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A Note on Money and Spelling

I have tried to provide islands of modern value in the rush of currency that flowed through Morris’s life as a private businessman and a public financier. In his youth the American colonies kept their accounts in pounds, with 20 shillings to the pound and 12 pence to the shilling. (The pound sterling of England was worth almost twice as much as any of the colonial pounds.) But the most common colonial coin was the Spanish dollar, which was worth 4 shillings 6 pence sterling, or about 8 colonial shillings. The pre-revolutionary French livre (equal to 20 sous) was worth about 9 pence sterling. Morris lived through several periods of inflation, at home and abroad.

English was spelled and punctuated differently in Morris’s lifetime. Eighteenth-century capitalizing survives in the Constitution: “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union …” My compromise between readability and period flavor has been to modernize most of the punctuation, and to leave most of the spelling in its original form.




Introduction

A BIOGRAPHER can feel a moment’s hesitation when it comes to introducing his subject, for every traditional means has its drawbacks. If the hero appears in medias res, in the midst of some great action, the reader may feel manipulated, even coerced: his attention is being claimed before it has been earned. If the story of a life begins where the life does, in a cradle, then the reader might experience a sense of delay: he wished to read about great men, not infants. For the biographer of Gouverneur Morris, it is perhaps best to let him be introduced by a woman.

In 1795, Harriet de Damas, a French countess, wrote a portrait of a tall, handsome American who had become a fixture of Parisian society. 1 Gouverneur Morris had come to France in 1789, age thirty-seven, as a businessman; three years later, he was appointed the American minister to that country. Mr. Morris had a French first name (his mother’s maiden name), which Americans insisted on pronouncing “Gov-er-neer”; he had learned French as a child, and wrote it well enough to produce papers on French politics, or little poems for his friends.2 Mme de Damas called his spoken French “always correct and vigorous,” though other Frenchwomen teased him for his mistakes. Mr. Morris cut a figure for many reasons: his impressive bearing (the French sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon used him as a body double for a statue of George Washington); his wit; his severely elegant clothes and carriage, so different from French silks and colors; and what was severe in a different way, his wooden left leg. When he arrived at a party, the servants watched him; the guests watched him; he watched himself, mindful of the impression he made.

“Superficial observers,” wrote Mme de Damas, “… might be acquainted with Mr. Morris for years, without discovering his most eminent qualities. Such observers must be told what to admire.” The Frenchwoman confronts a difficulty with her portrait head-on: she had known Mr. Morris for only a small part of his life, since his first thirty-seven years had been spent in America. But she plunged ahead confidently.

The superficial observers of his early life “regard Mr. Morris as a profound politician,” and indeed he had been involved in politics, often of the most eventful kind. When he was twenty-three years old the American Revolution began, and he watched it pull society and family asunder (one of his elder half brothers signed the Declaration of Independence; another half brother was a general in the British army). He left American towns a step ahead of marauding British armies, and when Morris visited his mother, who supported the crown throughout the war, he had to get passes from both sides to cross their lines. He eventually followed his patriot half brother into the Continental Congress, where he helped accomplish great things, but also engaged in endless petty wrangling. (“We had many scoundrels” in Congress, he would remember as an older man.)3

When he was still a young one, age thirty-five, Mr. Morris drafted the Constitution of the United States. The proceedings of the Constitutional Convention were secret, to allow the delegates maximum freedom to speak their minds, so Mr. Morris’s role on the Committee of Style was not generally known. But in later years he admitted to a correspondent that “that instrument was written by the fingers which write this letter.”4 Years after Morris’s death, an elderly James Madison told an inquiring historian that “the finish given to the style and arrangement of the Constitution fairly belongs to the pen of Mr. Morris.”5 James Madison, the careful and learned theorist, is commonly called the Father of the Constitution, because he kept the most complete set of notes of the debates, and made cogent arguments for ratification after the debates were done (he wrote one third of the Federalist Papers). But Gouverneur Morris, who put the document into its final form and who wrote the Preamble from scratch, also deserves a share of the paternity. The founders were voluminous writers, and much of their writing is very good, but few of them had the combination of lightness and force that generates a great style. Jefferson had it; Franklin had it; Thomas Paine, the passionate and ungainly English immigrant, had it. The only other one of their number who hit that note consistently was Morris. “A better choice” for a draftsman “could not have been made,” Madison concluded.6

Mme de Damas and her French friends certainly knew about Mr. Morris’s political activity: it was one facet of his social cachet, a point of interest like his wardrobe and his leg. A more striking feature of their friend was his manner. Mme de Damas called him “the most amiable” of men. “His imagination inclines to pleasantry, and being abundantly gifted with what the English call humor, united to what the French name esprit, it is impossible not to be delighted….” Humor and esprit: Mr. Morris delighted in the incongruities and follies of life, including his own, and his comments-quick, shapely, and bold-communicated that delight to others. Women found him especially pleasing, perhaps because he took special pains to please them. “Govr Morris kept us in a continual smile,” was how one young lady put it.7 His women friends did more than smile. At the cardtable of the sexes, his wit and looks always trumped his disability, and the one-legged American left a trail of lovers on two continents.

Mr. Morris’s good company went beyond good times. When the French Revolution, more stressful than the American, began to suck his glittering friends into poverty, exile, and danger, he gave many of them refuge, and saved several of their lives. Mme de Damas was not one of his lovers, but he did save her life.

But more important than Mr. Morris’s career or his behavior was his nature. “Nothing really worthy of him,” wrote Mme de Damas, “will be said by any one, who does not ascend to the source of all that is great and excellent in his character.” That, she decided, was “a belief that God can will nothing but what is good.” This gave him confidence, charity, and hope. “Ever at peace with himself … seldom ruffled in his temper, not suffering men or events to have a mastery over his spirit, he is habitually serene, alike ready to engage in the most abstruse inquiries, or to join in the trifles of social amusement.” Gouverneur Morris took his life as it came. “He conceives it to be following the order of Providence to enjoy all its gifts. ‘To enjoy is to obey.’ And upon the same principle he submits, with a modest fortitude, and sincere resignation, to the ills inflicted by the same hand.” Living among tottering thrones and shaky republics, Mr. Morris showed the gift of poise.

Gouverneur Morris belonged to that band of brothers that we now call the founding fathers. Some were his friends: he knew and worshipped George Washington for almost twenty years; he knew and squabbled with Paine for almost as long; he was at Alexander Hamilton’s deathbed. Some of them were enemies: he thought James Madison was a fool and a drunkard. He knew them all, and was one of their number. The founding fathers-to-be were guided by the pursuit of greatness. They measured themselves by their service to the country they were making. Mr. Morris was moved by the same tidal pull of public good. “This is the seed time of glory,” he wrote in one of his sweetest phrases.8 The second half of his life, after Mme de Damas finished her portrait, had two great public occasions in store for him. He was one of those New Yorkers who pushed early and hard for what became the Erie Canal, a project that made the paper structure of national union economically vital. At the same time, and paradoxically, he was one of those northerners who decided, during the War of 1812, that the nation should be broken up, and the Constitution scrapped. Other Americans would come to the same conclusion, from abolitionists calling the Constitution a deal with the devil to southerners arguing that it gave them a right to secede. But Morris’s abandonment of the document he had written is more astonishing than later repudiations.

Yet Mr. Morris, alone among the founding fathers, thought that his private life was as important as his public life. Being a gentleman mattered as much to him as being a great man. When public life was not going well, he could go home—not to bide his time before his next opportunity, or to enjoy the retirement on a pedestal of a Cincinnatus, but because he enjoyed farming, reading, eating, fishing, making money, and making love as much as founding a state. “A characteristic trait, which I must not forget,” wrote Mme de Damas, “is his faculty and habit of applying his mind to a single object, of suddenly collecting the whole force of his attention upon one point.” That point might be a stumbling economy, or an imperfect constitution; it might also be the parade of domestic life. “He is fond of his ease, does his best to procure it, and enjoys it as much as possible. He loves good cheer, good wine, good company.” Mr. Morris’s ability to switch from public to private life—his inability ever to banish his private frame of reference, even in the midst of public business—did limit his effectiveness as a public man. He lacked the persistence of the other founders. He could focus on one political idea, but soon he might be focusing on another. One delegate to the Constitutional Convention called him “fickle and inconstant,” a charge that rang down the years.9 But this limitation brought benefits. In an era when American politics was as poisonous as it would ever be, he was remarkably free from rancor. Though a war would finally drive him to it, once the war ended, rancor receded. Even James Madison could not long disturb his peace of mind.

Mr. Morris had many reasons to be happy. He was born to privilege, he worked hard to make himself rich, and he was successful in politics, business, and love: after all his affairs, he married a devoted and intelligent woman (accused, it is true, of being a double murderess, though the accuser, her brother-in-law, was commonly supposed to be somewhat insane). But Mr. Morris also saw many things that could have made him gloomy, bitter, perplexed. He witnessed two revolutions, up close and on the ground, one more turbulent than we remember, the other as turbulent as any has ever been. He fled a town that was about to be burned to the ground, and he saw a corpse that had just been torn apart by a mob. His own body was not only missing a leg, but most of the flesh of one arm. Pessimists and misanthropes have been made of less.

In 1936, as Europe slid to war, William Butler Yeats wrote that there is a gaiety in art, even tragic art, that transfigures the dread of life. Gouverneur Morris was no artist, unless living is an art. He carried his gaiety within himself. It was, we might say, constitutional.

—W. B. Yeats, “Lapis Lazuli”

GAIETY TRANSFIGURING ALL THAT DREAD,




CHAPTER ONE Past and Youth


SINCE GOUVERNEUR Morris bore his mother’s maiden name, and since pleasing, pursuing, and avoiding commitments to women would occupy much of his attention as an adult, it would be interesting to know more about Sarah Gouverneur Morris, the first woman in his life. As it is, the little we do know about her life story and her background provides several clues to what she must have been like.

The Gouverneurs were a family of Huguenots, or French Protestants, who had been driven by religious strife in their homeland to Holland in the 1590s; from there, in 1663, they went to the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam. Sarah Gouverneur, who belonged to the third generation of the family in the New World, retained enough of a French identity to send her only son briefly to a French school. But her own mother, Sarah Staats, sprang from the Dutch who had founded the colony of New Amsterdam and who had been running it for forty years when the Gouverneurs arrived.

The Gouverneurs and the Staatses thus represented something that existed nowhere else in the Thirteen Colonies—an old world of European settlement that preceded the arrival of Englishmen. Since New Amsterdam was a commercial venture based on the getting and spending of the fur trade, she had neither the time nor the desire to cultivate spokesmen; her first literary champion,Washington Irving, only appeared many years after the old world had vanished. Irving’s histories and stories about Rip Van Winkle, the headless horseman, and St. Nicholas, the patron saint of Christmas, embroidered every factual detail that he did not invent out of whole cloth; but with the insight of art, he captured important facets of a lost psychology. The people of New Amsterdam were private, stubborn, and conservative. Their women were powerful figures in the household, enjoying rights of property ownership and inheritance that were denied their English sisters (in “Rip Van Winkle,” Irving makes a joke out of female inde-pendence: poor Rip is hen-pecked). The men and women of New Amsterdam, finally, were losers: England had conquered them in 1664, renaming the city and the colony New York, and English customs and language steadily displaced all rivals as time wore on. Sarah’s Dutch grandfather,Dr. Samuel Staats, had briefly moved back to Holland rather than “make himself an Englishman.”1

In 1689, twenty-four years before Sarah was born, the old world had its last hurrah in New York: Jacob Leisler, a German merchant, led a confused rebellion against the English governor that was supported by most of the city’s old families, including the Gouverneurs and the Staatses. After almost two years, Leisler was besieged by troops from England, convicted of treason, and drawn and quartered. Power returned to its new channels, and assimilation proceeded apace—which made the descendants of the old world all the more private and stubborn. Sarah Gouverneur Morris would show such traits over the course of her long life.

Her son’s paternal ancestors, the Morrises, were by contrast winners in the lottery of the British Empire.To the brashness that typically attends success, they added a quirky extroversion of their own. The Morrises were a family of originals.

The first Morrises to settle in North America were a pair of Welsh brothers, Lewis and Richard. They fought on Cromwell’s side in the English Civil War; after taking one royalist stronghold, they adopted as their family crest a burning castle, with the motto Tandem vincitur (Finally conquered). After the Restoration, they moved to Barbados, an English Caribbean colony that was filled with Civil War veterans and refugees. From there they moved in the 1670s to New York: a logical next step, since the new English colony had become a hub for processing the sugar the plantations grew, and for shipping staples to the planters. In 1671, Richard Morris had a son, whom he named Lewis. When Richard died four years later, the elder Lewis, who had no children of his own, became his nephew’s guardian.

The Morris family did very well in New York. They bought 500 acres (later expanded to 1,900) from a Dutch farmer named Jonas Bronck, lying ten miles north of the city, stretching east from the Harlem River to Long Island Sound. Centuries later Broncks’ land would give its name to the Bronx; the Morrises named their new estate “Morrisania.” The elder Lewis Morris also bought 3,500 acres in New Jersey. Altogether he had a grist mill, a sawmill, an iron mine, a sloop, and forty-one slaves.

He and his nephew did not at first get along. The elder Lewis hired a Quaker tutor, Hugh Copperthwaite, whom the younger disliked. One day the boy hid himself in a tree beneath which Copperthwaite was used to pray. As the Quaker was addressing the Lord, young Lewis called his name. “Here am I, Lord,” said Copperthwaite, “what wouldst Thou with me?” “Go,” the voice answered, “preach my gospel to the Mohawks, thou true and faithful servant.” 2 The tutor was preparing to leave on his mission when the trick was exposed, and Lewis’s guardian exploded. The boy ran away to Jamaica, supporting himself as a scrivener, or copier of documents, until he finally came home, reconciled with his uncle, and settled down. When the elder Lewis died in 1691, the younger inherited all his bustling property.

The new owner of Morrisania directed his considerable energies into politics. The politics of New York, after Leisler’s rebellion, was defined by alliances of prominent families competing with each other for office, and for the favor of governors appointed in London. In 1697, Morrisania was designated a manor—a quasi-feudal status enjoyed by the estates of a dozen other wealthy New Yorkers (Renssal-aerwyck, the manor of the Van Renssalaer family, covered 1,100 square miles). In the early eighteenth century the lord of the new manor began holding office—first in the colonial Assembly, the elective branch of the legislature, then as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. In the latter role he became involved in one of the most famous political trials of the colonial period.

In 1732, the new governor of New York,William Cosby, a professional placeholder who looked on his offices as opportunities for enrichment, brought a suit for what he claimed were arrears in his salary, and asked the Supreme Court of the colony to erect a special court to hear his case. When Judge Morris wrote a caustic opinion rejecting the maneuver, Cosby removed him from the bench. This was a declaration of political warfare. Morris and his allies hired John Peter Zenger, a poor German printer, to edit a new newspaper in New York, the Weekly Journal, to compete with the established, pro-Cosby paper, the Gazette, and to act as their mouthpiece. The Weekly Journal published English political tracts and abusive poems, and called Cosby and his supporters “monkeys” and “spaniels.” Cosby complained of Morris’s “open and implacable malice,”3 and had Zenger arrested for seditious libel. Under the common law of seditious libel, any publication that, in the view of a judge, held the government up to contempt was illegal. The only function of a jury in a seditious libel trial was to decide whether the accused had actually printed the offensive material. The situation was not a happy one for defendants. The Morris party, however, brought in Alexander Hamilton, an eloquent lawyer from Philadelphia (no relation to the future Treasury secretary), who urged the jurors to vote their consciences. “It is not the cause of a poor printer, nor of New York alone, which you are trying. No! … It is the cause of liberty.” 4 Zenger won his freedom, and Hamilton was given a 5 1/2-ounce gold box and a party at the Black Horse Tavern. In the next Assembly elections, “the sick, the lame and the blind were all carried to vote” and the Morrisites swept the Assembly.5

The Zenger verdict set no legal precedent, since it was sheer jury nullification. Judge Morris did not intend to lead a popular party; tart, opinionated, and tactless, he was “not fitted to gain popularity,”6 and when London, to get him out of New York, offered him the governorship of New Jersey, he happily accepted, and ran the province with a firm hand. Morris lacked the principles of a later generation, but he had a principle of his own: that he and his interests were not to be trifled with.

He lived hard, in the eighteenth-century manner.When he went on a lobbying trip to London, his wife told their younger son, who went along, “Don’t let your father sit up late and drink too much wine.”7 The son failed in this task. The older man read as hard as he drank, accumulating a library of over two thousand books—vast by American standards. His fancy stimulating the fancy of others, he became a magnet for tall tales, some of them possibly true. He was supposed to have designed and built a sloop on his New Jersey property, ten miles inland, but because he never considered how to bring it to the water, it rotted where it lay. His will offers verifiable proof of singularity. If any man was “inclined to say anything” at his funeral,wrote Morris, “he may, if my executors think fit.” But Morris wished for no mourning. “When the Divine Providence calls me hence, I die when I should die, and no relation of mine ought to mourn when I do so.”8

LEWIS MORRIS, governor and former judge, died in 1746, leaving his properties, his library, and two sons: yet another Lewis, and Robert Hunter. Their father trained them to argue as boys, encouraging them “to dispute with one another for his diversion” after dinner.9 Both sons held public office, and both approached public life in a contentious spirit.When Robert Hunter Morris became deputy governor of Pennsylvania, he was advised, by Benjamin Franklin, a leader in the colonial Assembly, that he would have a “very comfortable” time, if only he avoided disputes. “My dear friend,” Morris replied, “… you know I love disputing. It is one of my great pleasures.” 10 Yet Robert Hunter Morris had the art of carrying on political wrangles without personal acrimony. Franklin remembered that even when their official exchanges were “indecently abusive,” Morris “was so good natured a man that … we often dined together.”11 Robert Hunter Morris left four children, all illegitimate, and died of a heart attack while dancing with a clergyman’s wife at a village ball.

Robert’s elder brother, Lewis, also followed what had become the family profession of politics. This Lewis Morris, like his father, served in the New York Assembly, and later became Judge of the Court of Admiralty, with jurisdiction over New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut (New York City, the centerpiece of his domain, had become, thanks to its West Indies traffic, one of the largest ports in the Thirteen Colonies). But in him the family traits of feistiness and oddity took a darker turn. “Instead of a hat,” he “used to wear upon his head a Loon’s skin … with all its feathers on.”12 It seems that Judge Morris wore this costume both in society and in court. Since loons are famed for their crazy laughing calls, the judge’s cap must have been all the more striking.This is stranger than building a boat in the woods or siring a family out of wedlock. A landlocked boat bothers nobody, and illegitimacy was not uncommon in the eighteenth century. A loonskin hat proclaims that the wearer is unique, and that his fellows are beneath his consideration. It is a declaration of independence, and insouciance.

The third Lewis Morris married Katryntje (or Tryntje) Staats, daughter of Samuel Staats, the New Amsterdam doctor who had not wanted to become an Englishman. By her he had a daughter, Mary, and three sons—a fourth Lewis, Staats Long, and Richard. Mrs. Morris died in 1731, and Lewis remained a widower for fifteen years. But in 1746, after his father died and he became lord of the manor of Morrisania, he married Sarah Gouverneur, who was fifteen years his junior, and his first wife’s niece.

In an age of high mortality, people frequently had second and third spouses, and men frequently took younger ones; in a subworld as small as the descendants of New Amsterdam, the entanglements of intermarriage were almost unavoidable. However unremarkable Lewis’s second marriage was for that time and place, his children resented it, fearing particularly the appearance of a half brother who would divide their inheritance. Lewis and Sarah’s first two children were girls—Isabella, born in 1748, and Sarah, born in 1749. But on January 31, 1752, at 1:30 in the morning, came a son, who was christened Gouverneur. The parents had two more girls—Euphemia, born in 1754, and Catherine, born in 1757—then stopped reproducing.

Lewis Morris died in 1762, when Gouverneur was ten. His will was a cri de coeur, expressing troubled feelings about his family and himself. He highlighted the dissension that his second marriage had caused by trying to allay it. “[I]t is my desire that all my children use their best endeavors to cultivate a good understanding with each other [and] that they be dutiful to” Sarah.13 He expressed his displeasure with the education he had given his three older sons. Lewis, Staats Long, and Richard had all been sent to Yale College, which had been founded in neighboring Connecticut at the beginning of the century. But in 1746, the eventful year in which their father inherited Morrisania and took a second wife, he pulled all of them from school. In his will, he condemned Connecticut, declaring that “low craft and cunning” were so “interwoven” in the character of its people “that all their art cannot disguise it from the world, though many of them under the sanctified garb of religion”—Yale was a Congregationalist college”“have endeavored to impose themselves on the world for honest men.”14 Evidently he believed that someone at Yale had cheated him somehow, not a feeling unknown to the parents of college students. But how many proclaim it in their wills?

He saw great promise in his son Gouverneur. This was a perception that was widely held. One New Yorker who knew all the Morrises wrote that Gouverneur “has more knowledge (though still a youth) than all his three other brothers put together”15—this, even though the sons of the first marriage were all successful men: Lewis was third lord of the manor, Staats Long an officer in the British army, and Richard a rising lawyer. But Lewis Morris found the family spark only in his last son, and he was determined that it be nurtured“.It is my desire,” he directed, “that my son Gouverneur Morris have the best education that is to be had in Europe or America.”16

In his own life Lewis Morris saw only failure. “My actions have been so inconsiderable in the world that the most durable monument will but perpetuate my folly…. My desire is that nothing be mentioned about me, not so much as a line in a newspaper to tell the world I am dead. That I have lived to very little purpose my children will remember with concern when they see the small pittance I have left them, for children judge the wisdom, goodness and affections of their parents by the largeness of the bequests coming to them. But what I have left them is honestly acquired, which gives me a satisfaction that ill got thousands cannot bestow.”17 Even as the loonskin hat outdid the family eccentricities, so this bitter cup of despair, hostility, and pride exceeded the whimsical language of Morris’s father’s will. The clause is absurd as well, for the “small pittance” he complained of was still, even shorn of the New Jersey acres, which had gone to Robert Hunter Morris, a fine estate. Lewis Morris died focused on his failures, convinced that the world would ignore his virtues, and placing all his hopes in a ten-year-old boy.

Lewis divided his estate among his heirs. Morrisania was split in two by a south-running brook; the western portion, 500 acres, and the title of lord of the manor, went to the eldest son, Lewis. Sarah Gouverneur Morris was given a life interest in the 1,400 acres to the east: the land and its income were hers to enjoy, though she could not sell it. At her death, it would pass to Staats Long, at which time he would give Richard and Gouverneur £2,000 apiece (perhaps $90,000 in modern money); the daughters would get £600 each (about $27,000). In the division of personal property, Gouverneur got a slave, and his father’s shaving box, seal ring, and a pair of gold buttons that his father had worn daily.

Gouverneur Morris’s inheritance thus presented him with a variety of options. If he took after his mother and her family, he might show a stubborn independence. If he took after the Morrises, he would be intelligent, flamboyant, and unusual (depression was also a possibility). His Morris heritage certainly accustomed him to politics: when he was a young man, a cousin would write him that if he failed to “dabbl[e]” in it, he would “impeach … [his] mother’s continency.”18 He was also accustomed to politics at the highest level; Morrises had made the governor of one colony miserable, and had governed two others. Many of the men who would lead the American Revolution were steeped in politics (Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin); others were politically active rich men (George Washington, John Hancock). Morris was one of the few to spring from the governing elite. He would also know, if he were wise, that his place in this elite was not guaranteed.Quite apart from the fluctuations in the fortunes of powerful New York families, he was only the last sprig of the Morrises, a fourth son. His monetary inheritance, though tidy, would be long delayed, and he could claim no portion of Morrisania. If he wished to play a part like those his father, uncle, and grandfather had played in the world, he would have to use his opportunities to make his way.

Gouverneur Morris grew up in the manor house, which stood on the eastern half of the estate on a hill overlooking Long Island Sound. As an adult, he would write of the “brilliance in our atmosphere”19 in a letter to a European friend, he called the climate of Morrisania “riant [laughing].”20 The rivers provided the easiest pathways to New York, or to nearby towns; from Morrisania to the Jersey shore of New York Harbor was a leisurely three-hour sail (an unleisurely one-hour drive today). The manor house had nine rooms and two stories, with a balcony over a porch. The parlor, where Judge Morris sometimes heard Admiralty cases, was done in black walnut and mahogany.

Young Morris did not spend as much time there as he would have liked, for his education took him away from home when he was still a boy (“I have been somehow or other hurried through the different scenes of childhood,” he would write when he was twenty).21 He was sent to a school in New Rochelle, New York, a town ten miles out on the Sound. New Rochelle had been settled by Huguenot refugees in 1688, and Gouverneur’s school was run by a Swiss Huguenot minister, who taught his pupils French and the “useful sciences.”22 In 1761, when he was nine years old, he was sent to an institution of continental reputation: the Academy of Philadelphia, founded ten years earlier by Benjamin Franklin. The Academy was housed in a structure that had been built to hold the overflow crowds from the preaching of George Whitefield, the barnstorming evangelist. Morris came with the recommendations of a child of the elite: his sponsor at the school was Thomas Lawrence, a trustee, and former mayor of Philadelphia, who also happened to be the husband of his half sister Mary. The purpose of the Academy was college preparation, and after three years there, in 1764, Morris escaped the snares of Yale, Connecticut, and Congregationalism by entering King’s College, an Anglican institution, in New York. The college, which had been founded in 1754, stood on the northern verge of town, overlooking the Hudson River.

Both the Academy and King’s were founded to incarnate the latest in eighteenth-century educational ideals; the learning they imparted was to be practical, comprehensive, and freed from the domination of Greek and Latin. Franklin wanted a curriculum grounded on English, history, and natural science, while the first president of King’s hoped his students would learn about surveying, husbandry, meteors, and stones.23 But by the time Morris arrived at each school, the curriculum had shifted back to the standard channels of the classics. Morris would have been a freak among his peers if he had not learned his Caesar and Cicero, his Homer and Xenophon. Perhaps the merrily stoical Horace helped shape his worldview.24 The exposure to Greek and Latin, on top of his youthful French, surely developed his skill with languages. All his life he would amuse his friends by dashing off tripping little poems; when he acquired French and German friends, he would amuse them with poems in their own tongues. His other skill, which shone in his student days, was mathematics; his first biographer wrote that he used to “amuse himself with rapid calculations in his mind.” 25 For the rest, Morris and his classmates tormented the teachers who could not command their respect, throwing books at the head of the Latin master at the Academy, and slandering the morals of the mathematics and natural sciences professor at King’s.

IN AUGUST 1766, when Morris was fourteen, his hurry through the scenes of childhood was rudely interrupted.While he was home from King’s, he accidentally upset a kettle of boiling water on his right arm and side. “You have doubtless heard,” wrote one family friend to another, “of the melancholy accident that befell Master Gouverneur last Sunday. I set up with him last night. He rested much better than he had done before … though his arm seemed too free from pain for so great a wound, which you know is the first symptom of a mortifica-tion.” 26 Another friend who had been with him when the accident occurred remembered that he “had borne the torture with a fortitude that would have done honor to an Indian brave.” 27 So severe was the burn that his nerves had probably been damaged; years later,William Pierce, a fellow delegate to the Constitutional Convention, would describe Morris’s right arm as having “all the flesh taken off.” 28 If the wound had become gangrenous, as the family friend feared, then the arm would have had to be amputated. But eight days after that worried letter, the same correspondent added, as a postscript to another note, that “Gouverneur is like to do well.”29

As an adult, Morris was a man of imposing physical stature, standing over six feet tall. He was also active. He had rambled through the fields and woods of Morrisania as a boy; as a man, he paddled through the swamps of upstate New York and shot the rapids of the St. Lawrence. Here, at the threshold of his manhood, was a disfigurement. Did it keep him out of the army? One half brother was already a British officer, and his other two would serve as generals in the American militia. His nephews, the sons of Lewis Morris, also served in the American army and navy. Gouverneur Morris himself responded imaginatively to things military all his life, drawing up plans of campaign for wars on two continents, and employing military images in his workaday prose (George Washington, the greatest American commander of the age, hardly ever used them). Yet Morris never wore a uniform, nor fought in battle.Neither, of course, did many other civilians, well launched in their careers. Did Morris, given his wound and his proclivities, feel a lack?

Morris’s injury did not diminish his attractiveness to women. He rarely paid for sex; “I like only the yielding kiss,” he wrote, “and that from lips I love.”30 His lovers were intelligent, appealing, and enthusiastic. Darkness and the elaborate outfits of the eighteenth century could conceal much.What did his women friends think of his arm? Surely they felt it. Did he allow them to see it?

These questions are unanswerable, for Morris matched the fortitude of an Indian brave with a brave’s silence. In his case, silence was supported by his own particular equanimity. All his life he would face bad things—and he faced an unusual number—with buoyancy and even-heartedness; this was the first instance.

Gouverneur took more than a year off from King’s College to recuperate, but his mind was so quick that once he returned he made up for lost time and graduated with his class in 1768. He gave the commencement address, on the theme of “Wit and Beauty.” The sixteen-year-old made an interesting variation on the social contract theories of Hugo Grotius and Samuel Pufendorf, the political philosophers of natural law that students at King’s read. “Philosophers who find themselves already living in society say that mankind first entered into it from a sense of their mutual wants.” But Morris was skeptical of this calculating rationalism; “… the passions of barbarians must have had too great an influence on their understandings” for them “to commence this arduous task.” Before men could live together, their passions had to be tamed by another passion—the lure of beauty. “Reason unassisted by Beauty would never have smoothed away” man’s primordial “ferocity.”31 Without reading too much into a youthful performance, we can credit Morris with having experienced something ferocious, and with finding the means within his temperament to smooth it.
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CHAPTER TWO War Comes


AFTER GRADUATING from King’s, Gouverneur followed his father, grandfather, and half brother Richard in becoming a lawyer, apprenticing himself as a clerk to William Smith, Jr., who lived at the southern end of Broadway in New York City.

The city then clung to the southern tip of Manhattan island. At the tip of the tip stood a large fort, Fort St. George, containing the governor’s house. The built-up waterfront lay along the East River where, behind a comb of piers and slips, the houses extended for more than a mile. On the North (or Hudson) River side of the island, the city still showed gaps and green spaces. A 1771 census counted a population of 21,835, less than the population of present-day Poughkeepsie; one sixth of them were slaves. Beyond the city limits lay a pleasant landscape, sometimes rolling, sometimes steeply hilly, of woods, farms, and salt marshes.

Dutch ways still persisted in Brooklyn, Flatbush, and other villages of Long Island; on Manhattan, the northbound Post Road passed the estates of the Stuyvesants, descendants of the last Dutch governor. But the merchants, artisans, sailors, and soldiers of New York were English, by birth or assimilation; all their quarrels (and there were many) were internecine. Peter Van Schaak, a friend of Morris’s from King’s College who also clerked for Smith, would say, when he had acquired experience of English life, that the manners of New York were those of a provincial English town.

Like any other aspiring lawyer of his day, Morris spent the years of his clerkship drudging in the thickets of English common law, which seemed all but pathless. Smith prepared a study guide for his clerks, but it barely organized the confusion. “[H]ow many hours have I hunted,” wrote Van Schaak, “how many books have I turned up for what three minutes’ explanation from any tolerable lawyer would have made evident to me!”1 In October 1771, at the age of nineteen, Morris was sworn in as a lawyer, after which his new colleagues drank his health at Fraunces Tavern.

Morris’s mind, versatile and quick, which handled numbers and words with equal ease, took to the law as well, and he made a good start in his profession. His manner must have strengthened his arguments: his voice was strong and rich, and the same man who found him smarter than his siblings also called him “witty, genteel, polite, [and] sensible.”2 On occasion he earned fees of £200 and £300 ($9,000 and $13,500); his mother and his half brother Lewis, the manor lord, gave him their business. He was invited to join the Moot, a lawyers’ club which took its name from a legal debating society at London’s Inns of Court, and which brought together all the ornaments of the small world of the New York bar. His mentor, Smith, and his half brother Richard (who had succeeded their father as Judge of Admiralty Court) were members. So were several representatives of the large, rich, and politically prominent Livingston family. The family motto was Si je puis (If I can), and Livingstons had been doing all they could for themselves in New York since the 1670s, when the first of them to settle in the New World had married a Van Renssalaer.

Robert R. Livingston (the R. stood for a second “Robert,” to distinguish him from other Robert Livingstons in different branches of the family) became Gouverneur Morris’s lifelong friend. He had grown up at Clermont, a Hudson Valley estate that, even though it was not a manor, was far grander than Morrisania. Tall and easygoing, Robert had intelligence, talents, and energy enough to impress the world, without overshadowing his main claim on its attention, which was that he was a Livingston. Besides Gouverneur Morris and Livingston, the junior members of the Moot included Peter Van Schaak, a sweet-natured young man from Kinderhook whom William Smith called “the first genius of all the young fellows,”3 and John Jay, Robert Livingston’s law partner. Jay, a native New Yorker, was the son of a rich merchant who was one of the owners of the public bowling green opposite the fort.When Jay was six, his father noted that “Johnny is of a very grave disposition and takes to learning exceedingly well.” 4 All his life he would be proud, serious, and brilliant.Outside the Moot, Morris, Livingston, Jay, Van Schaak, and other young men also formed a Social Club, spending their Saturday nights at Fraunces Tavern, which served the public, then as now, at the corner of Broad and Pearl streets.

As soon as Morris had a foothold in this New York world, he thought of leaving it. All his life he would be accused of fickleness. Perhaps the hurry of his childhood set the pattern of changeability. In his youth he shuttled from Morrisania to New Rochelle to Philadelphia to New York. Now he proposed to spend a year in London, and two months after his twentieth birthday, he wrote William Smith a letter, both charming and revealing, asking his advice.

“The advantages I expect” from a year abroad, he wrote, “are shortly these. I hope to form some acquaintances, that may hereafter be of service to me; to model myself after some persons who cut a figure in the profession of the law; to form my manners and address after the example of the truly polite; to rub off in the gay circle a few of those many barbarisms which characterize a provincial education; and to curb that vain self sufficiency which arises from comparing ourselves with companions who are inferior to us.” Morris’s breezy explanation of the source of his vanity suggests that he would have trouble curbing it.

“There are many dangers,” he admits, “which it is alleged attend a young man thrown from under his parents’ wings upon the gay stage of pleasure and dissipation, where a wanton circle of delusive joys courts his acquaintance, and an endless variety of objects prevents satiety and removes disgust.” This warning against the snares of London life sounds more like an advertisement: dangers and delusive hardly balance pleasure, joys, and endless variety. Morris then confesses that he has “naturally a taste for pleasure,” but argues that his good taste will steer him away from “low pleasures.” He concludes with a plea cast as an assertion: “I still have some time left before I tread the great stage of life.”5

Smith wrote his protégé a good-humored but serious reply, based on family history. “Remember your uncle Robin [Robert Hunter Morris]. He saw England thrice. No man had better advantages, either from nature or education. He began with a figure of 30,000 pounds [over a million dollars]. He did not leave 5000 pounds. I know others that never saw the east side of the great lake, who had no other friends than their own heads and their own hands, to whom your uncle was in bonds.What! Virtus post nummos? [a line from Horace—Virtue after money] … Spare your indignation. I too detest the ignorant miser. But both virtue and ambition abhor poverty, or they are mad.”6 Morris should stay home, with his nose to the grindstone.

Morris took this good advice, perhaps because, mindful of his circumstances as Smith was, he already believed it. He would spend most of the next two decades working, until he had made for himself the fortune that his father and his uncle had enjoyed.

But he did not postpone his pursuit of pleasure, even if he postponed his travel plans.Older men were not the only people who found him witty and genteel. Morris befriended the daughters of William Livingston, a politician, member of the Moot, and cousin of Robert, who moved his base of operations in 1770 across the harbor to Elizabethtown, New Jersey. Everyone loved the lovely Livingston girls. Morris wrote a vignette of seventeen-year-old Sally Livingston holding court: one admirer sitting “sidelong on his chair with melancholic and despondent phiz prolongated unto the seventh button of his waistcoat … another with his elbows fastened to his short ribs … in the midst of all this sits Miss with seeming unconsciousness of the whole…. The rosy fingers of pleasure paint her cheeks”.7 John Jay was the lucky suitor who won her. Alexander Hamilton, a poor but promising West Indian sent by island patrons to King’s College in 1773, courted Kitty Livingston,writing to her about the “roseate bowers of Cupid” and the “complex, intricate and enigmatical” nature of woman.8 Morris had discovered Kitty first. He sent her poems: “Ease at length my troubled breast/ Sweet tormentor now be kind.” He told her “how uncomfortable” his “hopeless passion” was.9 When she did not reciprocate, he admitted that “I am (as you know) constitutionally one of the happiest of men.” Gouverneur’s cousin, Robert Morris, son of his improvident uncle, rallied him on his taste for “youth, beauty, claret wine and company.”10 This was gentle enough teasing, but if there was also a note of envy of Gouverneur’s capacity for enjoyment, it would not be the last to come his way. Gouverneur’s final attitude toward his lost Miss Livingston was gracious. “A heart like yours deserves to be happy, and depend upon it, it will be so.” 11

One distraction Morris did not yet allow himself was politics. The politics of the city and the colony revolved, as it had for decades, around the rivalries of powerful families, and old allies and enemies of the Morrises still set the agenda.When Governor Cosby had removed Gouverneur’s grandfather Lewis from the Supreme Court bench, the man he replaced him with was James DeLancey, the son of a Huguenot merchant. Thirty-five years later, the DeLanceys still ran one faction. Their opponents were led by Gouverneur’s acquaintances, the Livingstons and William Smith, Jr. These two elite parties had divergent interests: the DeLanceys represented merchants, and the Anglican Church (they had supported the creation of the Anglican King’s College). Smith and the Livingstons spoke for the great landowners, and for other Protestants (hence their nickname, the Presbyterian Party). Since the Stamp Act of 1765—London’s failed attempt to raise money from its North American colonies by taxing legal documents—New York had also a party of radical Liberty Boys, sailors, artisans, and nouveaux merchants, who set themselves up as champions of colonial rights and who threw their weight to whichever of the established factions most courted them. Each group advanced its cause by the traditional means of New York politics—parades, newspapers, slander, and fists. “We have by far the best part of the bruisers on our side,” said one of the Livingston faction during a rough Assembly election.12 This rowdy and comfortable system was part of Morris’s legacy, an item in his inheritance like eccentricity or his father’s shaving bowl; for that reason, perhaps, he could take it for granted. “Politics I dislike, and only look on with pity,” he wrote in January 1774, “exclaiming with Hamlet, ‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba?’”13

Only four months later, the world of New York politics was repolar-waized. A tea tax, as hateful as the Stamp Act, had provoked the Liberty Boys of Boston to dump a shipment in the harbor. As punishment, in April 1774 Britain closed the port of Boston, and sent a military governor at the head of four regiments to rule.When word reached New York early in May, meetings were held to elect a committee of protest and response. Morris attended one of them, at Fraunces Tavern, and looked on with interest.

“I stood in the balcony,” Morris wrote a friend, “and on my right hand were ranged all the people of property, with some few poor dependants, and on the other all the tradesmen … who thought it worth their while to leave daily labor for the good of the country.” These were the familiar parties in New York politics: Livingstonites and DeLancey men (people of property), Liberty Boys (tradesmen). But their old system was cracking up. “The mob begin to think and to reason. Poor reptiles! It is with them a vernal morning, they are struggling to cast off their winter’s slough [or skin], they bask in the sunshine, and ere noon they will bite, depend upon it. The gentry begin to fear this.” So did Morris. “I see, and I see it with fear and trembling, that if the disputes with Britain continue, we shall be under the worst of all possible dominions”—that of “a riotous mob.—14
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