston informed me that I was not mistaken in my Conjecture for that she was the finest tempered Girl in the World.” This was high praise from her cousin. Tench also met, however, the very elegant Miss Lynch, a confection of feminine elegance and helplessness and the daughter of a visiting military commander from South Carolina. Miss Lynch was the first of Eliza’s rivals. The second of Eliza’s rivals was her richer and prettier younger cousin, Maria Van Rensselaer.
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The morning of August 23, 1775, broke bright and clear, and Eliza was grateful. She hadn’t wanted this day to be spoiled by drizzle. And she didn’t want to be late either. She hurried out of bed, dressed with extra care, and rushed through her prayers and breakfast. A party of young people and their chaperones was making an excursion up the Hudson River to Cohoes Falls, a popular beauty spot, and Eliza was invited. So was Tench Tilghman.

It was still early when Eliza set off along the river path toward the town house of another cousin, Abraham Cuyler, where they would depart in carriages. But, despite her good start, Eliza arrived just in time to see Tench handing Miss Lynch into his fast, two-seater phaeton. Miss Lynch smiled down at Eliza innocently. Cousin Abraham gave a hallo and patted the seat beside him in a solid, heavy coach. One look was all it took to tell Eliza that she would spend the next hours of their journey crushed between Cousin Abraham and a portly military matron. The sun seemed to shine a bit less brightly. Eliza was far too polite to let on how bitterly she was disappointed.

Cousin Abraham’s coach lurched into motion, and the matron swayed heavily toward Eliza. Ahead, Eliza could see the cloud of dust kicked up by Tench’s sleek horses, and sometimes there was a glimpse of Miss Lynch’s bobbing bonnet disappearing around the bend in the roadway.

Miss Lynch’s dramatic femininity piqued Eliza. At the picnic grounds, the rocky terrain was too uneven for Miss Lynch to walk alone. She fretted with her charming drawl that she feared to turn an ankle. Tench gallantly held her elbow every minute. With Captain Tilghman’s help, she thought she just might be able to manage. The carriage was so high. Tench would have to help her mount it. Miss Lynch desired some berries. Captain Tilghman would fetch them. It was an art of flirtation incomprehensible to Eliza, who could only wonder how anyone could be so hopeless. Miss Lynch’s innocent smiles weren’t entirely innocent either, she thought irritably.

Eliza didn’t know afterward what had come over her. By the time the party set out for a stroll to the falls after their picnic, she was out of patience. Miss Lynch brought out her contrary streak—Eliza was made of sterner stuff, and why not flaunt it? Her romance was not turning out as she and Angelica had planned. Tench had hardly given her a second glance, so absorbed was he with this southern belle.

Ahead were steep rocks leading off the path, heading directly up toward the waterfall. That was where the best views were, so Eliza lifted her skirts and set off on a scramble. The recklessness of Miss Schuyler! exclaimed the southern ladies. As the cries reached her, Eliza laughed at them and scrambled higher. Eliza “made herself merry at the distress of the other Ladies,” as Tench told the story later. And he did admire Miss Schuyler’s courage and spunk. But he wasn’t looking to find a wife, and his pleasure was in flirting with the more coquettish ladies.

High bonfires were crackling and throwing sparks in the middle of the streets when the party rolled back into Albany that evening. Miss Lynch rode home beside Tench Tilghman. An Iroquois feast and dance was beginning. As the sun set, the Iroquois opened the council ceremonies, Tench wrote in his diary, by “beating their drum, striking sticks together in Exact time and yelling after Their Manner. They were almost intirely naked.” Miss Lynch, who had never encountered something so savage and shocking, relied utterly upon Captain Tilghman. Eliza was exasperated. She had had enough of batting eyelashes. Surely there were Indians as well in South Carolina.

Eliza was not shocked at the sight of half-naked Iroquois men dancing at council. She had seen it all before, every summer council of her childhood. She was not shocked either the next day when the chief of the Onondaga initiated Tench into the native family by bestowing on him an Indian name. She still wore her string of initiation beads when the Iroquois came for council. Eliza understood, too, that Tench would be offered a native “wife” as part of the bargain, and no girl who had grown up on an agricultural estate could miss the basics of sexual relations. The sachem, who took the measure of Tench Tilghman quickly, promised that Tench’s Iroquois wife would “be one of the handsomest they could find.” As Tench recorded in his diary, “I accepted the proposal with thanks. Miss Lynch and Miss Betsy Schuyler have promised to stand bridesmaids.”

Eliza made a joke of being bridesmaid, but among the young women marriage was a serious business. Miss Lynch, Eliza, and Angelica were all at the age where marriage was their primary object. Tench, a large landowner and a decade older, was a highly eligible bachelor. He enjoyed the young ladies competing for his affection, but he had no intention of proposing marriage that summer. That didn’t stop the ladies, though, from trying.

Tench wasn’t joking when he accepted the sachem’s offer of an Indian “bride” either. Tench confided to his diary that, just as soon as the young American ladies were out of the way, he planned to bed some of the Indian girls. They “are pretty and extremely cleanly they speak tolerable English too,” Tench wrote, “so that I believe I must make an Acquaintance among them when my fair Country women are all gone, for I think they are superior to any of the Albanians.”

He hoped to bed some of the English and Dutch girls, too, given half a chance. He was keeping a little black book of conquests. Tench rated the Indian girls prettier than Miss Lynch, Eliza, or any of her sisters, but he did make one exception: “Miss Ransolaer.” She “is the Belle of the Town and therefore a little of the Coquette,” Tench confided. “I will have a Tete a Tete with her before I go. And give her a place in my Journal.” “Miss Ransolaer” was Eliza’s younger cousin, fifteen-year-old Maria Van Rensselaer, a girl of great beauty and vast wealth, who was, despite her youth, rumored to be of a free inclination.
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Eliza had had her chance at catching a beau, and by the next week it was too late. Her father’s plans were for the entire family to decamp to Saratoga, and that would be the last she would see of Tench Tilghman. The young captain would soon be leaving the Hudson Valley.

They would set off, her father reminded her, on the morning of August 29, and the family would need to be ready. On the morning of their departure, Tench joined them for breakfast, and his affection was genuine. “I sat among them like an old Acquaintance, tho’ this is only the seventh day since my introduction,” Tench wrote. “It would be seven years before I could be as intimate with half the World. But there is so much frankness & freeness in this Family that a man must be dead to every feeling of Familiarity who is not familiarized the first hour of his being among them.” Tench liked Eliza especially, and there was enough of a spark between them that it wasn’t unreasonable to hope that romance might blossom. But now it was too late for this summer. Tench waved goodbye as the coach set off and turned back toward his quarters. He had one week left in Albany before his return voyage south. His laddish thoughts were on Maria Van Rensselaer and fair Indian maidens.

Eliza’s feelings were more complicated. No one ever recorded precisely what occurred next inside the Schuyler family carriage as it departed, but whatever it was must have been dramatic and impassioned. It is not hard to guess that there were tears and some heartbreak. The Schuyler sisters stuck together, and poor General Schuyler is likely to have found himself cast by Angelica and Peggy as the cruel father, whisking Eliza away from a romantic precipice. Eliza would never have said so, but her sisters would not have hesitated. By the end of a long day on the road with three boy-crazy daughters, Philip and Kitty were beaten down sufficiently for General Schuyler to let his daughter do something absolutely extraordinary.

Sometime on the second day of their journey, just as they were nearing Saratoga, Eliza was allowed to turn around. She would travel alone, in the midst of a war, through open country, with just one of the servants as a guard, back to Tench and Albany. Whether by design or by chance, Eliza asked for permission to stay in Albany at the home of her cousin Maria Van Rensselaer.

Back in Albany alone, Eliza wasted no time in letting Tench know she was in town. “Who should bless my eye sight this evening,” Tench wondered, “but good natured agreeable Betsy Schuyler just returned from Saratogha.” Miss Lynch and her party had departed for the south. The field should have been open.

But when Tench called on Eliza and her cousin the next day, all his attention was on Maria. “Miss Ransolaer,” he recorded in his journal, “is pretty, quite young and fond of jokes about her humble servants. As I had made myself master of a good deal of her private history, I could touch upon such matters as I knew would be agreeable to her.” It was all rather less agreeable for Eliza.

Had Eliza and Tench had more time together, perhaps something might have blossomed between them. Tench was fond of Eliza. As the evening came to an end, “I lamented that my short stay in Albany would so soon deprive me of so agreeable an Acquaintance and a deal more of such common place stuff,” Tench wrote. “This was a mere Compliment to her [i.e., Miss Rensselaer], but I told Miss Schuyler so with truth.” Whatever Tench’s feelings, Eliza was smitten. But, then, being smitten was the primary occupation of the young women.

Tench departed, and whatever else was the case he set off without proposing marriage to Eliza. Any romance would have to bloom on another occasion, but, now that her parents knew of her feelings, it was not impossible that there would be other occasions to meet Tench Tilghman.

Soon there were other gallant distractions, too. Handsome visitors came and went from General Schuyler’s home, and Eliza was in the mood to have a romance. A few weeks later, the captured British officer John André stayed briefly in the Schuyler family as a prisoner of war while being transferred farther from the front. He passed several days in polite captivity, doing sketches of her cousin Abraham Cuyler and his wife, Janet, and flirting with the general’s second daughter. Eliza promptly fell in love with John André as well. Mooning about him, however, was something Eliza knew would not meet with a patient response from her father. A general’s daughter could not expect to fall in love with a captured enemy officer and have her father permit it, not during the War of Independence. The Schuyler sisters knew many of the British officers from the days before the war, and their father liked many of them as gentlemen and soldiers. But any of his daughters marrying a Loyalist was out of the question. So Eliza and her sisters swooned over John André and Eliza’s star-crossed romance in hushed late-night whispers.

Tench Tilghman and John André were not the only gentlemen visitors, that year or the next. One of the gentlemen to visit the family in April of 1776 was charming and a favorite of the Schuyler girls, especially Eliza, but he was neither young nor eligible nor a bachelor. This visitor was Benjamin Franklin, who came with a delegation to see Eliza’s father and travel to Ticonderoga.

The long river journey from New York City up to Saratoga exhausted the elderly Franklin, who stopped for a week to rest and recover. There, in the sunny front parlor, he taught Eliza how to play backgammon. “The lively behavior of the young ladies makes Saratoga,” noted one of the other guests, “a most pleasing sejour,” and Benjamin Franklin could not have agreed more wholeheartedly.

The old gentleman set off with the other men for a hunting trip to Johnson Hall the following week, but it didn’t take long on the trail to persuade Benjamin Franklin that he wasn’t cut out for wilderness travel and carousing. He preferred the company of cheerful young ladies and backgammon. Pleading old age and failing health, he turned back and spent another week instead with Eliza, Peggy, and their mother.
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One of the other visitors in 1776 was far less welcome by either the general or Kitty. That year, the Schuyler girls first encountered at their father’s house a mysterious, flirtatious, and secretive young officer in the American army named John Carter. John Carter, a notably short and slight man, with bright, pale eyes and delicate features, arrived at the Pastures one day with a letter of introduction from Philip Schuyler’s neighbor and sometime business partner, a fast-dealing British-born commercial agent named William Duer. In time, Eliza would come to despise Duer and his penchant for crooked dealing. Without a letter from Duer now, Carter would never have gained admission to the mansion or to the Schuyler daughters so readily, and Philip Schuyler would later rue the day he let Mr. Carter cross the threshold.

What happened at that first meeting of John Carter and the Schuyler sisters? The girls never left an account of that drawing-room visit. But Mr. Carter would have bowed, the young ladies would have nodded, and it seems that John may have reminded Angelica that they’d danced together once at an assembly ball the previous winter in Philadelphia. Not that Angelica needed any reminder. Dancing with a gentleman with whom one was barely acquainted at a public ball was not proper, but the recollection certainly added a frisson of excitement to this introduction, and by November 1776, John Carter was a regular visitor, dashing off cordial notes of thanks to the Schuyler girls’ mother and sending his “compliments” to “the young ladies”—especially to Miss Angelica.

Where John Carter came from or what his family connections were no one knew, except that he was British and had been appointed in July as a commissioner to the Continental Congress, charged with auditing the accounts of the northern army in Albany, an army that General Schuyler headed. The rest was murky. Eliza wondered, how had he come to America and why had he said so little about his family? The sisters had read in romance novels about young men forced to flee cruel parents and orphans stripped of their rightful fortunes by unscrupulous guardians. Poor Mr. Carter. There must be, Angelica assured her sisters, some wildly romantic story.

The more he saw of the young man, the more Philip Schuyler sensed something was amiss. Philip was deeply suspicious and doubted very much that this young man was what he represented. That he was a British agent sent to infiltrate the general’s home was certainly not impossible.

General Schuyler was the patriot spymaster in the Hudson, and sensitive information came and went from the household constantly. The Schuyler sisters were already part of that network. There was a fine line between local gossip and military intelligence. When Eliza heard a bit of news about the movements here or there, when someone or another suspected of Loyalist sympathies departed town suddenly, she made a note to tell Angelica, who gathered up these bits of information and shared them with their father.
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