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“Call me Ishmael,” begins Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, considered 
one of the greatest novels in the English language. Both a philo-
sophical allegory and a vivid depiction of life aboard a whaling vessel, 
the 1851 work commences not at sea, but on land, in Melville’s dense 
and “insular city of the Manhattoes, belted round by wharves as 
Indian isles by coral reefs.” A century-and-a-half later, the bustle of 
Melville’s lower Manhattan is still familiar. Yet nowadays one can at 
times easily forget that Manhattan is surrounded by water, and was 
once populated by “thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed 
in ocean reveries.”
 Similarly, until recently, there was little recollection of an 
American maritime past, a record that had fallen into obscurity not 
only in New York and in other American coastal cities, but also in the 
historical profession as a whole. “Today, sailing is regarded as an 
upper-class recreational activity performed by people in blue blazers 
and red pants, but that’s not what the sea was about in the 
nineteenth century,” comments Nathaniel Philbrick in an interview 
in this issue of the New-York Journal of American History. “On the 
contrary: what truckers are doing now, sailors were doing then. The 
sea was the lifeblood of America—it was how information was 
disseminated. It was part of everything. And to not come to terms 
with that is really to ignore a huge part of the collective American 
experience of the nineteenth century.”

 introduction

the lifeblood of america



 Historian Robert McCaughey concurs in a historiographical 
essay beginning on page 10. Although the maritime field has relied on 
independent scholars, writers like Philbrick, and government-
employed or museum-based educators to keep the public engaged, 
there is new evidence that maritime history may be experiencing a 
renaissance in the academy, recast as a transnational oceanic history, 
or as “marine environmental history.” This issue of the New-York 
Journal of American History takes a fresh look at the topic of maritime 
history from but a few different perspectives, and acknowledges the 
primacy of the sea in American history, as well as the important 
related collections of the New-York Historical Society. 
 Finally, long-time readers of this journal will notice a new format 
with the beginning of this new volume. In addition, with this issue I 
will step down as editor in order to devote more time to my own 
scholarship. Six years ago, Kenneth T. Jackson, then-president of the 
n-yhs, asked me to take on the project of reviving the former New-
York Historical Society Quarterly, and the n-yjah was the result. I am 
grateful to have had that opportunity, and wish to thank all of those 
who have participated in the success of this wonderful endeavor: the 
journal’s associate editor, Sandra Markham, who will succeed me as 
editor; its designer, Kathleen Meaney; the distinguished editorial 
board; the many authors, scholars, and curators whose work I have 
had the pleasure of editing over the years; the Gilder Lehrman 
Institute and its president James Basker and editor Justine Ahlstrom; 
and n-yhs president Louise Mirrer, board chairman Roger Hertog, 
board member Sue Ann Weinberg, and the entire board of trustees. It 
was my privilege to work with them on this journal, one agent of the 
Historical Society’s efforts to engage a broader public in the lively 
spectacle that is American history.

VA L E R I E  PA L E Y,  E D I T O R
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K eeping america’s  maritime past a vital part of our 
national consciousness would seem to be an “all hands” 
effort from our relevant cultural institutions. Yet for the 
last half-century, American historians teaching at the 
country’s major research universities and leading lib-

eral arts colleges have kept pretty much to their bunks. Nothing so much 
distinguishes the recent state of maritime history from other specialties 
within the larger project of American history than the absence of aca-
demic engagement. By default, American maritime history today relies 
primarily upon independent scholars, writers, and government-employed 
or museum-based educators for its public visibility.1

This situation has its upside. Non-academically affiliated writ-
ers such as Mark Kurlansky, Lincoln Paine, Jonathan Raban, and John 
Rousmaniere have provided the American maritime history-reading 
public with a varied body of work distinguished by literary merit sel-
dom found in fields dominated by academic historians. So, too, forays of 
more broadly engaged writers such as Dava Sobel, Evan Thomas, Peter 
Matthiessen, and John McPhee have helped to sustain a substantial read-

 by any other name:

The Freshening of American 
Maritime History
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ing audience for maritime history. And can anyone doubt that the English 
author Patrick O’Brian, with his Jack Aubrey / Stephen Maturin novels, 
did more to acquaint this generation of American readers with the deli-
cious intricacies of shipboard life in the age of sail than did any academic 
historian—or likely could have?2

American maritime history is also unusually dependent upon the 
scholarship of museum-based scholars, curators at historic seaports, 
and pubic historians. Here, the work of Nathaniel Philbrick (long affili-
ated with the Nantucket Historical Association and the Egan Maritime 
Institute), Stuart M. Frank (earlier director of the Kendall Whaling 
Museum and now at the New Bedford Whaling Museum), Glenn S. 
Gordinier (at Mystic Seaport’s Frank C. Munson Institute of American 
Maritime Studies), and Norman J. Brouwer (formerly at the South Street 
Seaport Museum in New York City), are all cases in point. Meanwhile, at 
libraries and museums such as the John Carter Brown Library at Brown 
University, or the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts, both 
institutions with mandates beyond maritime history, it has been attended 
by the recently retired jcbl director Norman Fiering and the pem head 
curator Daniel Finamore. In the same category is the Massachusetts 
Historical Society, especially under the recently concluded directorship 
of William M. Fowler, himself a distinguished naval historian.3 Mention 
should also be made of the New-York Historical Society which has exten-
sive maritime-related holdings in both its library and museum collections 
and, with the Gilder Lehrman Institute’s support, is issuing this special 
number of the New-York Journal of American History devoted to the topic 
of maritime history. 

Beyond the staff at these major institutions, among which the 
Mariners’ Museum in Newport News, Virginia, and the Maritime 
Museum of San Diego should be listed, there are hundreds of directors, 
curators, docents, and tour guides affiliated with the more than 650 
maritime, lighthouse, and canal lock museums distributed all along the 
nation’s three seacoasts, major lakes, and inland waterways. And then, of 
course, there are the public historians employed by state and federal agen-
cies, among them the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian Institution, 
the Naval Historical Center, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (noaa). It is through the efforts of these scholars and 
institutions that most Americans today learn about their common mari-
time heritage—and see it dramatically conveyed in words, images, replica 
constructions, interactive media, and reenactments.

What, then, of the contributions emanating from the academy? 
In a phrase, decidedly uneven. To be sure, maritime history is seriously 
attended to at the nation’s relevant service academies—United States 
Naval Academy, the United States Merchant Marine Academy, and the 
Naval War College—and at several of the state-sponsored maritime 
academies, among them the California Maritime Academy in Vallejo 
and the State University of New York Maritime College in the Bronx. At 

 by any other name:

The Freshening of American 
Maritime History
 R O B E R T A .  M C C AU G H E Y



12

a number of of these institutions, senior faculty, including Kenneth J. 
Hagan at the Naval Academy and John B. Hattendorf at the Naval War 
College, are prolific scholars, and junior faculty such as Joshua Smith at 
usmma and Timothy Lynch at Cal Maritime are following t  heir lead. 
Maritime history is also studied at the Frank Munson Institute at Mystic 
Seaport, where Glenn Gordinier’s colleagues Eric Paul Roorda and Mary 
K. Bercaw Edwards are also active scholars. History is regularly featured 
at the Sea Education Association (sea) at Woods Hole, Massachusetts, 
where the subject is taught by publishing scholars such as Mary Malloy 
and John Odin Jensen (and until recently, Matthew McKenzie, now at 
the University of Connecticut-Avery Point), preparatory to casting their 
undergraduates upon the sea.4

Similarly, at universities with strong programs in maritime stud-
ies / marine archaeology—Texas a&m, East Carolina University, University 
of New Hampshire, the University of Rhode Island—history is a standard 
part of the curriculum. More than thirty colleges and universities have 
federal support through the noaa’s National Sea Grant College Program. 
Some offer masters degrees in maritime history, and some, including the 
University of South Carolina and Texas a&m, have university presses that 
support publishing programs in American maritime and naval history.

 Yet the fact remains that none of these institutions of higher learn-
ing number among the fifty research universities that account for the 
lion’s share of annual production of phds in American history, and none 
include the traditionally top-ranked history departments. At these large 
research universities and in these prestigious departments, regular atten-
tion to American maritime history is conspicuous by its absence. Until his 
retirement from Yale in 2000, Gaddis Smith occasionally taught courses 
in maritime history, although usually under another label. At Harvard, the 
Graduate School of Education has in the recent past hired a maritime his-
torian, Mary Malloy, to teach history and museum studies in its Extension 
Program. At ucla, Berkeley, Chicago, Wisconsin, Penn, and nyu, no one 

currently on the list of standing graduate faculty 
has any identifiable scholarly or teaching interest 
in maritime history. In the late 1990s, Norman 
Fiering encouraged the history department at 
Brown to mount a masters program in maritime 
history, offering the unmatched resources of his 
library and arguing that such a program would be 

unique among the school’s peers—but to no avail. Of the six authors of 
America and the Sea: A Maritime History (1998), which was for nearly 
a decade the closest the subject has come to having a textbook, all are or 
were academics, but none for any time at a major research university.5 
With few exceptions, maritime history is not ordinarily taught at the lead-
ing liberal arts colleges, which play a disproportionate role as feeders to 
the major graduate programs in American history: Williams College has 
had a long-time interest in American maritime studies, especially during 

At these large research universities 
and in these prestigious 
departments, regular attention 
to American maritime history is 
conspicuous by its absence.

TH E  N EW - YO R K  J O UR N A L  O F  
A M E R I C A N  H I S TO RY  
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the tenure of Benjamin W. Labaree, and offers a one-semester academic 
program at Mystic Seaport that features history and literature; Barnard 
College, where the author teaches, has usually offered a seminar in early 
American maritime history for the last decade. But at most of the other 
Ivies, Little Ivies, Seven Sisters, and their qualitative equivalents, the sub-
ject goes largely untaught. 

Three other pieces of evidence point to the marginality of mari-
time history as an academic sub-discipline. First, with publication of 
the American Neptune having been suspended, 
there is no American-based peer-reviewed journal 
devoted to maritime history. Second, there is no 
formal association of American academic mari-
time historians, the nearest approximation being 
the North American Society for Oceanic History 
(nasoh), whose membership extends from inter-
nationally recognized scholars, among them its present president John B. 
Hattendorf, to “avocational enthusiasts, ship modelers, and avid readers.”6 
Third, while other academic sub-fields of history have been utilizing the 
electronic listserv facilities of H-Net, hosted by Michigan State University, 
for upwards of a decade, it was only in 2006, through the heroic labors 
of Tim Lynch at Cal Maritime, that some 182 Americans (257 overall) 
are now subscribers to “H-Maritime,” by no means all of them, or even a 
majority, academically based.7

Why is this so? And was it ever otherwise? One might argue that 
American maritime / naval history has always been a subject that has had 
greater appeal outside the academy than within. Witness the novelist James 
Fenimore Cooper (1789–1851) and the politician Theodore Roosevelt (1858–
1919), two thoroughly non-academic and popular American authors of 
maritime / naval histories. It is also the case that for the first generation of 
academically trained professional American historians—John W. Burgess 
(1844–1931), Herbert Baxter Adams (1850–1901), Edward Channing 
(1856–1931), William A. Dunning (1857–1922)—the important ques-
tions related distantly to the Anglo-Saxon origins of American colonial 
institutions, and more proximately to the causes and consequences of the 
Civil War and Reconstruction. Moreover, it became the explicit mission 
of the most prominent spokesman of the second generation, Frederick 
Jackson Turner (1861–1932), himself reared in Wisconsin on the edge of 
the frontier, to direct the academic profession’s attention away from the 
Atlantic Ocean and instead to focus on the West and the westward move-
ment. It was there, Turner and his many followers argued, the real basis 
for American democratic institutions and cultural distinctiveness were to 
be found. Similarly, the animating concerns of Turner’s more urban-ori-
ented contemporary, Charles A. Beard (1874–1948), seldom directed him 
seaward. To be sure, Arthur Meier Schlesinger (1888–1965) took an active 
interest in the doings of the Revolutionary generation’s maritime mer-
chants, but less for their place in a vast transatlantic maritime network 

One might argue that American 
maritime / naval history has 
always been a subject that has 
had greater appeal outside the 
academy than within.

A M E R I C A N  M A R IT I M E  H I S TO RY
M C C AU G H EY  
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than their ambiguous response to the American Revolution.8

Still, there was an earlier time when maritime history had a higher 
profile in the historical profession and in university and college class-
rooms, and when leading professors at major universities wrote important 
books on America’s maritime past. Almost inevitably, the examples brought 
forward by proponents of this “golden age” are two, the Harvard profes-
sors Samuel Eliot Morison (1887–1976) and Robert Greenhalgh Albion 
(1896–1983), and the books cited are Morison’s The Maritime History of 
Massachusetts, 1783–1860 (1921) and Albion’s The Rise of New York Port, 
1815–1860 (1939). Morison taught at Harvard from 1915 until he offi-
cially retired in 1955, but continued working in his Widener Library carrel 
through the end of his life. Albion, who came from Princeton, where he 
began teaching in 1922, went to Harvard in 1939 as the inaugural holder 
of the Gardiner Chair in Maritime History.9

But if Morison and Albion represent a “golden age” of academic 
maritime history, neither scholar did much to assure continued academic 
interest in the subject. Rather than challenge the received Turnerian view 
of American history as fundamentally a land-centered, westward mov-
ing, continentalist saga, both Morison and Albion opted early on in their 
careers to ignore the questions animating their professional colleagues 
and to write instead for that portion of the educated reading public 
interested generally in matters maritime. They largely ignored the his-
toriographic debates of the inter-war era, other than to insist that their 
native New England (Morison was a sixth-generation Bostonian born on 
Beacon Hill, Albion traced his American origins to seventeenth-century 
Maine) not be written out of the nation’s history. This Morison did by 
writing narrative maritime histories of Massachusetts and biographies of 
naval figures, in addition to his books on Puritanism and Harvard, while 
Albion credited much of the “rise” of New York Port after the War of 1812 
to an influx of seafaring New Englanders.10 It also bears noting that both 
Morison’s Maritime History of Massachusetts and Albion’s Rise of New 
York Port cover much the same relatively brief period, using Morison’s 
somewhat wider dates, from 1783 to 1860. Both historians indicated 
plans to extend their respective narratives backward and forward in time, 
but neither did. In starting and stopping where they did, they unwittingly 
contributed to the foreshortened view of America’s maritime history as 
beginning with the Revolution and ending with the demise of the clipper 
ship and American whaling in the 1860s.

Other factors inhibited their potential as builders of a “mari-
time / maritimist school” among American historians of the inter-war 
generation. As much by his personal aloofness as chosen subject matter, 
Morison attracted few graduate students and sponsored still fewer dis-
sertations, in maritime history or any other subject. And those few who 
did work with him—Arthur Pierce Middleton and Wilcomb E. Washburn 
are good examples—generally did not go on to academic careers. Nor did 
he much bother with motivating undergraduates to study maritime his-
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tory. After his service in World War ii, where he directed the Navy’s effort 
to record its wartime history, Morison, whose close friends called him 
“Sam,” preferred the rest of us address him by his final rank, “Admiral.” 
Albion was personally more approachable and enjoyed teaching large 
classes of Princeton and then Harvard undergraduates, who referred to 
his course as “Boats.” Albion’s role as a graduate adviser and mentor of 
would-be academic maritime historians was also marginally larger than 
Morison’s. Yet neither made anything like full use of their university posi-
tions to transfer their enthusiasm for American maritime history to a 
new generation of academic historians. To the contrary, by intention the 
Beacon Hill Brahmin Morison, and likely inadvertently the “Down-eas-
ter” Albion personified (if not encouraged) the view that maritime history 
was the exclusive province of old-line Yankee-born-and-bred salts, and 
accordingly off limits to those whose regional, ethnic, religious, and even 
class origins gave them little direct contact with the sea or awareness of 
the difference between a hawse hole and a bowsprit.

A word on the specialized terminology: it is not that doing maritime 
history required familiarity with a technical language that set it apart from 
other specialties; the histories of religion and science made equal if not 
greater demands. Instead, it was a vocabulary to be mastered not in the 
library by study and memorization, but by being out on the water on long 
weekends and seemingly endless summers; it was this biographical impera-
tive that served to exclude the “landlubber.” Maritime history devolved 
into a form of the genealogical history of the once-privileged Protestant 
Yankeedom. The Irish, Jews, women, blacks, or gays need not apply.

Not surprisingly, maritime history held little interest to the postwar 
generation of graduate students of the 1950s or 1960s (my generation) 
who gained places in the historical profession—and have until very 
recently constituted its leadership. It was their (our) mentors—and the 
temper of the times—who first directed us away 
from intellectual and political history toward social 
history and local community studies, and still later 
from the study of elites to that of the non-elites. 
The early work of one of the last generation’s lead-
ing scholars, the Harvard-trained historian Bernard 
Bailyn, is a case in point. His first book, The New 
England Merchants in the Seventeenth Century (1955), was an outgrowth 
of his dissertation written under the guidance of Oscar Handlin (and not 
Morison), followed by Massachusetts Shipping, 1697–1714 (1959), writ-
ten with his wife, Lotte Bailyn. The subject matter of both fall well within 
the realm of maritime history, but were not described as such and were 
meant to serve very different historiographical purposes. And then, rather 
than pursue further similar subject matter, Bailyn subsequently moved 
on to take up The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (1967), 
with many of his best Harvard students in tow. By the early 1970s he had 
become one of the historical profession’s leading scholars. Meanwhile, 

A M E R I C A N  M A R IT I M E  H I S TO RY
M C C AU G H EY  

It was a vocabulary to be mastered 
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Morison’s magnum opus, The European Discovery of America, was pub-
lished in two volumes in 1971 and 1974, and while a best-seller, it had no 
discernible impact on the profession. Similarly, by then, Albion’s once-
thought-to-be classic Rise of New York Port was already well on its way 
to becoming what one urban historian recently characterized as “much 
cited, little read, seldom discussed.”11 Despite this doubly unwelcoming 
situation, a few academically employed historians of the 1970s and 1980s 
did write books that an earlier generation would have called maritime 
history, but which in most cases their authors did not. One is the evoca-
tively titled Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Merchant Seaman, 
Pirates, and the Anglo-American Maritime World, 1700–1750 (1987), 
by the then-Georgetown University (and now University of Pittsburgh) 
historian Marcus Rediker. Yet in acknowledging the English Marxist his-
torian E.P. Thompson and the American radical historian Jesse Lemisch 
as important influences, and in emphasizing the grievances and agency 
of “inarticulate” before-the-mast seamen, Rediker, a Penn phd, could 
scarcely be at a greater historiographical (or ideological) remove from that 
earlier generation’s emphasis on the quarterdeck and owners back on the 
beach.12 Farmers and Fishermen: Two Centuries of Work in Essex County, 
Massachusetts, 1630–1850 (1994) by Daniel Vickers, is another prime 
example of an academically produced maritime-history-by-another-name. 
While taking implicit issue with Rediker here, and more explicitly in his 
later study Young Men and the Sea: Yankee Seafarers in the Age of  Sail 
(2005), the Princeton-trained Vickers, now at the University of California, 
San Diego, is at one with Rediker in seeing the sea and shipboard life as 
an important and under-examined arena where working conditions and 
labor relations in early America can be fruitfully examined. Briton Cooper 
Busch, in his Whaling Will Never Do For Me: The American Whaleman in 
the Nineteenth Century (1994), and Paul A. Gilje, at the very much land-
locked University of Oklahoma, with his recent Liberty on the Waterfront: 
American Maritime Culture in the Age of Revolution (2004), are other 
excellent examples of the maritime historian as social / labor historian. 
None of these scholars make any claim to kinship with the maritime 
historians of the Morison-Albion generation, whom Vickers faults for 
being more celebratory than analytic.13 This said, we must acknowledge 
the work of the Brooklyn-reared Columbia historian Richard B. Morris, 
whose pioneering work in early American labor history in the 1930s and 
1940s did stress the importance of the maritime trades and the richness 
of the sources for their study.14

Where academically based labor historians venture, can histori-
ans of the race / ethnicity and women / gender / sexual persuasion be far 
behind? And so it has been with the recent “rediscovery” by historians 
specializing in these academically flourishing subfields. Among recent 
historians of the African American experience, the Hopkins-trained W. 
Jeffrey Bolster, currently at the University of New Hampshire, is one of 
those rare historians who comes by his scholarly interest by a decade-
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long experience as a seaman and captain of sailing vessels. His American 
Historical Association prize-winning book, Black Jacks: African American 
Seamen in the Age of Sail (1997), unapologetically sets out to answer some 
basic—and heretofore unexplored—questions about African Americans’ 
maritime history. Again, no need for even a pro forma acknowledgment of 
Morison, whose Maritime History of Massachusetts left the role of African 
Americans in that history for others to tell. A still more recent example of 
the blending of maritime and black history is David S. Cecelski’s excellent 
The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina 
(2001). Here the properly absent acknowledgment is to Morison’s stu-
dent Arthur Pierce Middleton’s Tobacco Coast: A Maritime History of 
Chesapeake Bay in the Colonial Era (1953), which devoted one paragraph 
of its 498-page account to the human costs of the African slave trade and 
nothing to the contributions of blacks in the maritime trades. Yet another 
instance of maritime history as African American history is Julie Winch’s 
biography of the black Philadelphia sail maker and maritime enterpriser, 
A Gentleman of Color: The Life of James Forten (2002).15

Several other female historians have recently made a place for 
themselves and for women’s history in what an earlier generation called 
maritime history—and where women were especially thought to be out 
of place, either as subject matter or would-be chroniclers. Three examples 
will have to suffice here. Captain Ahab Had a Wife: New England Women 
and the Whale Fishery, 1720–1870 (2000) is the work of Rutgers-
trained Lisa Norling, currently at the University of Minnesota, where she 
includes “maritime” among her specialties, after “American Revolution” 
and “Nineteenth-century social, women and gender.” Boston University-
trained historian Margaret S. Creighton, now at Bates College, is the 
author of Rites and Passages: The Experience of American Whaling, 1830–
1870 (1995), which devoted a chapter to the role of women in whaling. 
Together, Norling and Creighton edited the collection of essays for a 
series in us History / Gender Studies, Iron Men, Wooden Women: Gender 
and Seafaring in the Atlantic World, 1700–1920 (1996). The last exam-
ple is the nyu-trained Elaine Forman Crane, now teaching at Fordham 
University, whose book Ebb Tide in New England: Women, Seaports, and 
Social Change, 1630–1800 (1998) could be said to win the trifecta, suc-
cessfully combining the academically respectable approach of detailed, 
statistically based community studies and women’s history to academi-
cally suspect maritime history. To be sure, most of the scholars cited here 
are not at major research universities (Norling and Vickers currently are), 
but many are well short of mid-career and some may well move to where 
they will have a chance to train the next generation of American histori-
ans, some of whom surely will be drawn to the subject matter that engages 
their mentors.16

The point should by now be clear: American maritime history is not 
nearly so dead as one might think, if only those writing under other more 
fashionable academic colors are included. As I have tried to show, “mari-
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time history” has its own history, which may well make it unacceptable  
to today’s academic historians—and to tomorrow’s historians now in 
graduate school or college—so its disappearance ought not occasion 
extended lament. Meanwhile, for academic-history-by-any-other-name, 
the generation-long ebb tide may well have turned. Let me support this 
admittedly optimistic conclusion by pointing to three areas of current 
publishing activity.

The first is drawn from the history of science, a subfield that has had 
its own ups and downs and its own years on the margins of the American 
historical profession. But from within its ranks come three recent books 
on the study of the oceans by Americans (though by no means exclusively) 
by young (everything is relative) historians. Helen M. Rozwadowski, who 
trained at Penn and now heads up the history section of the maritime 
studies program at the University of Connecticut-Avery Point, recently 
authored Fathoming the Ocean: Discovery and Exploration of the Deep 
Sea (2005), a collective biography and social history of oceanic research 
in the late nineteenth century. The Hopkins-trained Joyce Chaplin, now 
a professor at Harvard, is the author of The First Scientific American 
(2006), a biography of Benjamin Franklin that devotes as much atten-
tion to his maritime pursuits as to those in electricity and convection. A 
still more recently published history of science is Trying Leviathan: The 
Nineteenth-Century New York Court Case That Put the Whale on Trial and 
Changed the Order of Nature (2007), by the Princeton-based historian D. 
Graham Burnett, which frames the technical question of the classification 
of whales—mammals or fishes?—in a rich urban and litigious context. 
Collectively, these books make a powerful claim for the idea that the sci-
entific study of the oceans has long been an American preoccupation and 
is a subject to which Americans have made important contributions. This 
is an argument that Nathaniel Philbrick also has made recently for the 
period between Chaplin’s and Rozwadowski’s books in his Sea of Glory: 
America’s Voyage of Discovery, The us Exploring Expedition, 1838–1842 
(2003). And this story, unlike the rise of New York Port or whaling or 
clipper ships, has legs to carry it beyond the Civil War and down to the 
present, as evidenced by Rozwadowski’s current project on the American 
oceanography in the Cold War.17

A second publishing hotspot is the very recent and belated turn 
seaward of those engaged in the writing of the nation’s environmental 
history, a rapidly growing and heretofore largely terrestrial specialization. 
In May 2005 Rozwadowski and Matthew McKenzie organized a conference 
of scholars and policy makers involved in maritime matters; held at the 
Sea Education Association in Woods Hole, it was attended by the above-
cited historians Bolster, Norling, Winch, and Alfred W. Crosby, one of 
the founders of American environmental history. Some time was spent 
worrying about what to call this specialty-in-the-making, with “marine envi-
ronmental history” seeming to enjoy the greatest favor, which reflected 
not only the slightly toxic character “maritime” still has in some quarters, 
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but also its inability to encompass the non-human aspects of the subject.18

And finally, I point as evidence of a freshening of the prospects for 
maritime-history-by-any-other-name to two recent issues of the American 
Historical Review, the Ur-journal of the American academic historical 
establishment. The June 2006 issue contains a 64-page ahr Forum enti-
tled “Oceans of History,” consisting of essays by five historians, none a 
specialist in American history, although three are Americans and teach at 
American universities and many of the books cited are American in sub-
ject matter. The Stanford-based Japanese historian and geographer Karen 
Wigen provided the introduction; two English-university based historians, 
Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, wrote on 
“The Mediterranean and ‘the New Thalassology’”; 
the Georgetown-based English historian Alison 
Games wrote on “Atlantic History: Definitions, 
Challenges, and Opportunities;” and the Rutgers-
based French historian Matt K. Matsuda wrote 
on “The Pacific.”19 Yet even to describe these his-
torians by their national specialties is to miss the 
point; all present themselves as “oceanic historians,” scholars who focus 
not a given nation state or piece of dry real estate but on a specific ocean 
or sea and the immediate coastal regions it washes. “No longer outside 
time, the sea is being given a history,” Wigen declared in her essay, “even 
as the history of the world is being retold from the perspective of the sea.” 
This is not the place to describe the arguments of these scholars, only to 
suggest that the forum speaks well for the future prospects of “oceanic 
history” in the academy. It bids fair to be every bit as welcome as, a decade 
ago, “Atlantic history,” and still more recently, “world” or “global history.” 
Given that the oceans spread over more than two-third of said globe, 
its chroniclers may fairly lay claim to a lion’s share of the attention to be 
allotted it.

As if to reinforce the point of the present fashionableness of 
“oceanic history,” the editors of the ahr followed up three issues later 
(February 2008) with the lead article by the American historian W. 
Jeffrey Bolster, provocatively entitled, “Putting the Ocean in Atlantic 
History: Maritime Communities and Marine Ecology in the Northwest 
Atlantic, 1500–1800.” Bolster offers a reorienting reading of the New 
England / Maritime Provinces region—or Northeast Shelf Large Marine 
Ecosystem (lme)—from the sea inward, as seen from the perspective of 
the region’s fishermen and coastal sailors, but also from its once plenti-
ful coastal whales, sturgeon, and bass, and now extinct flightless birds, 
the Great Auks; a John James Audubon painting of a pair serves as the 
volume’s cover illustration. In doing so, Bolster, a leader in the marine 
environmental history movement, allows a note of surprise to slip into 
his remark that “for historians, the past has never looked so watery.”20

Surely, then, there will be room in the “next new history” for erst-
while American academic historians who make the sea and the coastal 
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regions their scholarly specialty. So, too, the study of those who through-
out American history have plied it as sailors, warriors, immigrants (willing 
and forced), scientists and recreational travelers, Ahabs and Ishmaels, 
Winslow Homers and Rachel Carsons. If Paris was worth a mass, why is 
not reclaiming a place in the groves of academe worth a name change? 
Such a development need not result in the decline of non-academic schol-
arly and popular interest in the sea and America’s ongoing engagement 
with it, but would constitute a healthier and more sustainable mix of con-
tributors than has recently characterized the state of American maritime 
history. Growing public attention to the fragility of the oceans and their 
role in climate change should alone assure an attentive audience of book 
buyers and policy makers. It will, however, require on the part of aca-
demic historians to get beyond not only traditional labels and national 
identities, but also our disciplinary specialties and even our anthropocen-
tric perspective. In the ahr Forum, Wigen concludes with a cautionary 
glimpse of the brave new world of oceanic history: “A fuller engagement 
with marine biology may one day allow the whales and otters and cod 
that lured ships out onto sea in the first place to take their rightful place 
in maritime historical studies.” How’s that for inclusiveness, Sam?21

Robert A. McCaughey is Professor of History,  
Barnard College, Columbia University.
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N ew york’s emergence as the nation’s largest and most 
important city was based on its emergence as the main 
shipping hub of the United States. After it became the 
country’s preeminent port for international trade in 1797, 
reaching subsequent milestones seemed effortless: the 

largest population among American cities in 1803; the center of financial 
markets beginning around 1819; the center of immigration in 1820; the 
most active center for technological innovation in the 1820s; the undis-
puted center of American banking in the 1830s; and the nation’s most 
important manufacturing center by 1850.1 Both domestic and interna-
tional shipping converged there, bringing commerce, news, fashion, and 
the immigrants that kept the city’s population growing. It was obvious to 
every visitor that New York’s economy was based on its harbor; Frances 
Trollope, writing in 1832, stated that New York “rises, like Venice, from the 
sea, and . . . receives into its lap tribute of all the riches of the earth.”2

The importance of shipping led both nineteenth-century contem-
poraries and more recent historians to argue that New York harbor itself 
was the reason New York became the nation’s metropolis. If its harbor was 

not predestination: 

New York Harbor and the  
Challenge of Philadelphia
R O H I T  T.  AG G A R WA L A
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clearly the best on the Atlantic, that would explain why the city triumphed 
so decisively over rivals such as Philadelphia, Boston, and Norfolk. As 
early as 1804, a Philadelphia guidebook cited the harbor when it acknowl-
edged that “the trade of America” had “latterly flowed more freely into the 
open channels of the bay of New-York.”3 More than a century later, the 
historian Robert G. Albion described the harbor’s importance in a chapter 
succinctly entitled, “Predestination.”4

These writers, however, failed to note an important fact: the harbor 
had been there, unchanged, long before the arrival of the first Europeans 
in the 1620s, but it was not until the 1790s that New York displaced other 
cities to become the leading port in America. It was not for lack of trying: 
in 1665—the year after the British conquest—Richard Nicolls, governor of 
the colony, promised the Duke of York that “within five yeares the staple 
of America will be drawne hither.”5 However, during the colonial period, 
New York City had failed dramatically to compete with other cities.

Most significantly, it had failed to compete with the American city 
most like it: Philadelphia. Both New York and Philadelphia were grain 
ports; both were commercial-minded and tolerant of religious and ethnic 
diversity; both were river cities that controlled the trade of fertile river val-
leys. But Philadelphia, not New York, was the boomtown of the eighteenth 
century. Founded only in 1681—a full seventeen years after New York had 
been captured—it surpassed New York in population by 1753.6 By the 
1730s, it had equaled Boston in its shipping, and overtook its popula-
tion in the 1750s. In the 1760s, a visiting British official observed that it 
was obvious that, should America ever become independent, Philadelphia 
would be its capital.7 

Artist unknown.
New York, ca. 1845
Engraving (PR 020).
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New Yorkers expressed their disbelief at this situation in newspaper 
editorials that argued that geography indisputably favored their city. How 
could an inland port—110 miles up a river—rival the great city on New 
York Harbor? One article argued that Pennsylvania farmers must have 
had lower profits than New York farmers, because the former needed to 
rely on land transportation to Philadelphia, while New Yorkers took their 
produce to market by water: “One Boat shall steal into the Harbour of 
New-York, with a Lading of more Burden and Value, than forty Waggons, 
One Hundred and Sixty Horses, and Eighty Men, into Philadelphia; and 
perhaps with less Noise, Bluster or Shew. . . . How great, then, are the 
Incumbrances to which they are exposed! What an immense Charge is 
saved to us!”8 Another pointed out that the Delaware River was closed by 
ice for part of the winter, creating “an almost total Stagnation of Trade,” 
while “the Depth of Winter scarce obstructs our Commerce.”9 But editori-
als failed to change trade patterns. In the 1780s, a French visitor reported 
confidently that “Philadelphia . . . is certainly the premier commercial 
town of the entire continent.”10

This suggests two things: one, that New York Harbor may not have 
been quite so superior as many have assumed, and two, that, as long as a 
functioning harbor exists, other aspects of a city are more significant to 
its long-term growth. Looking at New York and Philadelphia’s rivalry in 
the eighteenth century suggests both are true. 

Delaware and Hudson
The most important fact that New York’s boosters missed was that New 
York and Philadelphia were very similar in their suitability to be eigh-26
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teenth-century ports. The Hudson and Delaware river valleys gave each 
city a large natural trading area of roughly the same size. The Hudson pre-
sented roughly 160 miles of sloop navigation from the Narrows north to 
Troy, and the Delaware, 150 miles from Cape Henlopen north to Trenton. 
Each had additional interior access: New York boats could travel into 
New Jersey via the Raritan River at Perth Amboy, while Philadelphia boats 
could get up the Schuylkill River into Pennsylvania. Farther afield, each 
also had access to other regions: New York, through the East River into 
Long Island Sound and the southern coast of New England; Philadelphia, 
across the narrow neck of land into Chesapeake Bay. Once it was certain 
that New York and Philadelphia were going to be the main cities in their 
regions, they had access to hinterlands of roughly the same area.

A harbor’s key purpose is to provide a place for ships to rest pro-
tected from the perils of bad weather, and offer enough space for ships 
to safely maneuver, dock, and unload. Both New York’s and Philadelphia’s 
harbors did that. New York’s Upper Bay afforded a huge area for ships to 
rest at anchor, and the East River offered room enough to turn ships per-
pendicular to the shore for docking. (Due to ice floating down the Hudson 
in the spring, the port grew on the East River.) Philadelphia was similarly 
endowed—and even better. The Delaware River was nearly three-quarters 
of a mile wide there, and safe from all storms; further, the topography also 
allowed ships to pull right up to the riverbank to unload, avoiding the 
need to construct slips as were required on New York’s waterfront. 

To be suited for trade, a harbor must also allow large ships to sail 
in without fear of scraping bottom or becoming stuck in mud; thus, 
the “controlling depth” of a harbor—the greatest depth of its deep-
est entrance route—determined which ships could and could not use it. 
Again, Philadelphia’s harbor was at least New York’s equal. Although the 
route up the Delaware River was twisty and required avoiding shoals and 
mudbanks, and despite the lack of a systematic chart of the river until 
1756, it was known for most of the eighteenth century that ships drawing 
3 fathoms (18 feet) of water could reliably sail upriver to the city. By the 
late eighteenth century, it was known that New York’s harbor was deeper, 
with a controlling depth of 3  ½ fathoms (21 feet). But this was not really 
an advantage for New York. First, the early soundings of New York had 
not located the deepest channels, and so for much of the century it was 
assumed that the controlling depth was only 18 feet;11 only at mid-cen-
tury did a chart show the controlling depth to be 21 feet.12 Second, depths 
greater than 18 feet were, at that time, unnecessary for a commercial port; 
not until the middle of the nineteenth century were there merchant ships 
that required a harbor of more than 18 feet deep.13

In fact, New York was considered a dangerous harbor for the largest 
ships of the time—warships. Pehr Kalm, a Swedish traveler visiting in the 
late 1740s who made extensive observations on the American colonies, 
had remarked about New York that,

The entrance however has its faults: one of them is, that no men of 
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war can pass through it; for though the water is pretty deep, yet it 
is not sufficiently so for great ships. Sometimes even merchant ships 
of a large size have by the rolling of the waves and by sinking down 
beneath them, slightly touched the bottom, though without any bad 
consequences. Besides this, the canal is narrow; and for this reason 
many ships have been lost here, because they may be easily cast upon 
a sand, if the ship is not well piloted.14

Naval officials agreed; responding to a 1743 inquiry from the 
Admiralty about the suitability of New York as a naval base, Captain Peter 
Warren, who commanded the British station ship at New York, replied 
that “ships of fifty or sixty guns may, with care at proper times of tide, 
come into the port of New York.”15 While a ship of sixty guns was a large 
naval vessel—and larger than virtually any merchant ship afloat—there 
was already in the 1740s a ship of seventy guns stationed in Jamaica.16 
A British sailor visiting in 1756 wrote that the Hudson River “has a bar 
at the mouth, which prevents the entrance of very large ships.”17 In 1778, 
during the Revolution, the French fleet arrived off of New York but dared 
not enter the harbor because it included ships of seventy-four, eighty, and 
ninety guns.18

The supposed disadvantage that New Yorkers attributed most often 
to Philadelphia was its greater distance from the ocean: 110 miles rather 
than the 24 miles from lower Manhattan. A ship arriving at Sandy Hook 
in the morning could reach its dock on the East River in time for a late 
lunch if it chose, although many ships actually anchored in the harbor for 
paperwork before sailing to dock. Reaching Philadelphia definitely took 
longer: when Pehr Kalm arrived from Europe, it took about twenty-two 
hours to reach Philadelphia from the mouth of the Delaware. His ship 
arrived at the Capes “a little after noon” on September 14, 1748, and pro-
ceeded upriver, arriving at New Castle, Delaware, at sunset. They anchored 
there for the night, “the pilot not venturing to carry the ship up the river 
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in the dark, several sands being in the way.” Leaving New Castle at dawn, 
they arrived at Philadelphia at 10 a.m. on September 15. Of his twenty-
two-hour trip, twelve hours were at anchor; thus, a ship arriving at the 
Capes in the morning might reach Philadelphia by nightfall, although 
unfavorable winds might add significant time to the river journey.19 

Although this distance was an inconvenience, it has to be seen in 
the context of the shipping patterns of the time. The extra distance added 
only a day or two in sailing time to a ship coming from Europe and head-
ing to Philadelphia versus one heading to New York. Sailing times from 
Europe were counted in weeks, and varied—depending on the season, the 
weather, and the skill of the crew—by days and weeks. In the face of these 
fluctuations, it would be unlikely that the eighty-six-mile difference would 
really affect the decisions of merchants or captains—any more than a 
modern-day New Yorker would choose to fly to London from Kennedy 
airport rather than Newark because Queens is fourteen miles closer to 
England than is northern New Jersey. The distance is indeed slightly  
less, but all the other variables in international travel make it a meaning-
less factor. 

The main impact that Philadelphia’s upriver location had on ship-
ping was that its pilotage fees were higher than New York’s. Both cities 
were dangerous ports to sail into, with shoals, sandbars, and shallows 
along the route that could damage a ship not guided precisely, and both 
ports required most ships to take on local pilots to guide them safely 
into the harbor.20 New York’s shorter distance to the ocean did not make 
it much easier to navigate, as a counterintuitive zigzag was required to 
enter the Narrows safely.21 Although Philadelphia’s distance from sea to 
port was more than four times that of New York’s, the pilots there charged 
only about three times the fee of New York’s pilots; for a large ship, the 
difference in price was roughly the cost of six barrels of common flour.22 
This was measurable (and ship owners often grumbled about it), but 
was not a large enough difference to change the course of commerce— 
especially in an era of generally poor accounting. 

The distance upriver actually had some advantages for Phila-
delphia—advantages that some contemporaries noted. Most major 
ports in Europe were not located on the ocean, but up a river, near the 
point where large oceangoing ships can no longer continue inland. This 
allowed for efficient inland distribution: water transportation was cheap, 
and boats had freedom to go anywhere, while land was difficult and roads, 
once built, are fixed. As a result, cities like Amsterdam, Hamburg, Rouen, 
and even London itself tended to be upriver, at connections between 
water and land transport, not at places convenient for water-water 
connections.23

In addition, oceanfront seaports were vulnerable, both to pirates 
and to foreign navies. New York was so open to attack from the sea that, 
in both 1664 and 1776, the British navy had little trouble taking the city; 
in contrast, the British succeeded in occupying Philadelphia during the 
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Revolution only by staging a land invasion from the Chesapeake. The 
question of military security lingered after independence: “Philadelphia, 
like New York, has the advantage of being situated on the side of a great 
river,” one English writer wrote in 1800, but it “has the additional advan-
tage [of ] safety from the attacks of enemies, [by] being farther removed 
from the sea.”24 When the New Netherland Company—predecessor to 
the Dutch West India Company—founded its first settlement on the 
Hudson River in 1614, it ignored Manhattan and set up at Fort Nassau—
just south of present-day Albany, 140 miles up the river. Only twelve years 
later, in 1626, did Europeans settle on Manhattan.25 (Albany never threat-
ened New York as a major port because mudflats in the Hudson River 
prevented transatlantic ships of the eighteenth century from ascending 
all the way north.26)

The fact that the Delaware River froze most winters was a more 
obvious hindrance to Philadelphia. But this, too, seems not to have been 
of major importance in the eighteenth century. First of all, the closure 
of the port was not continuous; most winters, a brief thaw in January 
allowed ships to enter and leave, and turned the three-month season into 
two shorter periods of closure averaging a total of 39 days per winter.27 
Second, while New York harbor only froze solid during exceptional win-
ters, its shipping was also regularly blocked by ice; Cadwallader Colden 
reported in 1725 that the Hudson “does not every year freeze within sev-
eral miles of the City but in that time there is often so much Ice floathing 
[sic] that it is not safe for Vessels to go to sea or come in.”28 Finally, ocean 
shipping was much rarer in the winter than the rest of the year. In part, 
this was because it was more dangerous, as demonstrated by the 50 per-
cent extra charge that the law allowed New York pilots to collect during 
the season; in part, it was also simply because inland waterways were 
important to trading patterns and they froze longer than either New York 
harbor or the Delaware. “We cannot procure the pot ash to send you,” 
New York merchants Gouverneur and Kemble explained to a London cus-
tomer in January 1796, “our communication at present with the Country 
being interrupted by the Ice.”29

Philadelphia’s port, therefore, was just about equally well-suited to 
eighteenth-century trade as New York’s. With two ports of equal utility, 
the rivalry between the two cities hinged on other factors. Pennsylvania 
enjoyed a liberal government that imposed relatively low taxes; its tol-
erance attracted far more immigrants; and geography and a pacificist 
Quaker-dominated government (and some friendly native tribes) shielded 
Pennsylvania from military conflicts. Philadelphia found its main strength 
in its region’s economy, and its specialization in the boom crop of the mid-
dle Atlantic: wheat. Throughout the eighteenth century, the West Indies 
required food imports, and, increasingly, so did southern Europe. With 
a fertile river valley and land terms attractive to settlers, Pennsylvania 
became the leading wheat-exporting colony. Good government provided 
a critical advantage by setting standards: inspections that controlled the 
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quality of flour exported from Philadelphia gave its exports a widespread 
reputation for quality in Europe, which meant that Philadelphia flour 
often commanded a premium price. As a result, the Quaker City became 
the greatest grain port in the New World. In most years in the late 1760s 
and 1770s, bread, flour, and wheat accounted for roughly three-quarters of 
all of Philadelphia’s exports, and the city’s entire lead over the commerce 
of New York. It thus pushed Philadelphia far ahead of its rival: between 
1768 and 1772, the value of Philadelphia’s exports was nearly double that 
of New York’s. With trade—and returning ships to bring settlers from 
Britain, Ireland, and Europe—Philadelphia’s population exploded.30 

philadelphia’s ascendance was, of course, short-lived. New York 
City permanently surpassed the Quaker City in international commerce, 
and soon thereafter in population, commerce, and manufacturing. If 
Philadelphia had bested New York for reasons other than its harbor, it 
seems reasonable to think that New York caught up with its rival also for 
reasons other than its harbor. The size of merchant ships did not grow 
too large for the Delaware River until the mid-nineteenth century. Winter 
shipping remained the exception rather than the rule until well after 
1800. The harbor itself did not change. 
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So what could have caused New York’s ultimate success? Investment 
patterns, for one: New York’s fleet of ships registered for international 
trade doubled between 1794 and 1796 alone, while Philadelphia’s grew 
only by 50 percent in those years. Trade patterns changed as well: while 
Philadelphia’s merchants dominated American trade with continental 
Europe and the French West Indies, New York led in commerce with 
Britain, and increasingly with the southern states; and, of course, after the 
War of 1812 it was commerce with Britain and the cotton ports that domi-
nated the Atlantic and the American economy. Inland growth mattered, 
too: while Philadelphia’s western hinterland expanded beyond the city’s 
reach into the Susquehanna Valley, upstate New York was one of the 
fastest-growing regions in the early national United States; the amount 
of shipping leaving Albany for New York quadrupled between 1794  
and 1804.31

A great harbor was clearly necessary to New York City’s long-term 
success. However, the fact that the city had struggled for a century and a 
half, and the speed with which New York overtook Philadelphia, suggest 
that the harbor itself cannot be credited with the city’s triumph. It was not 
the harbor that brought wealth and growth in the nineteenth century, but 
ships and their crews; and the ships were attracted not by the harbor but 
by the commerce at its docks. However important the harbor was to New 
York’s growth, the critical factors in its success were determined by people 
in the counting houses and workshops and assembly halls of Manhattan. 
In the crucial years when New York finally emerged as the nation’s leading 
port, its most important changes were decided on land.

Rohit T. Aggarwala is Director of Long-Term Planning 
and Sustainability for the City of New York. He holds  
a PhD in American History from Columbia University.
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488–90.
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common property and  
international law: 

Elihu Root and the 1910 North 
Atlantic Fisheries Arbitration  
at The Hague
B R I A N J.  PAY N E

I t is hard to imagine that baitfish generated much trouble 
in the geopolitics of the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, but, in fact, the immense schools of herring and mackerel 
that spawned off the coast of Canada and Newfoundland proved 
to be one of the most vexing issues in Anglo-American rela-

tions between 1818 and 1910. The essential question was: what right did 
American fishermen have to actively catch and   / or buy baitfish while in 
Canadian or British waters, which they would later use to catch marketable 
codfish in the international waters of the North Atlantic? This question 
was the core of the debate at the 1910 North Atlantic Fisheries Arbitration 
Tribunal at The Hague. The lawyers who gathered for this hearing believed 
that words and legal phraseology could solve an issue that had, for nearly a 
hundred years, routinely erupted in violence among fishermen, economic 
warfare among merchants, and had twice generated so much political  
rancor that navies and police forces were sent to protect or defend assumed 
rights. The legal debate at this tribunal, led most notably by New Yorker 
Elihu Root, represents a high point in the faith of international arbitra-
tion to solve world issues, which if left to the whim of other forces, could  
easily lead to war. 
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The North Atlantic fisheries first emerged as a serious diplo-
matic issue in the Anglo-Atlantic world immediately following American 
Independence. In 1783 John Adams won for New England fishermen 
their assumed ancestral rights to fish in the North Atlantic without 
interference from the British.1 Adams’s son, John Quincy Adams, failed 
to re-win this right following the War of 1812. The Convention of 1818 
relegated American fishing activities to outside the traditional three-
mile line, and allowed fishermen to enter British waters “for the purpose 
of Shelter and of repairing Damages therein, of purchasing Wood, and 
of obtaining Water, and for no other purpose whatever.”2 It was these 
words that generated intense international hostilities for the next hun-
dred years. Canadian and British authorities sought a strict adherence 
to the agreement by preventing any American fishermen from conduct-
ing any business whatsoever within Canadian or British waters that was 
not specifically allowed to them by the Convention of 1818. The American 
fishermen disagreed with this “wood and water” policy and continued 
to press for fishing and trading rights within Canadian and British terri-
tory. The Reciprocity Agreement of 1854 temporarily relieved the situation 
by offering free fishing for American fishermen in exchange for duty-free 
access to the American market for Canadian and British fish merchants. 
This agreement; however, was short lived. The United States repealed 
the terms in 1866, largely as a gesture of protest over Canada and Great 
Britain’s conduct during the American Civil War.3

Following the repeal, American fishermen continued to press for 
rights within Canadian and British waters, although by the second half 
of the nineteenth century American fishermen were not as interested in 
actually fishing in the inshore waters of Canada, Prince Edward Island, 
or Newfoundland. Instead they sought to use ports within Canadian and 
British territory as bases of operations, in which they would hire crew, 
transship fish catches back to their home market, and, most importantly, 
purchase bait supplies from local fishermen.4 By the second half of the 
nineteenth century, New England fishing operations were largely focused 
on catching valuable market fish such as cod. They did not want to waste 
time searching for and then catching the baitfish needed to catch the cod. 
These firms decided to outsource this activity to small-scale fishing opera-
tions in Atlantic Canada and Newfoundland. The right of New England 
schooners to enter Canadian and British waters and ports to purchase 
their bait supplies was essential to the success of their off-shore fishing 
operations. When Canadian and British authorities sought to enforce a 
strict interpretation of the Convention of 1818 they prohibited American 
fishing schooners from entering ports for any purpose other than to 
obtain water, purchase wood, or to seek shelter or repair. As such, the New 
England fishing schooners were prohibited from purchasing their essen-
tial bait needs from small-scale Atlantic Canadian fishermen.5

Following the repeal of the 1854 treaty, American fishing schooners 
began an extensive smuggling operation to retrieve their baitfish needs. 
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The Canadian Marine Police, under the direction of Peter Mitchell, seized 
a number of these schooners in an attempt to shut down the trade.6 The 
issue generated such heated political conflict that fishermen on both 
sides began to armed themselves; an American politician, Benjamin 
Butler, went to Prince Edward Island in a failed attempt to orchestrate the 
American annexation of the island; both the Royal Navy and the United 
States Navy went to the North Atlantic for a show of force; and in one 
case New England fishermen even managed to recapture a seized schoo-
ner, proudly sailing it back to Gloucester as a fugitive from the Admiralty 
Court.7 The intensity of the issue was temporarily solved by the 1871 
Treaty of Washington.8 

The United States repealed the 1871 treaty in 1885 to protest a 
separate international arbitration that had awarded Canada $5.5 mil-
lion in exchange for the right of American fishermen to use Canadian 
inshore waters.9 Following this repeal the Canadians again sought a strict 
enforcement of the terms of the 1818 agreement and seizures of American 
fishing schooners soon followed. Politicians on both sides again called for 
a vigorous defense of their rights, if not open war.10 In 1888 diplomats 
met in Washington and agreed to a new treaty, which the anti-free trade 
Republicans in the US Senate refused to ratify because it carried stipula-
tions concerning the free importation of Canadian goods.11 

Following the failure of the Treaty of 1888, the Canadian govern-
ment opened the North Atlantic inshore fisheries to American fishermen 
through a modus vivendi that lasted for over twenty years. The Canadian 
government again extended the measure following the failed reciprocity 
treaty of 1911. The Dominion government, for 
the most part, sacrificed local rights to the fish-
eries to appease international interests and to 
orchestrate the national goal of increased com-
mercialization and industrialization of the 
Canadian economy.12 In Newfoundland, how-
ever, the colonial government continued to 
defend its territorial claims and its rights to legislate the local bait fishery. 
Newfoundland fishermen made good profits by selling baitfish to 
Gloucester schooners that utilized the deep-sea bank fishery. The rela-
tionship between the two groups of fishermen worked out well enough, as 
long as the Americans continued to buy their bait from local inshore fish-
ermen instead of trying to catch their own. With but a few exceptions, the 
American fishing industry accepted the terms of this informal code  
of conduct.13 

In an attempt to control this trafficking and to increase colonial 
revenue, Sir Robert Thorburn’s Reform Party passed legislation in 1886 
that prevented the sale of bait without a license.14 This policy intended to 
direct the bait sale, which operated informally between American schoo-
ners and individual Newfoundland fishermen, into the hands of the fish 
merchants in St. John’s. The initiative received sharp criticism from 
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William Whiteway’s conservatives, who represented the interests of man-
ufacturers and industrialists and campaigned for the diversification of 
Newfoundland’s economy, including the completion of a railroad that 
would span the island, which began construction in 1881.15 Merchant and 
manufacturing interests thus divided Newfoundland’s politics, which 
added to the heated and sometimes violent debate between the island’s 
Catholic and Protestant population. Within this context of the debate, the 
opposition party, led by William Whiteway, convinced London that Thor-
burn and his fishing license program did not represent the majority interests 
in Newfoundland. As a result, London refused to ratify the legislation.16

In 1889 Whiteway’s new Liberal Party won office. Under the direc-
tion of Robert Bond, the colonial secretary of Newfoundland, the colony 
began a series of talks with the United States government in an attempt to 
gain access to the American market duty free, a goal that had shaped both 
Newfoundland and Canadian fishery policies since 1854. In 1890 Bond 
negotiated a treaty with United States Secretary of State James Blaine 
that exchanged fishing and trading rights in Newfoundland for an open 
market in the United States. Canada insisted that any talks on the bait-
fish trade in North America must include the interests of the Maritime 
Provinces. As a long-time opponent of Newfoundland confederation with 
Canada, Bond saw no need to inform any officials in Ottawa or any other 
Canadian governing body of his negotiations with Blaine in Washington. 
Having thus been excluded from these important trade talks, Ottawa 
pressured London officials to reject the proposed Blaine-Bond Treaty of 
1890. The London government refused to approve Bond’s treaty until he 
gained the support of Canada. In response to Canada’s sabotage of his 
treaty with the United States, Bond imposed restrictions on the Canadian 
baitfish trade in Newfoundland. This did not endear him to the fishermen 
of his own colony, and it also further antagonized the Newfoundland-
Canadian relationship, which ultimately led to the failure of his 1890 
treaty with Blaine.17

Ten years later Sir Robert Bond, now the premier of Newfoundland, 
negotiated similar terms with us Secretary of State John Hay. Bond had 
learned from his 1890 mistake, and this time he secured supporters in 
London before going to the Americans. As a result, the Canadian argu-
ment for dependent trade agreements between Canada, Newfoundland, 
and the United States did not attract much attention or respect in 
London.18 As such, London readily agreed with Bond’s proposal and 
granted Newfoundland the right to sign the treaty with the United States. 
The 1902 Hay-Bond Treaty, however, failed ratification in the United 
States Senate after Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge launched 
an aggressive campaign to scuttle the agreement, first through delay and 
then by tacking on so many amendments that Newfoundland could not 
accept the revised version.19

After repeated failures to come to some official agreement with the 
United States government regarding the baitfish trade in Newfoundland, 
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Premier Bond revised the old Foreign Fishing Vessel Act in 1905. The new 
measures prohibited foreign fishermen from hiring Newfoundlanders 
as crewmen or from purchasing bait within Newfoundland’s three-mile 
jurisdiction. Although French and Canadian fishermen still plagued 
Newfoundland policymakers, Bond clearly stated that this proposal was 
specifically directed against American interests: “This Bill is framed spe-
cifically to prevent the American fishermen from coming into the bays, 
harbours, and creeks, of the coast of Newfoundland for the purpose of 
obtaining herring, caplin, and squid for fishing purposes.”20 Clearly, Bond 
set out to disrupt American fishing efforts in the North Atlantic regard-
less of any international agreement. Although Bond intended to force 
the Americans into negotiations, he effectively destroyed the informal 
bait trade that existed between Newfoundland’s fishermen and American 
schooners. As a result, he lost the support of the fishing population on the 
west coast of the island, where this trade dominated the local economy. 

American Secretary of State Elihu Root communicated to British 
officials that this colonial legislation represented an objective of the 
Newfoundland government based on a local economic bias that prevented 
the fair and free access to the resources of the North Atlantic, which 
should otherwise be consider a great international common property. 
Root argued that only through international management and guidance 
from Great Britain and the United States could the North Atlantic fisher-
ies remain a free and common resource as intended by the Convention 
of 1818. In a letter to Sir H. M. Durand, the British ambassador in 
Washington, he stated;

I am confident that we can reach a clear understanding regarding 
those rights and the essential conditions of their exercise, and that a 
statement of this understanding to the Newfoundland Government, 
for the guidance of its officials on the one hand, and to our American 
fishermen for their guidance on the other, will prevent causeless 
injury and possible disturbance, such as have been cause for regret in 
the past history of the north-eastern fisheries.21

Officials in both the United States and Great Britain sought to reconcile 
their historical disputes in North America by removing control from local 
governing bodies.

London restructured its imperial interests in North America in 
order to focus on more pressing global issues, often with the result of 
appeasing the Americans. The Franco-Russian entente in 1893 forced 
Britain to reevaluate its naval strategy and contributed to its decision 
to accept American interest in the construction and control of a canal 
in Central America, which essentially meant British naval inferiority in 
the western hemisphere. The pressing Alaskan boundary dispute was 
consigned to arbitration, and the 1903 agreement did little to uphold 
Canadian interests in the Pacific Northwest. In 1910 the Passamaquoddy 
Bay border dispute came to an end when Bryce signed an agreement 
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with President William Howard Taft’s secretary of state, Philander C. 
Knox, and by 1911 a Paris arbitration ended the Bering Sea pelagic seal 
controversy.In many respects the British eagerly removed themselves as 
a premier power in North America. This process led one predominant 
Canadian historian to claim, “[t]he ‘slate-cleaning’ program of 1906 was 
an Anglo-American project initiated by Grey and Root and advanced by 
Bryce; in general, Canada was simply a willing concurrent in most of the 
treaties that carried it out.”22

In this diplomatic context officials in London therefore refused 
to give consent to Bond’s restrictive fishing legislation in fear of upset-
ting their desired balance with the United States. Instead London, eager 
to appease American interests, forced the Newfoundland government to 
allow American fishermen to continue their trading relations with local 
fishermen. At first Bond refused to accept London’s modus vivendi. Yet he 
received little support from the local fishermen who remained eager to 
work with the American fishermen, provided that they continue to follow 
the unwritten local custom of not fishing for their own bait but relying on 
local fishermen to catch it for them. In a telegram on September 23, 1907, 
Lord Elgin gave, in no uncertain terms, instructions to Premier Bond that 
he must accept London’s decision. Elgin observed that “His Majesty’s 
Government have received with great regret the refusal of your Minister 

to cooperate in carrying out the modus vivendi, 
which leaves His Majesty’s Government no alter-
native but definitely to instruct you to publish the 
Order in Council. This step should, therefore, be 
taken at once.”23 With that instruction London 
officials virtually prohibited the Newfoundland 

government from any independent action towards the United States, even 
though only three days later the British Crown granted Newfoundland 
independent Dominion status.24

The debate concerning the rights of Americans to enter territorial 
waters for bait fishing continued well after the 1907 arrangement, which 
only prevented local police forces from seizing American schooners while 
the diplomats continued to talk. It became clear; however, that the dif-
ferences in opinion were so extensive that diplomatic communications 
had little hope of solving a debate that had now lasted for nearly a cen-
tury. As a result, United States Secretary of State Elihu Root and British 
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Sir Edward Grey agreed on January 
27, 1909, to send the dispute to the Permanent Court of Arbitration at 
The Hague, where the legal debate would focus on the rights of equal use 
of a common property: the vast sea fisheries of the North Atlantic, which 
had been a forum for international exploitation since their discovery by 
European powers. Managing the North Atlantic fishery resource would 
take on a new meaning. Political debates within Canada and the United 
States became of secondary importance to the legal debate, which, orches-
trated by eminent lawyers such as Elihu Root, became structured strictly 
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in terms of legal rights of access to common property and the precedent 
of legal phraseology. 

On June 1, 1910, British, Canadian, Newfoundland, and American 
legal representatives met at the The Hague for the North Atlantic Coast 
Fisheries Arbitration Tribunal in an attempt to settle this century-long 
dispute. In his closing argument for the American case, Elihu Root 
identified the underlying problem in solving this issue. He stated meta-
phorically:

Words are like those insects that make their color from their sur-
rounding. Half of the misunderstandings in this world come from 
the fact that the words that are spoken or written are conditioned in 
the mind that gives them forth by one set of thoughts and ideas, and 
they are conditioned in the mind of the hearer or reader by another 
set of thoughts and ideas, and even the simplest forms of expression 
are frequently quite open to mistake, unless the hearer or reader can 
get some idea of what were the conditions in the brain from which 
the words come.25

Unlike merchants who profited from fish, these international lawyers 
focused on language. For them, the language of treaties, correspondences, 
agreements, and modus vivendi guided the way to a stable understanding 
of the accepted rights and regulations that would manage the fisheries for 
all those competing factions that exploited this common property. These 
lawyers tried to use words to create order out of the chaos of competing 
fishing groups and nationalism, out of the uncontrollable nature of the 
fisheries, and out of the vastness of the open ocean. 

The idea of using arbitration to decide important international legal 
disputes became a legal fad during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The Permanent Court of Arbitration at The Hague was estab-
lished by a series of conventions throughout the period between 1899 
and 1908; it was widely applauded as a vehicle in which all future interna-
tional troubles could be solved through peaceful debate. Elihu Root best 
summed up the ideals of this court in his address at the laying of the cor-
nerstone of the Pan American building on May 11, 1908: “There are no 
international controversies so serious that they cannot be settled peace-
ably if both parties really desire peaceable settlement, while there are few 
causes of dispute so trifling that they cannot be made the occasion of war 
if either party really desires war. The matters in dispute between nations 
are nothing; the spirit which deals with them is everything.”26 While oth-
ers might consider the North Atlantic baitfish issue as “trifling,” Root 
knew that it was much more “serious” than that.

Thus the fishery dispute shifted to The Hague, a forum where legal 
discourse constructed an acceptable decision regarding the managerial 
rights in the international commons of the North Atlantic. In the end, 
both the British and the Americans accepted the decision of the court, 
which many considered to be one of the greatest victories in the pursuit 
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of international peace. In his opening remarks, the president of the Court, 
Austria’s Dr. H. Lammasch; stated that, “Every sentence rendered by this 
Court ought to be by virtue of its impartiality and equity a new marble 
pillar to sustain the ideal palace of Justice and Peace.”27 In December 
1910, President Taft praised this fisheries tribunal, along with the Geneva 
settlement of the Alabama controversy and the Paris settlement of the 
Alaskan pelagic sealing debate, as “three great substantial steps towards 
permanent peace, three facts accomplished that have done more for the 
cause of peace than anything else in history.”28 Few legal scholars of the 
day doubted that the logic of law could not solve the great irrational dis-
putes of man caused by local bias and ignorance.

Article One of the Convention of 1818, the very same article that 
had created political controversy, diplomatic confusion, and fishermen 
violence ever since its adoption, became the primary focus of the debate. 
In brief, Article One stated that the inhabitants of the United States “shall 
have forever, in common with the subjects of his Britannic Majesty,  
the liberty to take fish of every kind” along the assigned treaty coast and 
the right to enter bays and harbors for the expressed purpose of obtaining 
water, wood, and for shelter or repairs.29 The key terms in this legal  
debate at The Hague were “liberty” and “in common with,” for this was 
the language that shaped the international management of the North  
Atlantic fisheries. 

This first and most important question specifically addressed the 
right of British or colonial governments to write legislation regarding 
the management of the bait fisheries within their three-mile territorial 
jurisdiction even if such limitations affected American treaty rights. Or, 
as the Americans questioned, would such legislation, due to its effect on 
American fishermen, require the consent of the government of the United 
States? Essentially, was the North Atlantic fishery an international com-
mon property that would be subject only to international management, or 
a regional common property subject to local legislation? For the lawyers 
present at The Hague, defining “liberty” and “in common with” would 
yield answers to this century-long debate.

The tribunal decided that the waters within the three-mile territo-
rial limits of the British, Canadian, and colonial governments were subject 
to the legislative control of those governments. American fishermen who 
claimed rights within those waters needed to obey such legislation as 
deemed necessary by the British, Canadian, or colonial governments. 
However, the tribunal specifically stated that such legislation should and 
must be “necessary” and “reasonable” for the protection and preservation 
of the North Atlantic fisheries. Moreover, it could not directly interfere 
with American treaty rights or otherwise protect exclusive fishing rights 
for British subjects at the expense of American citizens. Such legislation 
would violate the “in common with” clause of Article One of the Treaty 
of 1818. Furthermore, the tribunal granted the United States the right to 
appeal to a joint commission, also established by the Court, any legisla-
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tion passed by British, Canadian, or colonial authorities that the United 
States believed unfairly favored British subjects over American citizens, or 
might not be necessary or reasonable for the protection and preservation 
of the fisheries.30

The American government used this appeal process to effectively 
eliminate the Newfoundland Foreign Fishing Vessel Act. In some sense, 
the court determined that the North Atlantic fishery was in fact an inter-
national common property; it was subject to international management. 
Although local legislation could control the basic extractive operations of 
the bait fisheries it could not deny foreign fishermen access to the bait 
trade. Furthermore, a foreign nation retained 
the right to object to any legislation restricting 
such access on the grounds that the 1818 treaty 
between the United States and Great Britain 
created an international common property open 
to both parties. Any local legislation regarding 
the fisheries could not restrict American access 
any more than it restricted British access. Such 
an understanding could only be reached through a legal discourse on 
language. It is therefore essential that historians try to deconstruct what 
ensued in order to understand how the Court could articulate such an 
interpretation for international management. 

Both sides engaged in a lengthy debate concerning the language 
of the Treaty of 1818. Key discussions focused on the word “liberty” ver-
sus the word “right.” Determining what the negotiators of the treaty of 
1818 intended when they penned the phrases, “inhabitants of the United 
States shall have the liberty,” and to what basis this phrase relied on the 
language of the 1783 treaty, which stated that “they shall forever have 
the right,” became a principal focus of the debate. Similar debates also 
revolved around the words “bays,” “coasts,” “in common with,” “grant,” 
“inhabitants of,” and just about any other significant word or phrase 
found in the 1818 treaty.

The British delegation argued that the term “liberty” in 1818 modi-
fied the term “right” in the 1783 treaty. The definition of “liberty” required 
a permission, whereas “right” was an open guarantee. The 1818 treaty, the 
British argued, restricted American access to a greater degree than had 
the 1783 treaty. Early in the opening of the British case, they argued that a 
permission to fish came with any regulation of the act that was permitted: 

Article one of  the treaty under discussion gives to the inhabitants 
of  the United States, liberty to fish on certain parts of  the coasts 
of British territory. The term “liberty,” as here used, is equivalent 
merely to permission. It is true that when granted by treaty it became 
as between Great Britain and the United States a matter of right, but 
there can be no question as to the extent of what was granted. It was 
merely permission to fish, in common with British fishermen, and 
was necessarily subject to the right of regulation by the Government 
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of the country, inasmuch as, in the absence of such regulation, the 
subject-matter of the grant might itself be destroyed.31

The British jurists argued for a limited definition of the meaning of the 
word “liberty.” Such a definition would of course be of great value for the 
British case because it would thus limit the rights of American fishermen 
along the treaty coast. The more the British lawyers could convince the 
court of a limited definition of the treaty as a whole, the more rights they 
and their Canadian and colonial counterparts would have over the gov-
ernment of the United States. 

The American delegates sought to establish that the 1818 nego-
tiators defined “liberty” in the same spirit as the 1783 negotiators had 
defined “right”: as an absolute right, unquestionable and undeniable 
by any form of legislation. To defend their case they focused on the “in 
common with” clause of Article One. By linking the liberties granted to 
Americans with those “in common with” British fishermen, the American 
delegates argued that Americans had the right of legislative represen-
tation. Therefore municipal legislation could not restrict American 
operation in the fishing zone beyond the actual act of extraction because 
American fishermen did not have representation in that legislative body. 
They argued that the North Atlantic fishery, as stipulated in the treaty of 
1818, constituted an international economic zone in which free enterprise 
of one group could not be restricted by the government of another group.

Under such logic only the United States government held American 
fishermen accountable for their actions, and thus neither British, 
Canadian, nor colonial regulation could in any way restrict American 
fishermen, regardless of the jurisdiction of the territory under question. 
In his June 30, 1906 letter to Sir Edward Grey, Secretary of State Elihu 
Root argued that the 1818 treaty must be understood within the context 
of the definition of liberty, or as a right that cannot be restricted by unfair 
legislative representation. He argued that, “The liberty to take fish shall be 
held in common, not that the exercise of that liberty by one people shall 
be the limit of the exercise of that liberty of the other.” Root maintained 
that it was of no concern to American fishermen if or how Newfoundland 
fishermen exercised their share of the common liberty. Legislation regu-
lating the conduct of Newfoundland bait fishermen did not in any way 
restrict the conduct of American bait buyers, each of whom held equal but 
separate rights to the fisheries; “Neither right can be increased nor dimin-
ished by the determination of the other nation that it will not exercise its 
right, or that it will exercise its rights under any particular limitations of 
time or manner.”32

The British, however, maintained that “in common with” simply 
meant that the American fishermen would have to obey the same rules 
and regulations as British fishermen as set by the Canadian and / or 
British representative governments. In this sense the British approached 
the issue of legislation in terms of their sovereign right. The idea that 
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the inshore fisheries around Canada or Newfoundland constituted an 
international common property would violate British sovereignty in its 
territorial waters. The British jurists argued that international treaties did 
not supercede national legislation because “the mere grant of a right or 
liberty to subjects of one State to do certain acts in the territory of another 
State, does not itself confer any exemption from the jurisdiction of the 
State in which those acts are done.” As such, the exercise of American 
rights under the granted privileges must be “exercised subject to such 
laws and regulations as apply to the subjects of the State which makes 
them.”33 In terms of international relations the principles of common law 
did not override the importance of national sovereignty. Extending this 
argument to maritime jurisdiction, and to the specifics of the fisheries in 
question, the British delegates made a distinction between the interna-
tional fisheries of the deep-sea and the national or domestic fisheries in 
inshore waters. Here again, we see these lawyers using words to divide the 
environments in the arena of international law. 

The British lawyers argued that the 1818 treaty must be understood 
within the context of the 1783 treaty, which clearly made a distinction 
between the bank fisheries and the coast fisheries. For the bank fisheries 
the 1783 treaty stated, “It is agreed that the people of the United States 
shall continue to enjoy unmolested the right,” 
while for the coast fisheries the 1783 more narrowly 
stated, “that the inhabitants of the United States 
shall have liberty to take fish of every kind.” The 
British case claimed that “According to the con-
tention of His Majesty’s Government, the former 
was a recognition of a ‘right’ to fish in the ocean 
and the gulf: the latter was a liberty or license to take fish in British ter-
ritorial waters conceded by Great Britain for political reasons.”34 As such 
those coastal fisheries were still subject to British law without the neces-
sity of consent from the United States government. While the Americans 
claimed that “liberty” meant “right,” the British claimed that “liberty” 
meant “grant.”

These lawyers constructed language to reconstruct an environment. 
While they debated such concepts as liberty and rights under law, none of 
them ever considered the nature of the fisheries. These lawyers proceeded 
to reconstruct the seascape according to legal phraseology. Throughout 
the nineteenth century law and society attempted to shape the fisheries 
geography into terms they could not only comprehend but also manage, 
but never before had the ideas and ideals of law and legal precedent held 
such command over fishery management.35

In the cases and counter-cases, in the written and oral arguments, 
both American and British representatives referred to a legacy of legal 
phraseology dating back to the early seventeenth century in an attempt 
to show that their interpretation of the language of the 1818 treaty had 
clear legal precedent and proper historical context. The American case 
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stated that the wording of the treaty must be understood in the context 
of the “well-known meaning which attached to them as used in legal 
phraseology.”36 Throughout all of these debates the key to establishing 
the authority of each interpretation was to establish the historical context 
of the word or phrase itself. Thus, both sides submitted cases and argu-
ments that referred to a variety of documents that each believed properly 
outlined the meaning of the words in the minds of the negotiators in 
1818. For example, Charles P. Anderson, agent of the United States in the 
North Atlantic Coast Fisheries Arbitration, stated the following in his 
final report to the government of the United States: 

The determination of the true intent of the meaning of Article I of 
the treaty of 1818 with reference to the questions submitted for the 
decision of  the tribunal, required an examination not only of  the 
language of the treaty, but also of the events leading up to its negoti-
ation and signature and of the actions taken by either Government 
since the date of the treaty having a bearing upon its interpretation.37

Thus the history of language became a crucial element in the establish-
ment of fishery management in the North Atlantic.

The central goal of the American delegation was to secure for the 
United States’ fishing industry unrestricted access to inshore waters so as 
to freely participate in the all-important bait trade without influence from 
Britain, Canada, or Newfoundland. They claimed that access to those 
waters was a right rather than a grant. To accomplish this they not only 
argued for their version of the definition of “right,” but also maintained 
that the restriction of American rights to the inshore waters only came 
when the local governments or populations wanted to secure better com-

mercial relations with the United States. This line 
of reasoning attempted to show that local economic 
bias structured the Canadian and Newfoundland 
legislation adopted to restrict American rights, and 
not the rationality and objectivity of the law as set 
by the Convention of 1818. By showing that the 
British and Canadian interpretation of the lan-
guage did not have proper historical context, or 
legal precedence, the American case could establish 

that a precise reading of the law did not justify its opponent’s case. 
In opposition, the British case argued that the American “right” 

constituted merely a “grant” to access the fisheries within British  
territorial waters, and therefore these fisheries were not free fisheries 
but regulated by British authority. British, Canadian, and colonial 
authorities, therefore, retained the right to legislate their own resources 
in order to ensure that those resources would be protected and pre-
served. The British interpretation of the “in common with” clause 
stated that American fishermen must obey the same legislative restric-
tions as British fishermen. As with the American case, the British 

These lawyers constructed 
language to reconstruct an 
environment. While they debated 
such concepts as liberty and  
rights under law, none of them  
ever considered the nature of  
the fisheries.
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jurists cited legal precedent to successfully defend their interpretation. 
Both sides argued for the creation of a management policy based 

solely on their interpretation of what was meant by the language of the 
Treaty of 1818. This focus resulted in the creation of a legal interpreta-
tion that reinforced the idea of an international open-access resource; it 
defined a resource that allowed national legislation to retain certain con-
trols over extraction, but only if those controls did not restrict American 
free access to the trade based on that extraction. The Hague decision in 
1910 that allowed the United States to appeal Canadian or provincial leg-
islation to an international joint commission set the fisheries of the North 
Atlantic clearly within an international context that continued to allow 
nearly unlimited access to those fisheries by the numerous competing fac-
tions, both inshore and offshore—American and Canadian—for the next 
sixty-seven years. The Hague decision in 1910 thus opened the resources 
of the great oceans to an unfettered amount extraction throughout most 
of the twentieth century. Any attempt to limit access to the international 
common fisheries would plague international fishery commissions, agen-
cies, arbitrations, and committees for generations until 1977 when the 
United States and Canada set strict terms of access to all fisheries within 
two hundred miles of the coast. Significantly, both were later forced to 
uphold their decision with military force.38
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I n the first half of the nineteenth century, the United States 
and Britain repeatedly came into conflict over the British navy’s 
treatment of American ships and sailors. For many Americans, 
national independence meant nothing if it did not mean freedom 
from British harassment on the high seas. But during the early 

1800s, as Britain’s navy grew in size and power, its violations of American 
maritime rights also increased. Even when American and British interests 
aligned—as they did after both the United States and Britain abolished 
the transatlantic slave trade in 1808—tensions between the two nations 
remained high. Even cooperation in stamping out the slave trade would 
be tinged with conflict.

During Britain’s long wars with Napoleonic France, British naval 
officers occasionally boarded and searched American vessels for con-
traband or British deserters. This disregard for American neutrality 
contributed to the Anglo-American tensions that provoked the War of 
1812. But the war did not resolve the issue in question: Did the British 
navy ever have the right to board and search American vessels on the high 
seas? That question remained contested during the 1820s and 1830s, par-

The United States Navy and 
the African Squadron
W I T H A N I N T R O D U C T I O N B Y C A L E B M C DA N I E L

Treasures from the Gilder Lehrman Collection
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ticularly once Britain began using its immense naval power to crack down 
on the illegal transatlantic slave trade from Africa.

Both Congress and Parliament passed laws in 1807 abolishing the 
African slave trade, but for many years, American attempts to enforce 
the ban lagged behind British efforts. Although federal action rapidly 
curtailed slave imports, some American citizens still participated in the 
illegal trade by building, supplying, or manning ships that continued to 
carry Africans to thriving slave markets in Brazil and Cuba. Policing such 
disparate activities was difficult, and between 1822 and 1842, the us Navy 
captured only three slavers, and only one in Africa.

In the same period, by contrast, Britain intensified its efforts to 
capture slavers and pressured other maritime nations, including Spain 
and Portugal, to sign treaties permitting Britain to search foreign ves-
sels suspected of slaving. Such treaties remained weak without American 
participation, however, since slave-ship captains could evade capture by 
flying the American flag and claiming the protection of American mari-
time rights. Nonetheless, with the War of 1812 still a relatively recent 
memory, the United States repeatedly refused Britain permission to 
search its ships, or even to board ships with American colors to determine 
their “true character.”

American and British diplomats attempted to resolve this problem 
with the Webster-Ashburton Treaty of 1842, in which both nations agreed 
to maintain an anti-slaving squadron at least 80-guns-strong in African 
waters. Although the treaty implicitly encouraged cooperation between 
the British and American navies in capturing illegal slavers, it contained 
no specific provisions for coordination between the African squadrons. 
For American negotiators, the primary reason for mounting an African 
Squadron was to deprive Britain of any excuse for boarding American 
ships, since ostensibly a nearby American squadron would be available 
to capture suspected slavers who flew the Stars and Stripes. At that time, 
the entire us Navy comprised 76 ships and approximately 10,000 men. 
While the Americans did provide the 80-guns specified in the treaty, the 
ships were often aging vessels like uss Constitution.

The joint African Squadron temporarily eased Anglo-American 
tensions over the slave trade, but as the following document shows, con-
troversy revived in the 1850s, around the same time that Secretary of the 
Navy Isaac Toucey, in accordance with the 1842 “Treaty stipulations,” 
ordered Commanding Officer William McBlair and the uss Dale to sail 
to Africa. By the time of this letter, Britain was growing increasingly frus-
trated by the minimal cooperation of the us African Squadron. The us 
Navy had at best maintained the smallest force that satisfied its treaty 
obligations and occasionally allowed the Squadron’s total guns to drop 
below the requisite number. In April 1858, the Squadron consisted of five 
vessels, carrying a total of 82 guns, including the 16-gun Dale. Moreover, 
the squadron often consisted of slower, sail-powered ships stationed in 
areas, like the Cape Verde Islands, with minimal illegal trading.
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As the slave trade to Cuba increased in the late 1850s, Britain 
renewed its appeals for fuller international cooperation with the British 
navy, namely by urging the United States to allow the larger and more 
active British squadron to board suspected slavers who ran up American 
colors. But as Toucey’s letter indicates, the United States continued to 
refuse to “acknowledge a right in any other Nation to visit and detain 
the Vessels of American Citizens engaged in commerce.” Past encounters 
with an assertive British navy help explain why Toucey’s letter appears to 
be so concerned with preventing “unnecessary and vexatious detentions” 
of American vessels.

Shortly after this letter, the United States did respond to inter-
national pressure by launching its most formidable African Squadron 
to date. In 1859, Secretary Toucey augmented the Squadron with four 
steamships and moved its supply base from the Cape Verde Islands to 
a location closer to slaving activity. But this intensified effort would be 
short-lived, as the Civil War reorganized the navy’s priorities and scat-
tered the Squadron. Dale, decommissioned in 1859, returned to service in 
the Union war effort, while its commander, McBlair, resigned his office in 
1861 to join the Confederate navy.

Caleb McDaniel is assistant professor of history at  
Rice University.

Right:
The first page of sailing 
orders from Secretary of 
the Navy Toucey to 
Commander McBlair, of 
USS Dale. April 14, 1857.
(Gilder Lehrman 
Collection, GLC00722).
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Navy Department
April 14th 1857.

Commander
William McBlair

Commanding US Sloop of War “Dale”,
Norfolk, Va:

Sir
  You have been placed in command of the United States 

Sloop of War “Dale” to proceed to the Coast of Africa. 
You will, therefore, so soon as that vessel shall be in all respects ready 

for sea, make sail upon, and proceed in her, without delay, to Porto Praya, 
Cape de Verde’s, or, Funchal, Island of Madiera, where it is probable you 
will find the Command in Chief or Commanding Officer of the United States 
African Squadron, to either of whom, being present, you will report yourself 
and vessel as forming a part of that Squadron.

You will at all times bear in mind your general duties as the 
Commander of a Vessel of War of the United States; to protect the Citizens, 
Commerce and interests of your Country to the fullest extent in your power.

The duty of maintaining a Naval force in the Coast of Africa is imposed 
on the Government of the United States, not only by motives of humanity and 
philanthropy, to prevent, as far as lies within its power, the abuse of our flag 
in the slave trade, but by Treaty stipulations with the Government of Great 
Britain, which, with the protection of our commerce and increasing the effi-
ciency of our Navy, by affording active service to officers and crews of vessels 
Employed, will require constant attention.

There is reason to believe that the flag of the United States has been, 
and continues to be, used to cover the traffic in slaves, and it is supposed that 
no good citizen of the United States will complain that a cruiser of his own 
Country visits his vessel in order to ascertain her true character. But, he is, 
nevertheless, not to be exposed to unnecessary and vexatious detentions, nor 
to any harsh or uncivil treatment. While, therefore, the utmost vigilance is to 
be exerted to detect Slave traders, great care must be taken not to interfere 
unnecessarily with the Citizens of our own or other Countries in their lawful 
pursuits. The government does not acknowledge a right in any other Nation 
to visit and detain the Vessels of American Citizens engaged in commerce.

The flag which the vessel wears is prima facie, although it is a mere 
emblem, and it loses its true character, where it is worn by those who have 
no right to wear it. Any vessel that displays the American flag claims to 
be American and, therefore, may be rightly boarded and Examined by an 
American Cruiser if there be any circumstances attending her to justify a 
suspicion that she is not what she professes to be. But, this privilege does not 
extend to the cruisers of any other Nation. The United States certainly does 

Transcript of Secretary of the Navy Toucey’s sailing  
orders to Commander McBlair
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not claim that the mere hoisting of their flag shall give immunity to those 
who have no right to wear it. Such a pretension would subject their flag to 
degradation and dishonor, because it would make it a cover for piracy and 
other rimes of similar atrocity; but they do claim that, their own citizens who 
rightfully display it, shall have all the protection which it implies. Whenever, 
therefore, a cruiser of any other Nation, shall venture to board a vessel of the 
United States, she will do it upon her own responsibility for all consequences. 

In conducting your command you will carefully abstain from the exer-
cise of undue prejudice or partiality towards any under you; such conduct in 
a Commanding Officer, tends, inevitably to discontent and insubordination. 
The observance of strict impartiality towards all will best promote the har-
mony and Efficiency of your Command.

The maintenance of discipline among Officers and crews of vessels 
of the Navy is an object requiring the unwearied solicitude of every officer 
placed in Command, and the zealous Coöperation of all subordinate to him. 
It is hoped that no Effort, on your part will be omitted to preserve it and that 
you will be met by the joint endeavors of every officer under you to maintain, 
the discipline of the Service and the Efficiency of your Ship.

The adoption of the apprentice System originated in the desire of the 
Department to raise up and gradually multiply the number of American 
Seamen. I cannot too earnestly impress upon you the importance of dili-
gent and active Coöperation on your part, to effect this result. I commend, 
therefore, the Apprentice boys and the departmental regulations in regard to 
them, to your special attention.

Before sailing from Norfolk, you will transmit to the Department 
a complete list, or Muster roll of the Officers and Crew of the “Dale” as 
required by the 29th Article of the Act of congress “for the better government 
of the Navy of the United States,” approved April 23. 1800. A separate list of 
the Officers must also be transmitted.

  I am very respectfully
   yr obd’t Servt
    Isaac Toucey
     Secretary of the Navy
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58

An Interview with  
Nathaniel Philbrick
VA L E R I E  PA L E Y

N athaniel philbrick is probably best known for his 
National Book Award-winning volume In the Heart of 
the Sea (2001), which established the author as a popu-
lar maritime historian and storyteller. Indeed, Philbrick’s 
involvement with the sea is literal as well as literary: as 

a youth he learned to sail on a man-made lake near Pittsburgh, and then 
raced sailboats competitively while an undergraduate at Brown University. 
Eventually he settled on Nantucket Island in Massachusetts, where he is a 
year-round resident. 

The son of an academic with a specialty in American maritime lit-
erature, Philbrick at first embarked on the same path, but ultimately left 
the academy for journalism and honed his writing skills at the magazine 
Sailing World. Most of his books are maritime-focused, complementing 
his efforts in helping to establish the Egan Maritime Institute, as well as 
a community sailing initiative, both on Nantucket. His recent and highly 
acclaimed book, Mayflower: A Story of Courage, Community, and War 
(2006), begins at sea, and then explores the often-overlooked English-
Native interactions that occurred after the more well-known contact 
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stories (such as the first Thanksgiving) took place. Philbrick was just 
finishing this work when he sat down with Valerie Paley, editor of the 
New-York Journal of American History, to discuss his career and the state 
of the maritime history field.

Although your background is in journalism, so much of your writing is 
informed by a scholarly sense of history. How do the worlds of journal-
ism and academia collide in your work? 
I was an English major in college so whatever scholarly sense of history I 
have has come from reading the works of all the great academic historians 
who have written about whatever it is I’m exploring. I guess you’d call it 
on-the-job training. While I was in graduate school, I remember feeling 
the seductive power of literary theory and especially the jargon that went 
with it. When you’re twenty-four, it’s so easy to sound intelligent because 
you have a ready-made verbal shorthand with which to communicate 
complex ideas, but I think that can lull you into a kind of intellectual 
laziness. Good writing communicates complex ideas simply, and as any 
journalist will tell you, that is the hardest trick in the world. A journalist 
is involved in the day-to-day act of living, writing about the people of the 
present, who they are and what they are thinking; a journalist attempts to 
figure out what is happening as it happens. A historian attempts to repli-
cate, with the imperfect evidence that is available, what happened in the 
past, and inevitably a certain distancing occurs. But people don’t live their 
lives at a distance. They are intimately and passionately involved in what 
is going on. I guess I’m trying to inject a journalistic sense of life-as-lived 
into an account of the past. 

You are also acutely aware of who your reading audience is: not neces-
sarily other academics but an audience of general history enthusiasts. 
How do you feel about being praised in that middle ground, if you will, 
between scholarly and popular history?
Being caught between two worlds is fine by me. Writing for a general 
audience is not a question of dumbing-down the material—it’s a matter 
of examining the past in a way that has relevance to people today. And 
it’s not easy. General readers are extremely demanding; if they don’t find a 
book interesting and engaging, they won’t read it, no matter how “impor-
tant” it may be. A writer can complain about the short attention span of 
the American public, but I think the writer has a responsibility to find a 
way into a topic that carries the reader along with him or her. A lot of 
it has to do with constructing a compelling narrative—a factual yet emo-
tionally involving story that takes readers to a different time and place, 
and hopefully surprises and enlightens them.

You are a storyteller even in your footnotes.
The sources have their own story to tell. Just to list titles and page num-
bers, I think, is in some ways the easy way out. I like to reference the 
things I’ve consulted, and mention the other side issues that I didn’t get 
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into in the text. It can make my notes pretty discursive. The texts used 
in researching history can be inherently fascinating, and if you are writ-
ing for an academic audience, there is a tendency to assume that they are 
already familiar to everyone. In my notes I include a bibliographical mini-
essay, because I don’t want to make that assumption.

You have the ability to see different literary metaphors within the facts 
of history. For example, in In the Heart of the Sea, you incorporate 
Indian folklore, or compare male and female whales to itinerant 
Nantucket whalers and their wives. Is this something that comes to 
you instinctively, or do you craft your narrative so that you pose those 
metaphors in a more intentionally literary way?
Perhaps I do have more of a literary preoccupation than most historians, 
and even most journalists, just because of having gone to English grad 
school and being the son of an English professor. It was sort of the air I 
breathed while growing up—even my uncle was a poet. I think the meta-
phoric aspects of life-as-lived may not be something that people are aware 
of when they are in the middle of it, but when it comes to a story, some-
thing else makes that connection for us. There is a kind of resonance and 
meaning that goes beyond what happened on a particular day. 

For you, the story of the Essex, the ship in In the Heart of the Sea, was 
more than just background for Melville’s Moby Dick—it was a survival 
tale that also happened to be an essential part of American history. 
You also make an analogy between the voyages of the whale ships and 
America’s westward exploration and movement. Two things: do you 
always see some sort of maritime significance in history, because 
much of your work revolves around it, and how have Americans lost 
track of the importance of maritime history?

The sea is an obvious preoccupation of mine and now, coming from 
Nantucket, my point of view is even more ocean-centric. But I think 
there’s a real blind spot when it comes to the way history is taught on a 
general basis. The sea is part of our founding, but it’s not something that 
clicks with the stories of our founding fathers. There is a tendency for 
us to look to the West as the great wilderness that defined America. But 
before that, there was the wilderness to the east: the Atlantic Ocean—the 
one thing everyone had to cross. The popular literature of the first half of 
the nineteenth century acknowledged this: for example, James Fenimore 
Cooper, the creator of Natty Bumppo and the Leatherstocking tales, was 
writing just as often about the sea. It’s clearly a part of how Americans 
see themselves—in terms of not just a terrestrial wilderness, but a wil-
derness involving the entire planet. That was how America made its first 
steps towards becoming part of the world: through the sea. Today, sailing 
is regarded as an upper-class recreational activity performed by people in 
blue blazers and red pants, but that’s not what the sea was about in the 
nineteenth century. On the contrary: what truckers are doing now, sailors 
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were doing then. The sea was the lifeblood of America. It was how goods 
were moved and information was disseminated. It was part of everything. 
And not to come to terms with that means to ignore a huge part of the 
collective experience of nineteenth-century Americans. 

The whaling industry, with its economic features—which are part of 
the focus of restored whaling museum in Nantucket, for example—
wasn’t all that romantic. There was a lot of cold, hard cash involved.
The first global economic endeavor was whaling. Benjamin Franklin rec-
ognized that even before the American Revolution, and spoke of it to 
Edmund Burke, whose famous speech, “Conciliation with the Colonies,” 
looked to the Nantucket whale fishery as the emblematic American 
endeavor that would be lost in a war with the colonies. It was the basic 
fundamental economic energy of the country, channeled along its coasts 
and out into the sea.

Someone once said to me, “I don’t need to see the skeleton of a whale 
in a museum to understand whaling.” But some people do, because it 
brings that historical experience to life; you need to see how small 
those whale boats were, and how large the whale was. Is there any way 
to marry that kind of public history, in a maritime context, with more 
typical history museums in, say, New York or Boston? Could that be 
one way to bring maritime history back into the history of the country?
In my ten years or so of writing these books, I’ve been to a lot of maritime 
museums, and have seen how much has been done and is being done 
to tell that story. As my father has told me, through the 1970s and ’80s 
there was really not much popular interest at all in maritime history. It’s 
been great to see it begin to turn around a bit, largely because of Patrick 
O’Brian, I think. [O’Brian (1914–2000) was the author of the Aubrey-
Maturin series of British naval adventure novels.—Ed.]

There is so much to be learned just by seeing the things; for exam-
ple, to go on the deck of the Charles W. Morgan, the last remaining 
American whaler, at Mystic Seaport, and experience its scale. You can read 
as many ships’ logs as you want, but there is something to be gained by 
going to the actual remnants of history that still exist from that time. 

You are the founding director of the Egan Maritime Institute in 
Nantucket, and the mission of the institution is to bring maritime his-
tory to the public. How does the Institute work?
In 1996 Bud Egan, with his wife Dorothy, established the Egan Maritime 
Institute. Bud owned the Mill Hill Press, which published my first 
Nantucket books, Away Off Shore and Abram’s Eyes, and had a long-term 
lease on the nineteenth-century Coffin School building in Nantucket. 
As it turned out, the Coffin School was founded by a British Admiral, Sir 
Isaac Coffin, whose parents were Nantucketers, and part of the school’s 
original curriculum back in the 1820s was what may have been America’s 
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first sail training vessel, the 87-foot brig Clio that took Nantucket boys to 
Canada and South America. With the admiral as our inspiration, we cre-
ated an organization that has a small press, seasonal exhibits, a speaker 
series, and a strong relationship with another nonprofit, Nantucket 
Community Sailing, which I was involved with from its beginning in 
1995. ncs provides affordable access to sailing and water sports to the 
public, and strives to strengthen Nantucket’s historical maritime tradi-
tions. Their offices, in fact, are still in our basement at the Coffin School. 
The Egan Maritime Institute is a small organization, but it’s made an 
impact. [Since the interview was conducted, the Institute has acquired the 
newly restored Nantucket Shipwreck and Lifesaving Museum on the east-
ern end of the island.—Ed.]

It’s interesting to take that academic focus and combine it with some-
thing as specific as sailing. The Egan Institute is studying maritime 
and Nantucket history, but you’re also literally on the water, so to 
speak, with community sailing. 
  Tell me about your research for Sea of Glory. 
Sea of  Glory was an outgrowth of In the Heart of  the Sea. The Wilkes 
Expedition, officially the United States Exploring Expedition, was the 
country’s first ocean-going voyage of discovery. It was an attempt to catch 
up with American maritime navigators like the whalers and the sealers, 
and to survey the waters that they traveled but that exploring expeditions 
from Europe had not reached. The expedition not only charted those 
waters, but it also included a team of scientists who gathered the speci-
mens, artifacts, and objects that became the founding collections of the 
Smithsonian Institution. Yet this was an expedition that few people today 
had heard of.

And why? You likened it to the explorations of Lewis and Clark or 
Ernest Shackleton. Why has nobody heard of it?
Because of the personality of the leader, Charles Wilkes. There are literary 
critics who have argued that Ahab, of Moby Dick, was based on him—and 
with good reason. Wilkes was an ambitious, perhaps even, in Melville’s 
words, a “monomaniacal” commander. He had a lot of the characteristics 
of a good leader—drive, incredible stamina—but he was a bad boss, as 
we would say, with poor “people skills.” And you begin to see that those 
kinds of skills—or lack thereof—have a lot to do with the “spin” history 
takes on a man and his accomplishments. Instead of coming back to a 
parade and speeches, Wilkes came back to a courtmartial, so it was diffi-
cult for America to take pride in that expedition. Wilkes used the narrative 
he wrote of the expedition to settle scores with his officers, and not to 
expand on its incredible achievements. This was where, I think, he did the 
greatest disservice to both the expedition and his own place in history. He 
didn’t tell his own story well enough, and he suffered the consequences. 
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So public perception is so important—a determining factor, in fact, 
about whether you go down in history! You found some obscure sourc-
es for that research, for example, an important diary.
It was a journal written by a passed midshipman named William 
Reynolds. It had been consulted by historians before, but it’s an incredible 
document. Two-hundred fifty-thousand words and it was basically illegal, 
in that everything that was written during the expedition was to be turned 
over to Wilkes at the end of the trip. Reynolds kept a dummy journal for 
Wilkes, and kept this other journal secretly. It provided an interesting per-
spective on the voyage.

What would you like to see scholarly maritime historians do with their 
craft? 
The more historians can do to unlock the fascinating, often unknown 
stories from the archives, the better. There are not only the people—in 
all their stunning diversity—who were involved with and touched by the 
maritime trades, but there is also more to be written on the technology of 
sail—a fascinating topic in its own right. With the many maritime muse-
ums and tall ships out there, I think there is an intriguing opportunity 
to combine archival research with modern, on-the-water experience—a 
way to explore the past on the sea today. That, I think, is where maritime 
historians have a kind of trump card. The sea is just as wild and unpre-
dictable as it was a thousand years ago and it covers the globe. And in this 
increasingly globally connected world of today, the maritime world of the 
past is going to be more relevant than ever before.

I N T E RV I EW  W ITH  N ATH A N I EL  P H I L B R I C K
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Arthur W. Grumbine.
South Street from the Staten 
Island Ferry Station, ca. 1950.
Gelatin silver print.
Gift of Arthur W. Grumbine  
(PR 097).

Right: 
Sloppy Louie’s Restaurant.
Postcard (PR 054).



65

Rough Service at

DA N I E L L E V I N S O N W I L K

Whether you prefer a seared tuna steak, a 
bouillabaisse, cod cheeks, or oysters on the half 
shell, you probably agree that fish is best  
served fresh. But what about the person who 
serves the fish? Should waiters be fresh too?  
To some, the answer may seem obvious— 

Sloppy 
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if rude, sassy waiters get fresh with the clientele, they ought to be fired, 
or at least forfeit their tips. But our taste for a certain style of service, like 
our taste for varieties of fish, has a history that confounds any belief in 
timeless preferences. Americans, and particularly Americans with less 
money in their pockets, have often preferred an impolite style of service 
that treats customers as equals, even nuisances, rather than aristocrats 
who are always right. This tradition of rough service gives proprietors and 
their employees the right to yell at customers, speak to them sarcastically, 
play favorites among regulars, and treat new customers with disdain. Over 
the course of the twentieth century, this style of service had endured in 
the face of gentrification, standardization, and the ubiquitous directive to 
“have a nice day.” There is no better place to study its persistence than 
along Schermerhorn Row, a line of early nineteenth-century mercantile 
buildings on the south side of Fulton Street, between Front and South 
streets, in lower Manhattan. At its south end, facing the waterfront of 
lower Manhattan, was the Fulton Ferry Hotel, whose ground floor was 
home to a restaurant called Sloppy Louie’s.

Louis Morino (1887–1976), the founder and long-time proprietor 
of the restaurant, grew up in Recco, an ancient village on the Italian 
Riviera. Louie’s father Giuseppe was a fisherman who sold his catch to 
the quarreling fishmongers in the village street market, among the gulls 
and cats gnawing at stray fish heads. Recco was popular with vacationing 
families from Genoa, Milan, Turin, and occasionally even British and 
American tourists, and Giuseppe also owned a big old bathhouse on 

Arthur W. Grumbine.
“Sloppy Louie’s,”  
92 South Street, near 
Fulton Fish Market, 
1948. Gelatin silver 
print. Gift of Arthur W. 
Grumbine (PR 097).
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the beach, with fifty or sixty rooms; his wife ran a little buffet, feeding 
vacationers the fruits of her husband’s labor.1 From the beginning of his 
life, then, Louie learned the complicated intertwining of tastes that can 
develop in a seaside resort, where locals do not stand on ceremony with 
each other and tourists come looking for a “simpler” way of life, but also 
expect standards that might not be met in their absence.

We know all this because Joseph Mitchell recorded it in his 
memorable 1952 New Yorker profile of Louie Morino, “Up in the Old 
Hotel,” which eventually became the title piece in a volume of his 
collected stories. A writer at the magazine for thirty years, Mitchell 
chronicled colorful, hidden aspects of early and mid-twentieth-century 
New York, and in the process he became the veritable bard of rough 
service. Most famously, he celebrated the workers and customers of 
McSorley’s, a saloon still in existence on Seventh Street near Cooper 
Square. Mitchell celebrated the “unaccountable surliness” of its founder, 
“Old John” McSorley, and his “tyrannical” son Bill, who was prone to 
shouting obscenities at impatient customers and sometimes closed the 
saloon if it got too crowded for his taste. Despite, or perhaps because 
of his unpleasant nature, Bill won the allegiance of his customers, “and 
when they said he was the gloomiest, or the stingiest, man in the Western 
Hemisphere there was boastfulness in their voices.”2 

From Joseph Mitchell’s perspective, rough service provided an 
honest, authentic, entertaining, and intimate experience. He celebrated 
it in journalistic profiles of places like Dick’s Bar and Grill, where the 
proprietor regularly screamed at his customers, “I am being crucified,” 
and the Grand Street Boys’ Association clubhouse and Webster Hall, 
where “old, slow-moving, temperamental Germans” cooked beefsteaks 
for banquet diners who sat on beer crates and ate with their hands.3 In 
Mitchell’s articles, proprietors and laborers staffed a working-class service 
sector that did not believe in the value of being polite. The clientele seems 
to have preferred it that way. 

Mitchell found a lot of this treatment down by the water on South 
Street, around that great emporium, the Fulton Fish Market. Proximity to 
the sea probably played a role in this. Luxury cruises notwithstanding, the 
rigors of sea travel have often created a leveling effect on voyagers, from 
the remarkably egalitarian atmosphere of pirate ships to the primitive, 
often oppressive conditions aboard more conventional vessels. Aside 
from a preference that victims of venereal disease refrain from handling 
food, sailors have demanded few embellishments in the service of their 
meals.4 Ships also limited opportunities for fun and relaxation, so when 
sailors finally reached land, they tended to abandon restraint. Their 
tastes for entertainment, deemed crude and dangerous by many natives, 
drove commercial enterprise on the waterfront. In Dutch times, soldiers 
and sailors brawled with knives, cutlasses, and pikes at taverns such as 
the Wooden Horse, not too far from the water on the corner of Whitehall 
and Stone streets. Through the eighteenth century, trade within the  
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British Empire meant more ships docked in Manhattan and more sailors 
among the alehouses and slop shops of Broad Street, Water Street, and 
Beekmans Slip. The establishments had names like the Pine Apple, the 
Dish of Fry’d Oysters, and the Dog’s Head in the Porridge, and their 
service was casual, to say the least.5 

During the nineteenth century, the foot of Fulton Street marked the 
gateway for visitors to Manhattan Island arriving on the Brooklyn ferries 
or seafaring vessels, and was the area where passengers and crews found 
many entertainments. By the time of Louis Morino’s arrival, though, 
much of this activity had shifted north toward the Brooklyn Bridge and 
westward to the docks on the Hudson River. The most important function 
that remained behind was the wholesaling of fish. The fishmongers of 
the Fulton Fish Market acted as a nexus, simultaneously connecting and 
separating fishermen (and their seafaring culture) to and from the fancy 
restaurants where white-gloved waiters served the daily catch to wealthy 
diners. There was a certain irony in this, because the work of the market 
proved indispensable to the performance of high-toned food service, but 
the workers who spent their days there wanted none of it. When fish-
mongers stopped at local restaurants and bars on their breaks or after 
their shifts, they did not put on airs, and they expected the fractiousness of 
the market to follow them inside. Bartenders and waiters who tried to affect 
a more genteel disposition were liable to have trouble with this crowd.

Louie Morino ran into this problem when he opened his establish-
ment at 92 South Street in 1930. He called it “Louie’s Restaurant,” but 
one customer, in deference to the restaurant’s previous incarnation as 
“Sloppy John’s,” started calling it “Sloppy Louie’s.” The name stuck and 
spread as Morino’s customers learned that it offended him, building the 
kind of friendly antagonism that existed between the proprietors and cus-
tomers of places that offered rough service. He eventually acquiesced, and 
declared it officially to be Sloppy Louie’s Restaurant, both on the sign-
board and in the phone book, but he never learned to like it.6

Indeed, Morino seemed generally ambivalent about the style of 
service at his restaurant, and had fond memories of his earlier career 
waiting tables in fancy places, where he had a different kind of relationship 
with a different kind of customer. At Joe’s, the biggest chophouse in 
Brooklyn, he had served the “old Brooklyn family trade”: individuals 
who were wealthy enough from investments in local real estate, docks, 
streetcar lines, and gasworks to eat expensive steaks whenever they chose. 
In particular, he remembered the widows, divorcees, and “maiden ladies” 
of this group, who came to Joe’s wearing big ugly hats and ate with gusto. 
Some of these women were funny, or unexpectedly coarse, or eccentric, 
like Mrs. Frelinghuysen, who always brought her own silver flatware. But 
Morino could not be coarse or eccentric in return; in a place like Joe’s, 
such behavior could only run in one direction, from customer to worker. 
Instead, he listened respectfully to their conversation and occasionally 
asked a polite question. He stood on formality, even in the face of his 
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customers’ informality, and did what he was told to do. In the case of Mrs. 
Frelinghuysen, when she had finished her meal, he brought the silver to 
the kitchen to be washed and returned it to her.

The thing of it is, Louie really liked this kind of waitering. He 
liked Mrs. Frelinghuysen, her beautiful voice and her funny remarks. He 
liked asking her about the history of Old New York, and deferring to her 
knowledge of the Knickerbockers—which families had blown all their 
money, where the Schermerhorns were buried, who was still around. 
Ladies like that did not frequent Sloppy Louie’s, and Morino did not 
develop that kind of affectionate, deferential relationship with the people 
who did. For a while, he had planned to sell the restaurant and move 
on to a better building and, perhaps, a wealthier clientele. But he stayed 
on South Street, in the building on Schermerhorn Row, in part because 
he had a wistful appreciation of its historic yet invisible link to this old, 
patrician class; once he even met a Mrs. Schermerhorn, who still owned 
the property.7 And his older tendencies never completely went out of 
him. At Sloppy Louie’s, his demeanor and his “shuffling, hipshot, head-
up, old-waiter’s walk” remained “somewhat stiff and formal.” Though he 
knew how to joke and laugh with customers, or join in the gossiping that 
surrounded the fish market, he retreated at the end of the lunch rush for 
a cup of coffee by himself. Mitchell watched him in these moments, and 
reported “in repose . . . he is grave.”8

Most likely, Louie Morino did not regret his career path from 
purveyor of respectable to rough service. In fact, he may have gained 
additional satisfaction from a shift, first subtle and eventually obvious, 
in the identity of his customers. In the years after World War II, people 
who worked in the nearby financial district began to join the Fulton 
Fish Market regulars for lunch. On a given day, fishmongers and shrimp 
truckers might rub elbows with insurance brokers, bankers from J. P. 
Morgan & Company, bosses from nearby coffee-roasting plants, and even 
a woman or two from the office towers. They sat together at big tables, 
talking back and forth and passing the ketchup. Louie liked this because 
it increased his business, though the latecomers who crowded just inside 
the door to wait for a table got on his nerves. Though he did not admit 
it to Mitchell, he may have felt that the mix added a touch of gentility to 
his establishment, an acceptable replacement for the loss of customers 
like Mrs. Frelinghuysen. Or maybe it brought him back even earlier, to his 
youth in Recco, when tourists came to his parents’ resort looking for a 
rustic, authentic seaside holiday.9

This variety of customers also harkened back to the shabby restau-
rants and saloons of the 1890s, where Bohemian New York was forged 
in conversation between workingmen and disaffected members of the 
upper classes over spaghetti, bratwurst, and beer. It echoed the milieu of 
the slummers and flâneurs who, even earlier, had toured the restaurants, 
saloons, and brothels of the Lower East Side looking for diversion.10 But 
by the middle of the twentieth century, eating at Sloppy Louie’s did not 
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have the same transgressive connotations of these past dining experi-
ences. Like the J. P. Morgan banker who always ordered cod cheeks or cod 
roe or broiled cod, wealthy diners who ate there demonstrated their un-
pretentiousness, their love of simple pleasures, and their ability to mix 
with other kinds of people, but not a rejection of privilege or the order of 
society. The quality of service at Sloppy Louie’s probably meant the same 
thing to them as the simplicity of the food—a respite from the formal-
ity of uptown restaurants. The difference in styles of service that once 
marked class divisions could now be reformulated as a matter of taste or 
momentary preference, at least for those who could afford to eat in both 
rough and respectable establishments.

Did the influx of wealthier customers affect the service? Probably, 
but on this point Morino and Mitchell were silent. It is clear, though, that 

a subsequent shift—the fame and increased 
patronage that followed in large part from 
Mitchell’s article about the restaurant—had 
a significant impact. Other periodicals, even 
the New York Times, began to publicize the 
restaurant, drawing ever more customers 
from around the city and world to overwhelm 
the fishmongers who had first patronized 
it , set  i ts  tone, and deemed it  s loppy. 
Here is the greatest irony. By celebrating 
the culture of places like Sloppy Louie’s, 
Mitchell irrevocably changed them. Once, in 
a cautionary tale called “Obituary of a Gin 
Mill,” Mitchell described how gentrification 
ruined a barkeeper’s relationships with his 
longtime patrons, turned him into a toadying 
sycophant, and put “a hunted look . . . on his 
fat, sad-eyed, Neapolitan face.”11 If Mitchell 
ever acknowledged his own role in gentrifying 
the joints he loved, he didn’t do it in print. 
At Sloppy Louie’s, at least, he was repaid 
with eternal gratitude and free meals. When 

Mitchell came in to eat and tried to pay, the old waiters would say “Oh, 
no, no Mr. Mitchell, that’s with Louie,” even years after Louie had died.12

As Sloppy Louie’s customer base shifted, the restaurant’s rough 
traditions were the source of its new popularity, although packaged in a 
format acceptable to all. This stealthy gentrification can be seen working 
its way slowly through the pages of the New York Times. Sloppy Louie’s had 
been mentioned in the Times in 1951, the year before Mitchell’s profile was 
published in the New Yorker, but notice increased in the years after. The 
anonymous author of a 1952 Times piece noted that fame of the restaurant 
had spread to Japan—a Nagasaki restaurant manager had written to ask 
for the menu—and that it had recently lengthened its hours to a 9:00 

Sloppy Louie’s 
Restaurant.
Postcard (PR 054).
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p.m. closing; traditionally, it had only served breakfast and lunch.13 Both 
facts suggest a shifting clientele, and growing popularity among classes 
of people who had not previously frequented the restaurant. The next 
year, the paper’s food columnist called the restaurant “a fine, if somewhat 
rough and ready, eating establishment,” establishing its pedigree for the 
benefit of a wider public, and articles in subsequent years echoed this 
language: “This is a raffish, rough-and-ready restaurant in the vicinity 
of the Fulton Fish Market. It has an ill-kempt look that is not without 
appeal”; “the tawdriness—bare tables, painted metal walls, wall hangings 
askew—is not contrived. It is simply there like Mount Everest.”14 These 
and other Times articles and tourism ads can be read as testimony of 
Sloppy Louie’s unchanging style, or a need to defend its authenticity from 
possible allegations of artifice.

When Louie Morino died in 1976, he merited a substantial ten-
paragraph obituary in the New York Times. It remembered the service 
under his watch as “fast, simple and direct,” and commented on the 
evolution of the restaurant in the mid-twentieth century, reporting 
that “[a]s a man fastidious in manner and dress, Mr. Morino was well-
equipped to serve as host to both gentry and fishmonger.” It also reported 
that in recent years, the restaurant had discontinued its breakfast service, 
signaling a further decline in fishmongers among its customer base.15

In later years, did the restaurant continue in the tradition of rough 
service? In a sense, yes. “When it comes to service,” wrote Mimi Sheraton 
in a 1978 review, “‘sloppy’ is no idle adjective. Little care is taken to 
prevent soup or coffee from spilling over from cup to saucer, side dishes 
of cole slaw are slapped down in the center of a group to be grabbed for, 
and bowls of oyster crackers and lemon wedges are shared among the 
strangers who sit at the same table. Waiters range from informally polite 
and friendly to perfunctorily rude.”16 But Sloppy Louie’s had become an 
institution that belonged to all of New York, not just the fishmongers 
and their tablemates from the financial district. The quality of service, 
though superficially similar, had evolved from a style commonly preferred 
by the working class to a gimmick that brought in a wide cross-section 
of New Yorkers and tourists. In the 1980s, New York State began to run  
ads that urged visitors to “[d]ine on every cuisine from knishes to sushi, 
and everywhere from La Grenouille to Sloppy Louie’s.”17 If this kind 
of publicity suggested that Louie’s had been cleaned up a little, a 1984 
review of another restaurant by Bryan Miller made it clear: “The Village 
Lobster . . . is an honest-to-goodness elbows-on-the-table, splatter- 
your-shirt, wipe-your-mouth-with-your-sleeve, pick-your-teeth-in-public 
fish house that city folks have been yearning for since Sloppy Louie’s 
became unsloppy.”18 Five years later, Miller made the claim even more 
explicitly: “Sloppy Louie’s became unsloppy through gentrification, and 
uninteresting . . . .”19

The fate of Sloppy Louie’s, which eventually closed in 1998, shows 
one threat to the persistence of rough service.20 There are others: the labor 
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policies of fast-food and mid-level restaurant chains that continue to 
increase their share of the market, pushing middle-class ideals of service 
onto their working-class customers, and the pure gentrification that 
Mitchell outlined in “Obituary of a Gin Mill.” Down on South Street, the 
entire neighborhood has been remade as a playground for tourists and 
employees of the financial district, a process that began with the opening 
of South Street Seaport and recently reached a new turning point with 
the long-awaited removal of the fish market to Hunts Point in the South 
Bronx. In the building that once housed Sloppy Louie’s (and before that, 
Sloppy John’s, and a restaurant run by a German family, and a restaurant 
run by a couple of Greeks, and a place called Jimmy’s, and a quick lunch 
place run by a man named MacDonald, and the restaurant of the Fulton 
Ferry Hotel, which dated back to 1874), there is now a Heartland Brewery, 
a local chain that sells “craft beers.” As recently as 2006, it also sold the 
“Girls and Beers of Heartland Brewery Calendar,” with pictures of “the 
unique handcrafted beers and the hard-working and great-looking servers 
of Manhattan’s largest brewpub.”21 Clearly, the new proprietors believe 
that sex sells better than a bunch of grumpy male waiters.

But rough service will not die so easily. In the neighborhoods where 
manual laborers still live and work, it will continue to thrive. Up at Hunts 
Point, near the water, you can already find it in the bars and restaurants 
patronized by produce and meat wholesalers, the truckers, and the newly 
transplanted fishmongers. Perhaps some fish restaurant up there will 
soon be discovered by the press, and will start down the path that Sloppy 
Louie’s traveled before it. Once you hear about this place it may already 
be too late, but you can still go up for lunch and imagine that the waiters’ 
demeanor is an organic cultural disposition, not an act that they’ve put 
on for the benefit of you and the other slummers.

Daniel Levinson Wilk is Assistant Professor of American 
History at the Fashion Institute of Technology, SUNY.  
He has written on the history of elevators, apartment houses, 
hotels, restaurants, and the development of a modern  
service sector. He is currently working on a book about the 
symbolic life of skyscrapers, tentatively titled The Cliff 
Dwellers of Hanson Place.



73

L EV I N S O N  W I L K
S LO P P Y  LO U I E ’ S

 Notes

1. Joseph Mitchell, “Up in the Old Hotel,” in Up in 
the Old Hotel, and Other Stories (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1992), 440–41. Mitchell’s profile 
of Morino was first published in the New Yorker 
on June 28, 1952, under the title “The Cave.”

2. Mitchell, “The Old House at Home,” in Up in the 
Old Hotel, 4, 10. 

3. Rough service did not always mean rude service. 
Though some proprietors and workers showed 
outright hostility to their customers, many 
offered gruff respect or a casual intimacy that 
would have been inappropriate farther uptown. 
For example, Mazie P. Gordon, owner and ticket-
taker at the Venice Theatre down on the Bowery, 
was more varied in her tone than the McSorleys. 
Though prone to driving a rowdy drunk from the 
theater by whacking him over the head with 
tightly-rolled issues of True Romances, she 
almost always apologized once she’d gotten the 
man out on the street, and sometimes gave him a 
dime for another drink. Mazie knew her clientele 
well, took a genuine interest in their lives, and let 
the local derelicts slap her on the back (perhaps 
“back” is Mitchell’s euphemism; in an earlier 
profile of Jimmy Durante, Mitchell reported that 
Durante gave “a girl a resounding smack on what 
might be called the hips”). Mitchell, My Ears are 
Bent (1938; repr. New York: Pantheon Books, 
2001), 26, 99–100, 219; Mitchell, “Mazie,” in Up in 
the Old Hotel, 23–25; Mitchell, “All You Can Hold 
for Five Bucks,” in Up in the Old Hotel, 291–95.

4. Marcus Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep 
Blue Sea (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987); Gregory W. Streb and William L. 
Wallace, “Care and Feeding the Crew,” Inland 
Seas 55, no. 2 (1999): 119–23; James McCrostie, 
“‘Women and Seamen Don’t Mix:’ VD in 
Canada’s Merchant Navy, 1942–1945,” Northern 
Mariner 9, no. 4 (October 1999): 1–12.

5. Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallace, Gotham: A 
History of New York City to 1898 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 54, 124, 148, 188, 
201.

6. Mitchell, “Up in the Old Hotel,” 444.

7. Ibid, 451–56.

8. Ibid, 442–43.

9. Ibid, 446–47.

10. Christine Stansell, American Moderns: 
Bohemian New York and the Creation of a New 
Century (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2000), 
11–12; Christopher Mele, Selling the Lower East 
Side (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000), 71–76.

11. Mitchell, “Obituary of a Gin Mill,” Up in the Old 
Hotel, 243.

12. Jack Putnam (historian, South Street Seaport 
Museum), interview with author, April 25, 2006. 

13. “News of Food,” New York Times, May 17, 1952.

14. Jane Nickerson, “From the Sea Around Us,” New 
York Times, January 4, 1953; “Directory to 
Dining,” New York Times, May 27, 1966; Craig 
Claiborne, “A Directory to Dining Out in New 
York,” New York Times, March 1, 1968.

15. Richard F. Shepard, “Louis Morino of Sloppy 
Louie’s Is Dead,” New York Times, March 16, 1976.

16. Mimi Sheraton, “Restaurants: From the 
Waterfront to the Left Bank,” New York Times, 
May 12, 1978.

17. “A Culture All Its Own” [advertisement], New 
York Times, May 17, 1981.

18. Bryan Miller, “Diner’s Journal,” New York Times, 
November 2, 1984.

19. Bryan Miller, “Restaurants,” New York Times, 
July 7, 1989.

20. Denise Buffa, “Seaport Loses its Sole as Eatery 
Shuts,” New York Post, September 17, 1998.

21. Mitchell, “Up in the Old Hotel,” 458–59; website 
of Heartland Brewery, www.heartlandbrewery.
com, accessed March 14, 2006.















80



81

Clipper ships dominated the seas for just a few decades in the 
mid-nineteenth century, but their innovations in technology and design, 
and their streamlined classic profile, made an enduring mark in the 
imaginations and memories of historians, shipwrights, artists, and the 
American public. Emerging in the early 1840s, clipper ships were smaller 
than their unwieldy predecessors, and uniformly more graceful. Most 
importantly, though, they operated at least twice the speed of their main 
competition—the larger cargo ships—and often even faster. Clippers 
reduced the voyage between New York or Boston and San Francisco from 
approximately three hundred days to closer to one hundred; the Flying 
Cloud set a record of eighty-nine days to the West Coast in 1851. The 
1850s saw an increase in shipping and shipbuilding both in the United 
States and internationally, partly in response to new resources and new 
trading opportunities when gold was discovered in California (1849) 
and in Australia (1850), and the Asian tea trade opened at the same time. 
Enterprising merchants could take advantage of the earliest and fastest 
ship on which to place their mail, cargo, or employees. 

Clipper ship lines advertised by means of colorful printed cards 
announcing their general departure times and piers, often trumpeting the 
advantages of their particular craft with eye-catching graphics achieved 
with display type and wood-engraved illustrations printed on coated 
card stock. While on average they measure about 6½ by 4 inches, the 
cards range in size from a little smaller to nearly 9 by 6 inches. Generally 
distributed by hand and truly meant as ephemeral advertising, fewer than 
3,500 examples survive today. The New-York Historical Society possesses 
a fine collection of over 120 different cards issued for 102 ships traveling 
mostly the New York-to-San Francisco route, but also to New Orleans, 
Boston, Europe, and Australia.

The production of clipper ship cards peaked in the late 1850s and 
early 1860s, during the economic depression that made ship business 
difficult to generate. The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 
1869 rendered the clipper ship obsolete for passenger travel, and soon 
after, they were abandoned for cargo transport in favor of steamships. 
Although they ruled the waves for just a short period time, both clipper 
ships and the cards that advertised them made a lasting impact on 
American commerce, history, and advertising.
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A dinner service may seem to be an unlikely assemblage of objects to 
pique the interest of a decorated United States Naval officer or a 
prominent congressman, but during a span of eighty years, one ster-
ling silver set was the topic of careful deliberation by two distinguished 
Americans. In 1855, upon his return from Japan and negotiation of the 
landmark Treaty of Kanagawa, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry 
(1794—1858) was presented with a four-hundred-piece sterling silver 
coffee, tea, and dinner service  (page 106, 107). Over eighty years later, 
former New York State Congressman Perry Belmont (1851—1947) 
remarked to trustees of the New-York Historical Society: 

It has afforded me great satisfaction to give your Society the main 
portion of the Silver Dinner Service . . . presented to my grandfather 
Commodore M. C. Perry, . . . as a testimonial of . . . the important ser-
vice . . . rendered [to] his country and the world . . . . I believe that my 
grandfather would have desired me, in the closing years of my life, 
to leave in your care this evidence of what was considered a lasting 
bond of amity between two great nations.1

As the engraved inscription and original presentation letter state, the 
silver was presented by the Chamber of Commerce and Merchants of 
New York to Commodore Perry on December 28, 1855, “in acknowl-
edgement of the signal services which he has rendered to America and 
to the World by his able and successful negotiation of the Treaty with 
Japan.”  

Indeed, at his homecoming, Perry was duly honored by friends, 
local and national politicians, and prominent merchants across the 
northeast.2 The silver service, however, commissioned for a steep 
$6000, was probably the Commodore’s largest gift.3 Now on display in 
the Society’s Henry Luce III Center for the Study of American Culture, 
the Perry service demonstrates keen evidence of the economic poten-
tial available to American merchants newly able to capitalize on access 
to Japanese ports. 

Rendered in the rococo revival style with controlled repoussé 
and chased foliate ornament, and reasonably lavish by contemporary 
standards, the service and its many components suggests a deliberate 
association with elite New York merchants. As Perry himself noted, 
the service forms, construction details, hallmarks, ornament, and 
engraving offer numerous “references to its historical associations” 
and aid in interpreting the meanings behind the gift.4 

Matthew Calbraith Perry was born into an old New England 
family with unassailable credentials. His father, Christopher Raymond 
Perry (1761—1818), served in the Rhode Island militia during the Amer-
ican Revolution, and in 1798 became one of the first officers appointed 
to the young United States Navy.5 Perry’s oldest brother was Commo-
dore Oliver Hazard Perry (1785—1819), a hero of the War of 1812, who 
distinguished himself at the Battle of Lake Erie and later in defense of 
the Chesapeake Bay.6 

Like his brother, Matthew Perry joined the United States Navy 
at age fourteen. During the War of 1812, he was stationed in Boston and 
Newport, then by 1814, in New York. While living there, Perry met and 
married Jane Slidell, the daughter of one of the city’s wealthiest mer-
chants, the prominent New York manufacturer and banker John 
Slidell.7 Given these familial associations, the political symbolism of 
the silver service certainly must have been palpable to Perry, who 
began to contemplate its guardianship soon after he received it.8 

p. 107

M A R IT I M E  S I LV E R
B A C H



94

Manhattan had undergone seismic demographic changes by 
1855, growing from approximately 60,000 inhabitants in 1800 to a 
population of over 500,000.9 As a consequence of growth in cities 
along the eastern seaboard, during the 1850s, luxury goods were in 
high demand in both the northern and southern regions of the United 
States, and New York City artisans and manufacturers were conve-
niently located to provide them. Fittingly, the Perry service was 
manufactured in New York by one of the city’s more prolific silver 
manufacturers, William Gale (1799—1867), whose hallmark is visibly 
stamped on the underside of each piece. Gale held two significant pat-
ents by 1855, which positioned him as a “preeminent” flatware maker 
and “ . . .  pioneer . . . in the trade.”10 The choice of Gale by the merchants 
appears, then, to have been quite intentional.

The Perry service includes an impressive 362 pieces of flatware 
and service utensils, which together suggest familiarity with formal 
dining protocol for ceremonial courses of soup, meats, coffee and tea, 
and dessert (page 106).11 As confirmed by etiquette books published in 
New York City during the 1840s and 1850s, Americans lagged behind 
Europeans in acquiring dining codes and in the acquisition and usage 
of proper table implements. Fork etiquette is one telling example: until 
the mid-nineteenth century, the utensil was employed if and when 
available, and only the wealthiest Americans owned sets made of pre-
cious silver.12 

Naval Campaigns and Conflicts
The longstanding European tradition of bestowing silver mementoes 
for naval victories continued in the American colonies and early Unit-
ed States. Silver objects were valued symbolically and economically, 
and, as a general rule, were presented for family, religious, official, 
and scholarly milestones or achievements. In New York, the earliest 
colonial silver presentations were English, French, or Dutch. Although 
American-made presentation and liturgical silver was produced by 
the end of the seventeenth century, it reached an artistic peak only 
during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

Naval conflicts between the Americans, English, and French 
during the first years of the nineteenth century provided continuous 
commissions or sources of inspiration for local silver makers, who 
achieved high standards of craftsmanship; presentation silver related 
to the War of 1812 is particularly well represented at the New-York His-
torical Society. Bestowed upon naval officers or crew, these silver 
urns, pitchers, trophies, and swords were patterned after English and 
French neoclassical forms such as those given to Lord Nelson or the 
Duke of Wellington during the Napoleonic wars, and are handsomely 
adorned with emblematic details and personalized engraving. 

One particular incident during the War of 1812 inspired the cre-
ation of two sets of presentation silver, which simultaneously illustrate 
the triumph of an American hero and the pathos of combat. Manufac-
tured by immigrant Philadelphia silversmith (Jean) Simon Chaudron 
(1758—1846), the large soup tureen and pitcher (page 108, 109) are 
embellished with neoclassical masks, foliage, and a sculptural Athena 
finial, and were commissioned by “The Citizens of Philadelphia” to 
honor Captain James Lawrence (1781—1813) and his command of the 
sloop Hornet during its successful seizure of the British brig Peacock 
on February 24, 1813.13 Lawrence returned to New York a hero a month 
after the battle but, despite his requests to remain in port to await the 
birth of his second child, was soon ordered to Boston to command  
the frigate Chesapeake. Weeks later, on June 4, Lawrence was killed 
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during engagement with the HMS Shannon; in his final moments, he is 
believed to have instructed the oft-quoted order, “Don’t give up the 
ship.”14 Like the Philadelphians, the Common Council of New York 
resolved to honor Lawrence for his “intrepidity and skill” in capturing 
the Peacock by awarding him with “a Piece of Plate with appropriate 
Devices and Inscriptions thereon.”15 The captain’s widow, Julia Mon-
taudevert Lawrence (1788—1865), accepted Philadelphia’s tribute 
silver in 1816, and New York’s commemoration, an ample pitcher and 
two broad cake baskets, in 1819 (page 110, 111). Sadly, by the time of 
both posthumous presentations, the Lawrences infant son, born in 
July 1813, also had died.16

Captain Lawrence’s integrity and military valor are recalled by 
several other artifacts in the Society’s collection, most donated by a 
descendant, Eugene H. Pool (1847—1949). One related example is a 
presentation sword given to Captain Joseph Smoot (1792—1857), who 
served under Lawrence on the Hornet during its historic battle (page 
105).17 This gold, steel, and brass sword was one of three commis-
sioned by the State of Maryland in 1829 and produced by an anonymous 
maker.18 Designed in the continental style, the sword is aptly decorat-
ed with an elaborately worked single-edged steel blade etched with a 
detailed battle scene and capped by a hand-worked gilded hilt and 
cross-guard. Its leather scabbard is similarly embellished with gilded 
brass plates depicting a quillion with trident and anchor, an American 
eagle, neoclassical arrangements of oak leaves and acorns, and Nep-
tune in his chariot. After the war, similar swords were given to naval 
and army officers by the legislatures of New York and Virginia. Several 
are now in the Society’s collections. 

Sectional Tensions and Gilded Age Progression
A number of artifacts at the Historical Society illustrate important 
Civil War naval events or nautical innovations. Evidence of the historic 
clash between the ironclad ships CSS Virginia (popularly known as 
the rebuilt steam frigate USS Merrimack) and USS Monitor, for exam-
ple, is documented by ship models, vessel fragments, and even toys 
inspired by the encounter.19 One object worthy of note and indicative 
of the impact of the battle is a small sterling silver sugar bowl redolent 
with meaning (page 112). 

The 1862 Battle of Hampton Roads was recounted widely in 
contemporary prints and newspaper accounts. One of several ships 
commissioned by the Union Navy during the Civil War, the Monitor 
was built as an “indestructible” “armored . . . .floating battery” devised 
to stand against the Confederate Navy’s stalwart ironclad CSS Vir-
ginia.20 The Monitor was designed in New York by engineer John 
Ericsson (1803—89) and built under the supervision of Thomas Fitch 
Rowland (1831—1907) at the Continental Iron Works in Greenpoint, 
Brooklyn.21

Trained in England, Swedish-born John Ericsson immigrated 
to New York in 1839 and was active in shipbuilding by 1841. Although 
renowned for his work on the Monitor, Ericsson invented a number of 
mechanical improvements for marine and industrial applications. The 
victory of the Monitor over the CSS Virginia, however, was the achieve-
ment for which Ericsson gained the highest regard. As accolades were 
bestowed upon Ericsson, other tributes were presented to the Moni-
tor’s officers and crew. One of many commemorative items was a 
silver coffee and tea service given to the chief engineer who operated 
the Monitor’s turret guns during the famous battle. Despite the war-
time conditions in 1863, Ericsson along with a group of “subscribers” 
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from the New York Chamber of Commerce, commissioned from Tiffany 
& Co. and presented to USN Alban C. Stimers (1827—76) “a set of silver 
as a token of our appreciation of the important service you rendered 
the Country . . . on the memorable occasion of the first conflict between 
Iron Clad vessels.”22 Years later, in 1940, like Perry Belmont before 
her, Stimers’s daughter donated the service’s sugar bowl and a selec-
tion of family papers to the New-York Historical Society to be preserved 
“for all time.”23 

After the Civil War, economic success followed for many New 
Yorkers involved in industry or mercantile exchange. Again traceable 
to the New York port, and the potent symbolism of silver coffee and tea 
services during the nineteenth century, is this extensive set given to 
Irish immigrant shipbuilder John Roach (1813—87) (page 113).24 Roach 
worked for several local ironworks after his arrival in New York, and 
by 1842, was proprietor of the Aetna Ironworks, later one of the coun-
try’s largest iron shipbuilders.25 Roach actively promoted American 
shipbuilding during the post-Civil War industry downturn through a 
series of visionary lectures and treatises. His strategies for rehabilita-
tion and advancement engendered such monumental expansion and 
improvements in the industry that he was credited with almost single-
handedly reviving American shipbuilding.26 The perceived impact of 
Roach’s contributions was acknowledged on April 30, 1874, when the 
New York Chamber of Commerce presented him with lavish silver tes-
timonial.27 Produced by the Gorham Manufacturing Company, a 
premier silver manufacturer of the period, the aesthetics of the pre-
sentation service emphasized the significance of the dedication. The 
service “drew forth general admiration and praise . . . ,” and Harper’s 
Weekly featured an exhaustive description and illustration of the piec-
es, engravings, and ornaments.28 Similarly, the New York Times 
commented:

[t]he design, though rich, is of that chaste and cultured style for 
which the Gorham Company have made themselves so famous; . . . 
 its good taste drew forth general commendation and admiration.  
It is certainly a service worthy of being made an heirloom in any 
family.29

Commercial and maritime alliances continued to be celebrated 
in silver among New York’s mercantile elite until the First World War. 
This large loving cup, modeled after English trophies of the early and 
mid-eighteenth century, was produced during the time for a brother-
hood of American industrial titans. (page 114). The cup, an expression 
of Gilded Age bravado and wealth, was one of fourteen made for mem-
bers of the Corsair Dining Club after the death of its founder J. Pierpont 
Morgan (1837—1913). Formed in 1885, the club, named for Morgan’s 
prized yacht, was an exclusive group of associates who regularly gath-
ered “to promote good-fellowship and loyal friendship.”30 In his will, 
Morgan stipulated: 

I give and bequeath to each of the members . . . at the time of my 
death, as a souvenir of myself and as a token of my personal affec-
tion for them, a piece of silver of the value of One Thousand Dollars, 
to be selected and purchased . . . [by] the executors of my will.31

After his death, Morgan’s executor, his son J. P. Morgan Jr., 
worked with fellow member Frank Knight Sturgis (1847—1932) on the 
silver commissions. Sturgis proposed and sketched a design for a 
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“ceremonial Georgian vase” with “dignity & proportion.”32 By March 
of 1914, silversmiths Dominick & Haff of New York City, the firm “hon-
ored” with the commission, already had delivered the first eleven 
pieces of the order.33

Conclusion 
As a result of the industries and commercial activities that grew up 
around its harbor, New York became a thriving and cosmopolitan port 
populated by affluent patrons, as well as a growing middle class and 
striving immigrant workers. In this energetic and complex environ-
ment, objects connoted social aspirations, economic successes, and 
vital political associations. With the centrality of ocean-going and riv-
er-based trade and travel to early New York, the Historical Society’s 
maritime silver underscores a substantial legacy. Relics of conflict and 
evidence of celebration or defeat, these precious artifacts illustrate a 
resonant chronology of local, national, and international coalitions, 
tensions and hostilities, and expansion and progress. 

Debra Schmidt Bach is the Assistant Curator of Decorative Arts at the 
New-York Historical Society and a Ph.D. candidate at the Bard Graduate 
Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design, & Culture.

Unidentified maker. 
Sword and scabbard, 1829 –1831. 
Steel, gold, and other metals;  
leather, brass, gilding. 
Gift of Dr. Eugene H. Pool  
(1943.443). 
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William Gale & Son. 
Coffee pot and soup tureen  
(title page);  
Salver and Flatware, 1855.  
Silver. Gift of the Honorable Perry 
Belmont (1936.100). 
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White Swallow.
New York: Nesbitt & Co.
Gift of Daniel Parish Jr. 
(PR-116-105).
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(Jean) Simon Chaudron. 
Soup tureen and pitcher, 1816. 
Silver. Gift of Dr. Eugene H. Pool 
(1942.544). 
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John Targee. 
Pitcher and cake basket, 1819. 
Silver. Gift of Dr. Eugene H. Pool 
(1942.543). 
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Opposite:
Tiffany & Company. 
Sugar bowl, ca. 1863. Silver. 
Gift of Mrs. Walter Durbrow  
(1940.479).

Below:
Gorham Manufacturing Company. 
Coffee pot with stand, and slop 
bowl, 1874. Silver, ivory, gilt. 
Gift of the Children and 
Grandchildren 
of John Roach (1920.18).
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Dominick & Haff. 
Loving cup, Corsair Dining Club, 
1914.Silver. Bequest of Frank Knight 
Sturgis (1932.89). 
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When the New-York Historical Society’s enlarged building opened in April 1939, 
the first floor exhibition galleries were almost completely devoted to maritime 

history. Immediately to the right, inside the Society’s front door on Central Park 
West, was the Naval History Room, with a display of swords, engravings of naval 

skirmishes and portraits of naval officers, manuscripts, ships’ logs, and a three-
dimensional half-model of the USS Monitor. To the left of the front door, and filling 

as well the entire south side of the building, there were three rooms devoted to the 
Port of New York and the city’s shipping industry. Rope ran down the length of the 

long gallery walls to lead visitors up to a life-size model of a ship’s prow, complete 
with a lookout deck. On display were ship models and ships’ wheels, globes, prints, 
paintings, and many other nautical relics.  The large amount of floor space devot-
ed to the Port of New York was partly due to the harbor’s primacy in the city’s history: 
the port became the busiest and most important in the United States by 1810 and the 
most important in the world by the time of the Civil War. The items in the exhibit 
addressed New York’s nineteenth-century maritime history in the context of its great 
importance to the city’s economic, cultural, occupational, and political life.  The 
objects in the Naval History galleries originally were in the collection of the Naval History 
Society, formed in 1909 by a group of maritime history enthusiasts including Colonel 
John Sanford Barnes (1836–1911), Admiral Caspar F. Goodrich (1847–1925), and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt (1882–1945). The society was incorporated in 1912, but by the early 1920s, 
a proposal arose to merge the both the collections and the members of the Naval  
History Society, Ship Model Society, and New York Port Society into those of the  
New-York Historical Society, which could then double as a national Naval and  
Maritime Museum. The concept seemed viable enough for Roosevelt, who had been 
assistant secretary of the Navy from 1913–20, to become involved in talks with the  
Historical Society’s Executive Board; the plan eventually was deemed unfeasible.  
 Nevertheless, Colonel James Barnes (1866–1936), president of the Naval His-

tory Society and son of its founder, realized that his organization could no longer take 
proper care of its collections, which were then housed in a room in midtown Manhat-

tan. Barnes arranged for their donation and transfer to the New-York Historical 
Society in July 1925, and that fall the Naval History Society members became associate 

members of the Historical Society. Part of the agreement required the Society to 
exhibit the Naval History Society’s objects in the newly expanded building.  While 

not always on view today, the Naval History Society’s rich visual, textual, and manu-
script collections, in addition to other interesting materials documenting New York’s 

maritime past, remain a valuable part of the New-York Historical Society’s library 
and museum holdings—on deck and available for use by new generations of mari-

time and naval historians.

     A History of Maritime History
   at the new-york historical society
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Photographer unknown.
“Port of New York” 
gallery, looking west, 
ca. 1940. Gelatin silver 
print. New-York 
Historical Society 
Pictorial Archive.
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Floor plan, New-York 
Historical Society, 
1939. New-York 
Historical Society 
Pictorial Archive.

Photographer unknown.
“Port of New York” 
gallery, looking east, 
ca. 1940. Gelatin silver 
print. New-York 
Historical Society 
Pictorial Archive.
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BOOKS IN BRIEF
Short Reviews of New 
and Noteworthy Books on 
History and Historians’ 
Picks

Sponsored by the Gilder Lehrman Institute  
of American History, this section is 
designed to provide readers with brief, 
informative, and timely reviews of the best 
recent books in American history. 

maritime books

Andrew Delbanco 
Melville: His World and Work 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2005; 388 pages.

With lyrical prose in Melville: His World and 
Work, Andrew Delbanco places Herman 
Melville’s life and his writing in the context of 
the time in which he lived. More than other 
biographers, Delbanco places Melville in the 
socio-economic context of his New York life 
and frames his literary career in relation to the 
burgeoning New York literary scene. He is 
popularly associated with New England, 
because he wrote his masterpiece Moby-Dick 
on his farm outside Pittsfield, Massachusetts, 
but Melville was born in New York in 1819, 
spent much of his life in the city, and died there 
in 1891. Delbanco states: “There has never 
been . . . an American writer more deeply 
affected, indeed infected, by the tone and 
rhythm of the city.” Melville’s ultimate sense of 
failure as a popular author is set within the 
rapidly changing socio-economic conditions of 
New York City.

Delbanco does not believe it necessary 
to critique earlier Melville biographers.  
He writes of Hershel Parker’s mammoth two-
volume biography: “Like all students of 
Melville, I am keenly aware of, and especially 
grateful for, the prodigious scholarship of 
Hershel Parker.” His generous acknowledge-
ment of earlier scholarship is a credit to him.

Along with the facts of Melville’s life, 
Delbanco includes close readings of almost all 
his works, from his first book, Typee, and the 
iconic Moby-Dick, to less well-known works 
such as Redburn and Israel Potter. For 
example, Delbanco calls “Bartleby,” Melville’s 
short story set in New York City, “among the 
great achievements of world literature.” He 
exposes the discomfort caused by “Bartleby,” 
but he also reads the lawyer-narrator—“a 
good man trying to become a better man in the 
face of another man’s suffering”—more 
sympathetically than other critics.

Melville: His World and Work is joyful 
reading and well worth its 322 pages of text 
and 66 pages of notes.

  Mary K. Bercaw Edwards,  
  University of Connecticut
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Helen Rozwadowski 
Fathoming the Ocean: The Discovery and 
Exploration of the Deep Sea 
Harvard University Press, 2005; 276 pages.

Starting in the late eighteenth century, and 
continuing into the middle of the next, 
Americans and Britons came to view the ocean 
not only as an obstacle to be traversed, but as 
a unique environment worthy of attention in its 
own right. In Fathoming the Ocean, Helen 
Rozwadowski explores how this blossoming of 
interest in the nature of deep waters created 
the first generation of marine scientists, as 
well as the turbulent relationship between 
them and their patrons.

Naturalists of this period like George 
Wallich and Matthew Fontaine Maury emerged 
as changes in culture and technology eroded 
traditional fears of a sea teeming with  
monsters and disease. Advances in seafaring 
turned a formerly risky transatlantic voyage 
into a leisurely jaunt, novels with maritime 
themes achieved unprecedented popularity, 
railroads carried even families of modest 
means to seaside holidays, and the upper class 
enthusiastically took up recreational yachting. 
With this dramatic expansion of popular inter-
est in the sea, nautical naturalists had both 
willing patrons for their work and interested 
readers of the literature they produced.

By recovering the origins of maritime 
science in the early nineteenth century, 
Rozwadowski revises the conventional wisdom 
that modern oceanography was inaugurated 
by the voyage of Britain’s HMS Challenger in 
1872. The magnitude of this government-
funded expedition was only possible, the 
author suggests, because of earlier private and 
state projects that improved navigation, identi-
fied lucrative marine resources such as 
spermaceti, and surveyed suitable locations 
for submarine telegraph cables. 

With this brisk, insightful work, 
Rozwadowski seamlessly integrates a rich 
cultural history with her account of scientific 
developments encompassing more than fifty 
years. She vividly illustrates how deeply 
scientific practice is woven into the culture of 
its practitioners.

  Simon Finger, 
  Princeton University

Daniel F. Vickers with Vince Walsh 
Young Men and the Sea: Yankee Seafarers 
in the Age of Sail 
Yale University Press, 2005; 352 pages.

In examining America’s maritime past, 
historians have often perceived sailors as 
symbols, isolated from land-based 
communities and lacking normal desires for 
home and family. These imagined sailors were 
then used as agents by the historians in 
historical battles that had less to do with the 
maritime past than with presentist inter-
pretations of ship-board life as examples of 
expanding capitalism, or Marxism, or social 
isolation.

Drawing on detailed primary sources, 
Vickers and Walsh cut through the ideological 
baggage mariners have carried. In a refreshing 
new study, the authors examine how New 
Englanders came to be seafarers, how seafar-
ing intersected with community life, and how 
the mariners’ world changed during the  
nineteenth century. They argue that seafaring 
in colonial America was simply one of many 
unremarkable strategies young people 
embraced to earn livings. Through these 
examinations, seafarers emerge as part of 
interconnected communities at sea and  
on shore, where experiences and expectations 
were shaped more by age and marital hopes 
than by the maritime environment.

Vickers and Walsh address a question 
that has run through maritime historical  
studies since the 1980s: were sailors “working 
men who got wet,” or a unique group shaped by 
a seafaring life? They conclude, quite simply, 
that “in much of the world and through most of 
America’s age of sail, maritime labor was  
not all that exceptional. In Salem it was simply 
what young people did when they grew up 
beside the sea.” In demonstrating this seem-
ingly un-exotic conclusion, however, the 
authors show that, while mundane, seafarers 
are still worthy of focused study—not to high-
light distinctiveness, but to restore a humanity 
that has been denied to an occupational  
group for so long.

  Matthew G. McKenzie, 
  University of Connecticut
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David W. Blight 
A Slave No More: Two Men Who  
Escaped to Freedom, Including Their  
Own Narratives of Emancipation 
Harcourt, 2007; 320 pages.

A Slave No More consists of two distinct and 
interrelated parts. In the first half, David 
Blight, the director of the Gilder Lehrman 
Center for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, 
and Abolition at Yale and a preeminent 
historian of the Civil War era, reconstructs the 
lives and times of two former slaves, John 
Washington and Wallace Turnage, who 
escaped to Union lines and freedom during the 
Civil War. The second half presents the 
primary sources from which Blight crafts his 
history: Washington’s and Turnage’s recently 
discovered and previously unpublished  
slave narratives. Undistinguished in their own 
day and unknown until Blight’s book, both  
men wrote their narratives after the war  
while struggling to support themselves and 
their families. Their stories, which focus on 
their efforts to escape slavery, end at the 
moment of freedom. 

In elegant, often lyrical prose, Blight 
describes the on-the-ground process of 
becoming free during the Civil War better than 
any other writer. Indeed, A Slave No More is  
an ideal handbook for anyone interested in 
writing about the past, for by including the  
primary documents from which Blight fash-
ioned his history, the book enables us to 
understand not only freedom, but history, as a 
process. Here we see how a master historian 
has recreated, out of comparatively mundane 
sources, the texture of two men’s lives in a  
revolutionary time. 

Next to Blight’s history, the narratives 
of Washington and Turnage are mundane, but 
this is to be expected, for they had virtually no 
literary training. Turnage, whose pride in his 
ability to escape his master shines through the 
text, has the raw material of a captivating and 
poignant tale, which perhaps could have 
succeeded in oral form. While the written form 
of both narratives are rather tedious, this 
contrast only highlights the degree to which 
Blight’s history is pure gold. However, this 
contrast only highlights the degree to which 
Blight’s history is pure gold.

  John Stauffer, 
  Harvard University

Drew Gilpin Faust 
This Republic of Suffering: Death and  
the American Civil War 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2008; 368 pages.

The Civil War killed 620,000 soldiers and 
50,000 civilians, a percentage of the population 
equivalent to 2 million American deaths today. 
That staggering toll, Drew Gilpin Faust argues 
in This Republic of Suffering: Death and the 
American Civil War, transformed the federal 
government, forced unwelcome changes  
in American culture, and both affirmed and 
demeaned the value of each individual life. 

Two great demographic upheavals 
resulting from the war—the unprecedented 
death toll and the end of slavery—rearranged 
the United States government’s priorities from 
protection of some people’s property to the 
protection of all individuals. Newfound obliga-
tions, notably the funding of pensions, sharply 
increased the size and scope of the federal 
government. This growth came about not by 
grand design but by the unforeseen need to 
cope with death on a scale white Americans 
had never before imagined, and it both elevat-
ed and eclipsed the worth of the individual. 
Faust also shows that the sheer number of 
Civil War deaths shattered pre-war cultural 
assumptions about the “good death.” Ironically, 
grief became both a source of lingering  
sectional bitterness and a common ground 
fostering postwar reconciliation. 

The Americans who cared for the Civil 
War dead, Faust notes, knew that “humanity, 
not just particular humans,” was at stake, and 
so staring into the Civil War’s “harvest of 
death” leads Faust beyond the borders of the 
United States to ponder questions that rest at 
the heart of what makes us human (p. 60). 
Does human suffering serve any purpose? How 
does war dehumanize those who die and who 
kill? Can dehumanization be resisted? This 
Republic of Suffering places those deeply 
human questions at the center of the conflict 
that defined the American nation, and reminds 
us that the best history peers closely at a 
particular time and place to better understand 
the human condition.

  Chandra Manning, 
  Georgetown University
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Daniel Walker Howe 
What Hath God Wrought: The 
Transformation of America, 1815–1848 
Oxford University Press, 2007; 904 pages.

Daniel Walker Howe’s Pulitzer Prize–winning 
work spans a period that is book-ended by 
events that often gain more attention—the 
American Revolution and the Civil War. 
However, Howe shows in a comprehensive, yet 
engaging, style that the period from 1815 to 
1848 was of crucial significance to the 
development of the country. Indeed, the 
material he covers includes well-known figures 
such as Andrew Jackson, John C. Calhoun, 
Henry Clay, and Daniel Webster; and famous 
events like Indian removal and the Trail of 
Tears, the battle over a national bank, the rise 
of Mormonism, the gold rush, and  
the women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, 
to name just a few. 

When summing up, Howe writes that 
his book “tells a story; it does not argue a 
thesis” (p. 849). However, his story is not 
without shape and emphasis. He has heroes, 
like John Quincy Adams, who was committed 
to “national unity, the restriction of slavery, 
and economic modernization” (p. 813), and 
villains, like Andrew Jackson, who supported 
the interests of slave owners and exacerbated 
division during his years in the White House. 

Howe’s most powerful point, however, 
is not about any singular individual, but about 
the revolution in communication that took 
place during this 33-year period. He writes: 
“This revolution, with its attendant political 
and economic consequences, would be the 
driving force in the history of the era” (p. 5). It 
was the telegraph, newspapers, and railroads, 
he says, that made it possible to create a 
market economy, fostered religious revivalism 
and the organization of new social movements, 
and allowed for the rise of mass political par-
ties that offered rival programs from which the 
electorate could choose. And while strife and 
struggle would ensue, Howe makes clear that 
these developments from the years between 
1815 and 1848 established the foundation upon 
which modern America is based.

  Thorin Tritter, 
  University of London

Lewis E. Lehrman 
Lincoln at Peoria: The Turning Point 
Stackpole Books, 2008; 412 pages.

At the very beginning of Abraham Lincoln’s 
reentry into political activism, he delivered a 
speech in Peoria, Illinois, on October 16, 1854, 
decrying the passage of Stephen A. Douglas’s 
Kansas-Nebraska Act, which had opened the 
door to the expansion of slavery into the 
western territories. As Lewis Lehrman (who is 
a trustee of the New-York Historical Society 
and co-founder of the Gilder Lehrman 
Institute) painstakingly points out in Lincoln at 
Peoria (which is, amazingly, the first serious 
study of the Peoria speech), “it forms the 
foundation of his politics and principles, in the 
1850s and in his presidency.” 

Indeed, it does, because the Peoria 
speech teems with the ideas that will become 
the stars Lincoln navigates by. Lincoln replied 
to Douglas with a vivid denunciation of the 
deceitfulness of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and 
with an eloquent appeal to the incompatibility 
of slavery with the founding principles of  
the American republic: “It is wrong; wrong in 
its direct effect, letting slavery into Kansas and 
Nebraska and wrong in its prospective 
principle, allowing it to spread to every other 
part of the wide world.” Tolerating slavery has 
“soiled . . . our republican robe,” Lincoln said. 
“Let us repurify it” so that “the succeeding 
millions of free happy people, the world over, 
shall rise up, and call us blessed, to the latest 
generations.”

It is characteristic of Lehrman’s 
thoroughness that he not only sets the context 
and parses the arguments of the Peoria 
speech, but goes on to trace its connections 
into Lincoln’s presidential years, and then 
deals with the reputation of the Peoria speech 
in the hands of historians. As we see from 
Lehrman’s final chapter, too many of those 
historians, including J.G. Randall, Richard 
Hofstadter, and Robert Johannssen, have 
scanted either the substance or the intentions 
of the Peoria speech. It is high time that 
Lincoln’s speech at Peoria be seen for what it 
really is, the head of a great comet for which all 
that comes after is the tail.

  Allen C. Guelzo, 
  Gettysburg College



116

TH E  N EW - YO R K  J O UR N A L  O F  
A M E R I C A N  H I S TO RY

Robert C. Williams 
Horace Greeley: Champion of American 
Freedom 
New York University Press, 2006; 413 pages.

Horace Greeley was a man of such broad-
ranging activities and apparent contradictions 
that trying to pull his life together into a coher-
ent vision is a daunting task. For example, as 
the founder and editor of the New York Tribune, 
he is best remembered for his call to “Go 
West,” but he remained east of the Hudson 
River. Similarly, although a leader of the Whig 
Party in the 1840s, he made his newspaper 
independent of party affiliation. And later, 
regardless of the fact that he had helped found 
the Republican Party, he ran for president in 
1872 on the Democratic ticket. Robert Williams 
argues that such contradictions are all part of 
the larger story of a man who gradually came 
to embrace a broad definition of freedom and 
transformed “the liberty of the first American 
Revolution into the freedom and equality 
forged in the fires of Civil War.”

In the 1830s Greeley, like many Whigs, 
believed that while slavery was wrong, emanci-
pation should be decided by state 
governments. However, by 1854, radicalized by 
the Mexican War and the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act, Greeley broke with the Whigs and helped 
form the Republican Party, devoted to using 
the federal government to end slavery.  
Greeley’s newspaper became a crucial voice in 
promoting the new party. In 1859, for example, 
Greeley’s Tribune helped make Lincoln a 
nationally known figure and secure his election 
to the presidency. Greeley also pushed Lincoln 
to abolish slavery, clashing publicly in his 
paper with the president until Lincoln 
announced his Emancipation Proclamation in 
1862. And when the war ended, the editor  
campaigned vigorously to secure freedmen  
the right to vote.

While Williams could have done more 
to explain Greeley’s views after the war, and 
particularly how he managed to appeal to both 
black freedmen and white southerners in the 
1872 presidential campaign that he lost to 
Ulysses S. Grant, Williams does an impressive 
job of covering the details of such a full life and 
offering an intriguing thesis about the impact 
of Greeley’s increasing concern about the 
meaning of “freedom” in America. 

  Thorin Tritter, 
  University of London
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Stanford University

Daniel Walker Howe
What Hath God Wrought:  
The Transformation of 
America, 1815–1848
Oxford University Press, 
2007
recommended by:

Allen C. Guelzo,
Gettysburg College
Gordon S. Wood,
Brown University

Jane Kamensky
The Exchange Artist:  
A Tale of High-Flying  
Speculation and  
America’s First Banking 
Collapse
Penguin, 2008
recommended by:

Joseph J. Ellis,
Mount Holyoke College

Jon Kukla
Mr. Jefferson’s Women
Knopf, 2007
recommended by:

Carol Berkin,
Baruch College and  
The Graduate Center,  
City University of New York

Stephen Mihm
A Nation of Counterfeiters:  
Capitalists, Con Men,  
and the Making of the 
United States
Harvard University Press, 
2007
recommended by:

Thomas H. Bender,
New York University

Charles Postel
The Populist Vision
Oxford University Press, 
2007
recommended by:

Eric Foner,
Columbia University

Craig L. Symonds
Lincoln and His Admirals
Oxford University Press, 
2008
recommended by:

James M. McPherson,
Princeton University

B O O K S  I N  B R I E F

HISTORIANS’ 
PICKS
This column lists the titles chosen by 
renowned scholars when polled  
about what recent book they would 
recommend to avid readers of  
American history.
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THE SEA HAS PLAYED a vital but often 
unappreciated role in American history. Many 
of the key battles in American military history 
took place on water rather than land. From the 
battle of the Capes, when a French fleet 
prevented the British from reinforcing Lord 
Cornwallis’s army at Yorktown during the 
Revolution, to the battle of Manila Bay during 
the Spanish American War and the World War 
II battle of Midway, naval engagements 
frequently played a significant role in shaping 
the outcome of the nation’s wars.

The sea was also central to the United 
States’ economy. During its early years, sea-
faring was the new nation’s second largest 
occupation, exceeded only by farming. For 
African Americans, sailing ships were not only 
associated with the African slave trade, but 
were also a major source of employment. 
Before the Civil War, African Americans made 
up as much as 20 percent of the maritime 
labor force.

Given the importance of foreign com-
merce, disputes over freedom of the seas 
occupied a pivotal place in the American  
foreign relations. Such disputes were among 
the causes of American involvement in the 
Quasi-War with France, the Barbary Wars 
with North African privateers, the War of 1812, 
World War I, and World War II.

The Barbary Pirates
In 1785, Algerian privateers stopped two  
American schooners sailing off the coast of 
Portugal and held their 21 crew captive for 
eleven years. During the next decade, Algerian 
corsairs took more than a hundred Americans 
prisoner. To secure the captives’ release, the 
United States had to pay close to a million dollars, 
or about 12 percent of all federal revenues.

In 1801, after the pasha of Tripoli 
demanded that the United States pay a higher 
amount of tribute to Tripoli than that paid to 
Algiers, President Thomas Jefferson imposed 
a naval blockade on Tripoli. In 1803, however, 
the US frigate Philadelphia ran aground off 
Tripoli’s coast and its 307-member crew was 
taken prisoner.

The stage was now set for one of the 
most colorful episodes in American military 
history. In 1805, William Eaton, the American 
consul to Tunis, led a ragtag “army” consisting 
of eight Marines, two Navy midshipmen,  
and some 300 Europeans and Muslims on a 
50-day, 520-mile march from Egypt and success-

 Teacher Feature:

FREEDOM OF THE SEAS
 S T E V E N M I N T Z,  C O L U M B I A U N I V E R S I T Y
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fully stormed the Tripolitan city of Derna. The 
phrase “To the shores of Tripoli” in the Marine 
Corps hymn refers to this military conflict.

Actually, negotiations and payment of a 
$60,000 ransom—not the capture of Derna—
freed Philadelphia’s crew, and the United States 
continued to pay tribute to other North African 
states until 1815, when a squadron commanded 
by Stephen Decatur forced the dey of Algiers to 
agree to a treaty releasing American prisoners 
and ending demands for tribute.

The Quasi-War with France
Following the execution of the French king, 
Louis XVI, in 1793, war broke out between 
France and a coalition of European monar-
chies led by Great Britain. With two brief 
interruptions, this war lasted 23 years. Inter-
national trade soon embroiled the United 
States in the European conflict.

France perceived in Jay’s Treaty of 1794 
an American tilt toward Britain, especially in a 
provision permitting the British to seize French 
goods from American ships in exchange for 
financial compensation. France retaliated by 
launching an aggressive campaign against 
American shipping, particularly in the West 
Indies, capturing hundreds of the vessels flying 
the United States flag.

President John Adams attempted to 
negotiate with France, but the French govern-
ment refused to receive the American envoy 
and suspended commercial relations. Adams 
then sent three commissioners to France to try 
to negotiate a settlement. Three emissaries of 
the French minister (known later simply as X, 
Y, and Z) said that the only way the Americans 
could see the French foreign minister was to 
pay a bribe of $250,000 and provide a $10 mil-
lion loan. When word of the “XYZ affair” 
became known, it aroused a demand for war. 
The popular slogan was “millions for defense, 
but not one cent for tribute.”

During the winter of 1798, fourteen 
American warships backed by 200 armed 
merchant ships captured some 80 French  
vessels and forced French warships out  
of American waters back to bases in the West 
Indies. But the president refused to ask  
Congress for an official declaration of war, 
which is why this conflict is known as the Quasi 
-War. In 1800, after seven months of weari-
some negotiations, the parties worked out an  
agreement known as the Convention of 1800. 
The agreement freed the United States from its 

alliance with France; in exchange, America 
forgave $20 million in damages caused by the 
illegal seizure of American merchant ships 
during the 1790s.

Impressment
Renewed conflict with France and Britain over 
trade arose during the first decade of the nine-
teenth century. To stop British exports and 
destroy British industry, France instituted the 
“Continental System,” which closed European 
ports to British goods and ordered the seizure 
of any neutral vessel that carried British goods 
or stopped in a British port. Britain retaliated 
in 1807 by issuing Orders in Council, which 
required all neutral ships to land at a British 
port to obtain a trading license and pay a tariff. 
By 1807, France had seized 500 ships and  
Britain nearly 1000.

The most outrageous violation of 
America’s neutral rights was the British  
practice of impressment. Unable to procure 
sufficient volunteers for its ships, the Royal 
Navy seized men from streets, taverns, and 
British merchant ships. When these efforts 
failed to muster sufficient men, the British 
began to stop foreign ships and remove 
seamen alleged to be British subjects. By 1811, 
nearly 10,000 American sailors had been 
impressed into the British navy, although an 
undetermined number were actually deserters 
from British ships who made more money  
sailing on US ships.

Outrage over impressment reached a 
fever pitch in 1807 when HMS Leopard fired 
three broadsides at US frigate Chesapeake, 
which had refused to allow British officers on 
board to search for Royal Navy deserters. The 
blasts killed three American sailors and 
wounded eighteen more. British authorities 
then boarded the American ship and removed 
four sailors, only one of whom was actually a 
British subject. British interference with 
American shipping was a major cause of the 
War of 1812.

T H E  G I L D E R  L E H R M A N  I N S T I T U T E
T E A C H E R  F E A T U R E
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Primary Sources

By Authority.  
THE PRESIDENT of the UNITED  
STATES of AMERICA,  
A PROCLAMATION. 

Whereas it appears, that a state of War exists 
between Austria, Prussia, Sardinia, Great 
Britain, and the United Netherlands, of the one 
part, and France on the other; and the duty and 
interest of the United States require, that they 
should with sincerity and good faith adopt and 
pursue a conduct friendly and impartial 
towards the belligerant powers; 

I have therefore thought fit by these presents to 
declare the disposition of the United States to 
observe the conduct aforesaid towards those 
powers respectively; and to exhort and warn 
the citizens of the United States carefully to 
avoid all acts and proceedings whatsoever, 
which may in any manner tend to contravene 
such disposition.

And I do hereby also make known, that 
whosoever of the citizens of the United States 
shall render himself liable to punishment or 
forfeiture under the law of nations, by 
committing, aiding or abetting hostilities 
against any of the said powers, or by carrying 
to any of them those articles, which are 
deemed contraband by the modern usage of 
nations, will not receive the protection of the 
United States against such punishment or 
forfeiture; and further, that I have given 
instructions to those officers, to whom it 
belongs, to cause prosecutions to be instituted 
against all persons, who shall, within the 
cognizance of the Courts of the United States, 
violate the law of nations, with respect to the 
powers at War, or any of them. 

In Testimony whereof, I have caused the seal of 
the United States of America to be affixed to 
these Presents, and signed the same with my 
hand. Done at the City of Philadelphia, the 
twenty second day of April, one thousand seven 
hundred and ninety three, and of the 
Independence of the United States of America 
the seventeenth. 

Go. Washington

 By the PRESIDENT,
TH. JEFFERSON.

Printer’s proof of Washington’s 
Proclamation of Neutrality, 1793  
(Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC02391).
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2. Impressment
John Quincy Adams, Origins of the War [of 1812], 
from The Lives of James Madison and James 
Monroe. Boston: Phillips, Sampson Co., 1850. 
(pages 85–92)

In the first wars of the French revolution 
Great Britain . . . asserted a right of man-stealing 
from the vessels of the United States. . . . And 
under color of this tyrant’s right, her naval 
officers, down to the most beardless midshipman, 
actually took from the American merchant vessels 
which they visited, any seaman whom they chose 
to take for a British subject. . . .

In the midst of this war with Napoleon, she 
suddenly reasserted the principle, and by a secret 
order in Council, swept the ocean of nearly the 
whole mass of neutral commerce. . . . Great 
Britain, after annihilating at Trafalgar the united 
naval power of France and Spain, ruling 
thenceforth with undisputed dominion upon the 
ocean, conceived the project of engrossing even 
the commerce with her enemy by intercepting all 
neutral navigation. These measures were met by 
corresponding acts of violence, and sophistical 
principles of national law, promulgated by 
Napoleon. . . . The controversies of conflicting 
neutral and belligerent rights continued through 
the whole of Mr. Jefferson’s administration, during 
the latter part of which they were verging rapidly to 
war. He had carried the policy of peace perhaps to 
an extreme. His system of defense by commercial 
restrictions, dry-docks, gunboats and embargoes, 
was stretched to its last hair’s breadth of 
endurance. Far be it from me to speak of this 
system or of its motives with disrespect. If there be 
a duty, . . . it is that of preserving peace with all 
mankind—peace with the other nations of the 
earth—peace among the several States of this 
Union—peace in the hearts and temper of our own 
people. Yet must a President of the United States 
never cease to feel that his charge is to maintain 
the rights, the interests and the honor no less than 
the peace of his country—nor will he be permitted 
to forget that peace must be the offspring of two 
concurring wills; that to seek peace is not always 
to ensure it.

 

 questions:

1.  How does the Proclamation of Neutrality  
help to explain Washington’s view of US 
involvement in foreign conflicts?

2. Based on information in the introduction, how 
did John Adams respond to French attacks on 
the high seas?

3. How did Adams’ response to France compare 
or contrast to Jefferson’s response to Britain?

4. Does John Quincy Adams believe that 
Jefferson responded properly to British 
interference with American shipping?  
Why or why not?

5. Based on his Proclamation of Neutrality, would 
Washington have agreed or disagreed with 
John Quincy Adams’ assessment of Jefferson’s 
actions?

6. Would you agree or disagree with John Quincy 
Adams’ assessment of Jefferson’s actions? 
Explain.

7.  Does the ocean play the same role in world 
conflicts today as it did in the past? Explain.

T H E  G I L D E R  L E H R M A N  I N S T I T U T E
T E A C H E R  F E A T U R E
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Periodicals

Cobblestone
www.cobblestonepub.com/issue/ 
COB9709.html
particularly the issue on USS Constitution 
(1997), the War of 1812 (1988), and Seafaring 
Life (1988)

Naval History
www.usni.org/navalhistory/navalhistory.
html

Sea History
www.seahistory.org
quarterly magazine from the National  
Maritime Historical Society with articles  
on general maritime history, literature,  
art, and the “Sea History for Kids” feature  
(www.seahistory.org/html/ 
seahistoryforkids.htm)

Websites

Birth of the US Navy from The Mariners’ 
Museum: 
www.mariner.org/usnavy
with historical background, documents, time-
line, and bibliography through the War of 1812

USS Constitution Museum:
www.ussconstitutionmuseum.org/learning/
teacher_resources.htm
including their online interdisciplinary  
curriculum “All Hands On Deck” at
www.allhandsondeck.org

The Naval Historical Center:
www.history.navy.mil

Westward by Sea: A Maritime Perspective on  
American Expansion: 1820  –1890
(lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/award99/ 
mymhihtml/mymhihome.html)
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  promotes the study and the love of 
American history through:

 •  Public lectures, conferences, and 
exhibitions

 • Research fellowships for scholars in 
American history

 • Summer seminars and enrichment  
programs for school teachers

 • Books, essays, journals, and 
curriculum guides on American 
history

 • Electronic resources for students, 
teachers, scholars, and the general 
public, including an award-winning 
website

 • History high schools and Saturday  
academies in New York and school  
districts across the country

 • Major book prizes such as the 
Lincoln Prize (best book on Lincoln 
or the Civil War), the Frederick 
Douglass Book Prize (best book on 
slavery and abolition), and the 
George Washington Book Prize  
(best book on the Founding Era)

 • Academic research centers, 
including the Gilder Lehrman Center 
for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, 
and Abolition at Yale University

 • The Gilder Lehrman Collection itself, 
an archive of more than 60,000 
historical documents, on deposit at 
the New-York Historical Society 

  The Gilder Lehrman Institute  
of American History

  19 West 44th Street, Suite 500
  New York, New York 10036
  (646) 366 9666
  www.gilderlehrman.org

THE GILDER LEHRMAN 
INSTITUTE OF  
AMERICAN HISTORY

Co-Chairmen
Richard Gilder
Lewis E. Lehrman

President
James G. Basker

Executive Director
Lesley S. Herrmann

Advisory Board
Joyce Oldham Appleby
Edward L. Ayers
William F. Baker
Thomas Bender
Carol Berkin
Ira Berlin
Lewis W. Bernard
Victoria Bjorklund
David W. Blight
Gabor S. Boritt
Richard Brookhiser
Christopher Leslie Brown 
Kenneth L. Burns 
Ric Burns
Andrew Carroll
David Brion Davis  
Andrew Delbanco  
Richard Ekman
Joseph J. Ellis
Drew Gilpin Faust 
David Hackett Fischer
Seymour Fliegel
Eric Foner
Ellen V. Futter
Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
S. Parker Gilbert
Allen C. Guelzo
Roger Hertog 
James Oliver Horton
Kenneth T. Jackson
Daniel P. Jordan
David M. Kennedy
Roger G. Kennedy
Roger Kimball
Thomas LeBien
Richard C. Levin 
Peter Maslowski
James M. McPherson 
Steven Mintz
John Nau III
Russell P. Pennoyer
Clement A. Price
Diane Ravitch 
Elihu Rose
Michael Serber
Richard White
Gordon S. Wood

NEW FROM THE INSTITUTE: 
For details, visit www.gilderlehrman.org

Celebrating the Lincoln Bicentennial 
GLI received a “We the People” grant from 
the NEH for a new traveling exhibition, 
“Abraham Lincoln: A Man of His Time,  
A Man for All Times,” to mark the Lincoln 
Bicentennial in 2009. The exhibition, which 
will travel to forty sites nationwide from 
October 2008 to July 2010, examines 
Lincoln’s life, accomplishments, and legacy 
through his own words.

History Teacher of the Year 
In November 2008, First Lady Laura Bush 
presented the fifth annual History Teacher of 
the Year Award, sponsored by Preserve 
America and GLI, to David Mitchell. He is a 
history teacher at Masconomet Regional  
High School in Topsfield, Massachusetts. 
Next year’s award will honor an elementary 
school teacher.

New Publications 
The new “History in a Box” resource kit for 
educators in grades three through eight 
introduces critical topics in American history 
with hands-on activities including games, 
letters, poems, maps, songs, and posters.  
The Institute has also added to our series of 
American history posters and developed an 
Abraham Lincoln calendar.

Summer Seminars for Teachers 
In 2009, the Gilder Lehrman Institute will hold 
forty weeklong summer seminars for 
teachers led by eminent historians across the 
country and in England. Next summer’s line-
up will include “Reconstruction,” by Eric 
Foner, and “The Era of George Washington,” 
by Gordon Wood, among others. 

Book Prizes in 2008 
George Washington Book Prize: Marcus 
Rediker for The Slave Ship: A Human History 
(Viking). Lincoln Prize: James Oakes for The 
Radical and the Republican: Frederick 
Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, and the Triumph 
of Antislavery Politics (W. W. Norton) and to 
Elizabeth Brown Pryor for Reading the Man: 
A Portrait of Robert E. Lee Through His 
Private Letters (Viking). Frederick Douglass 
Book Prize: Christopher Leslie Brown for 
Moral Capital: Foundations of British 
Abolitionism (Omohundro Institute of Early 
American History and Culture and University 
of North Carolina Press).
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LIBRARY COLLECTIONS
Acquisitions Highlights

 
 ARCHITECTURAL COLLECTIONS

 1. Fourteen architectural drawings of the 
Heckscher Building, New York, 1920. 
Comprised of original drawings on linen by 
the architectural firm Warren and Wetmore. 
Gift of Richard Bertocci.

 BOOKS AND PAMPHLETS

 2. The City for the People! Campaign Book of 
the Citizens’ Union, September–October, 
1897 (New York: Citizens Union, 1897). 
Purchase.

 3. Employment Discrimination in New York 
City: A Survey of Gay Men and Women  
(New York: National Gay Task Force, 1981). 
Purchase.

 4. Lewis W. Leeds, Lectures on Ventilation: 
Being a Course Delivered in the Franklin 
Institute, of Philadelphia, During the Winter 
of 1866–67 (New York: John Wiley & Son, 
1868). Purchase.

 5. Ned O’Gorman, The Storefront: A 
Community of Children on 129th Street  
and Madison Avenue (New York: Harper 
Colophon Books, 1970). Purchase.

 6. Proceedings of the Colored National Labor 
Convention, Held in Washington, DC, on 
December 6th, 7th, 8th, 9th and 10th, 1869 
(Washington, DC: Office of the New Era, 1870). 
Purchase.

 
 

BROADSIDES

 7. Grand Buffalo Hunt! Free of Charge! 
Hoboken!! Near the Ferry, on Thursday, 
August 31. (New York: W. Applegate, 1843).  
Gift of Leo Hershkowitz.

 DRAWINGS

 8. John Rink. Central Park Competition Entry 
No. 4: Plan of the Central Park, New York, 
1858. Ink and colored washes. Purchase, with 
the help of the following members of the 
Board of Trustees and the Chairman’s 
Council:  Judith Roth Berkowitz, Barbara 
Knowles Debs, Barrett E. Frelinghuysen, 

 1.

 8.
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Patricia and John Klingenstein, Sarah E. 
Nash, Pam Schlafer, and Emanuel Stern.

 This plan, nine feet long, richly colored and 
beautifully drawn, includes among other 
amenities an artillery range, formal walkways, 
and topiary plantings. With the acquisition of 
this plan, the New-York Historical Society now 
holds three of the five extant Central Park 
competition entries.

 9. Ben Brown. WWII Drawings Collection. The 
collection is comprised of 174 drawings of 
WWII campaigns in North Africa and Italy. 
Gift of Joshua Brown.

10. H. Metzner. Flood Rock, Hell Gate blasted 
Oct 18, 1884, 1884. Graphite and gouache on 
paper. Gift of Rona and Martin L. Schneider.

 MANUSCRIPTS

11. Flatlands Collection, ca. 1645–1667. Group of 
eight Dutch documents relating to land 
transfers in the Flatlands in the seventeenth 
century. Purchase.

12. Stuyvesant Estate Partition, 1742. The 
document certifies the partition of 400 acres 
of the Stuyvesant family’s Manhattan estates 
between two surviving grandchildren, 
Gerardus Stuyvesant and Anne Pritchard.  
They owned the land jointly but this document 
asks for it to be legally divided. Gift of William 
and Elizabeth Guardenier.

13. Ludlow Indenture, 1768. An oversize inden-
ture between George Ludlow and Cary Ludlow 
for a house on “Old Dutch Church Street” for 
475 pounds. Gift of Candace Latham.

14. George Rapelye Diaries, 1809–38. Two 
diaries of George Rapelye of Newtown, 
Queens County, that describe the War of 1812, 
his father’s  slaves, and temperance meetings, 
as well as Quaker meetings. Purchase.

15. Account book of the John and David Lyon 
Gardiners, 1757–1804. Account book of the 
Gardiners of Gardiner’s Island, a 3000-acre 
island at the eastern end of Long Island. 
Purchase.

 MAPS

16. Manhattan Land Book of the City of New 
York. G.W. Bromley & Company, 1955, 
corrected to August 1964. Gift of Phyllis 
Starner.

17. Sketch of Fort Tryon Park, Boro. of 
Manhattan. City of New York, Department of 
Parks, Topographical Division, 1935. Gift of 
Phyllis Starner.

 MENUS

18. The World Famous Cotton Club, ca 1938; 
Toots Shor Restaurant, 1948; Lindy’s, n.d.; 
Gloucester House, n.d.. Gift of Nancy B. 
Schwartz.

 MISCELLANEOUS

19. Harris Pierce Photograph Collection, two  
P.T. Barnum Broadsides, Middleton family 
indentures, correspondence and 
miscellaneous papers relating to Dr. Peter 
Middleton, accounts and correspondence 
relating to Henry Outhoudt, volume of poetry 
by David Pringle, inventory of the estate of 
Silvanus Hyatt, The Honest Thieves (1806), 

 8.

T H E  N E W - Y O R K  H I S T O R I C A L  S O C I E T Y
A C Q U I S I T I O N S
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Too Many Cooks (1805), thirty-six documents 
relating to Dr. Peter Middleton, a founder of 
King’s College Medical School … and tear 
sheets from various mid-nineteenth-century 
newspapers. Gift of Leo Hershkowitz.

 PHOTOGRAPHS

20. Bernard Gotfryd (b. 1924). Photograph 
Collection, 1960s–1990s. The collection 
contains photographs of New York 
personalities and events from the last part of 
the twentieth century. Gift of the artist.

21. Keith Gould. Ten photographs from 
“Subways are for Sleeping” series.  
Gift of the artist.

 PRINTS

22. John Gadsby Chapman (1808–89). Etchings 
from the McGuigan Collection. The 
collection contains 204 artist proof etchings 
and 8 lithographs, the majority of which were 
used as book illustrations. The works date 
from the 1838 through 1845. Gift of Mary K. 
and John F. McGuigan, Jr.

23. Richard Haas (b. 1936). Five etchings of New 
York. Gift of the artist and John Szoke.

24. Erika Stone (born 1924). Forty-four 
photographs of New York City,  
ca. 1970–1990s. Partial gift of the artist and 
partial purchase.

25. Eastman Johnson (1824–1906). The Old 
Kentucky Home, chromolithograph by 
Bencke & Scott, 1876. After the New-York 
Historical Society’s painting by Johnson, 
Negro Life at the South, 1859. Purchase.

26. Gifford Beal (1878–1956). Six etchings of New 
York City. 1920s. Including views of Central 
Park, the East River, and a Chinese 
restaurant. Gift of the Estate of Gifford Beal. 

 MUSEUM COLLECTIONS
Acquisitions Highlights

1. Duncan Industries. New York City 
mechanical parking meter, ca. 1990.  
Iron and steel. 

 Parking meters have been an emblem of New 
York City street life since 1951, when the first 
meters were introduced to ease congestion 
and provide revenue. In 2006, the last 
mechanical parking meter was withdrawn 
from service as the city completed its 
conversion to battery-powered digital meters. 
On December 20, 2006, the last mechanical 
meter was retired from its spot on the 
southwest corner of West Tenth Street and 
Surf Avenue in Coney Island, Brooklyn.  
Gift of New York City Department of 
Transportation, 2008.8.1.

2. George Luks (1866–1933). Self-Portrait with 
Pince-Nez, 1930. Oil on canvas. 

 George Luks embodied the lively and defiant 
spirit of the Ashcan School. Luks’s art 
education came principally from his travels in 
Europe between 1889 and 1892; later, he 
worked as an illustrator in Philadelphia and 
New York. Along with Robert Henri and his 
circle, Luks formed a group called “The Eight,” 
which presented a groundbreaking exhibition 
of realist work at New York’s Macbeth 
Galleries in 1908. This painting, one of only 
two known self-portraits, shows Luks in an 
uncharacteristically serene mood—though a 
smile plays about his lips. Gift of Jan and 
Warren Adelson, 2008.4.

 2.



127

3. Richard Haas (b. 1936). Roof View of 
Manhattan, Page Boys, North View, Pan Am 
Building, East View, Chrysler Building, 
South View, World Trade Center, West View, 
Empire State Building, 1981-82. Oil on 
canvas, 28 canvases totaling 298 running feet.

 Muralist and printmaker Richard Haas 
executed this series of monumental trompe 
l’oeil panoramas of the New York City skyline 
as a commission from Phillip Morris, Inc. to 
embellish the employee dining facility in the 
new corporate headquarters at 120 Park 
Avenue. While the employee dining room was 
located below street level, the subject of the 
murals is said to be the spectacular aerial 
view from the executive dining room on an 
upper floor. Gift of Altria Corporate Services, 
Inc., 2008.16.1-6.

4. Unidentified artist. Seal of the State of New 
York, ca. 1840-1880. Carved wood with traces 
of original paint. 

 This monumental woodcarving depicts the 
Great Seal of New York State, which 
comprises the female figures of Liberty and 
Justice upon a scroll with the motto 
“Excelsior,” framing a river scene with a rising 
sun beyond a group of mountains. Above, an 
American eagle with outstretched wings 
stands atop a globe. Gift of Mary Groves, 
2008.31.

5. Barbara Chase-Riboud (b. 1939). Sojourner 
Truth Monument, 1999. Bronze. 

 In 1843, Isabella Baumfree, born a slave, was 
visited by a vision of “God’s truth and plan for 
salvation” and changed her name to 

Sojourner Truth, commencing a mission of 
itinerant preaching to people of African 
heritage. She later became a famous speaker 
at anti-slavery conventions. The Sojourner 
Truth Monument, executed by internationally 
acclaimed sculptor, poet, and novelist 
Barbara Chase-Riboud, does not 
commemorate a specific incident in Sojourner 
Truth’s life, but is rather an observation on the 
tradition of classic equestrian statues 
depicting heroes. “I depicted her with a horse, 
but with her feet on the ground,” the artist 
wrote, “an ironic statement about unsung 
heroes.” Museum purchase, 2007.13.

 3.

 5.
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N-YHS EXHIBITIONS 

Highlights of Current and Upcoming 
Exhibitions

Through Fall 2009

A New President Takes Command: FDR’s 
First Hundred Days
What can America expect of a new President’s 

first months in office? How might the new 

administration gain support from the public? 

What social, economic, and political forces might 

be in play as the President frames an agenda 

and puts it into action? As America looks ahead 

to January 2009, the New-York Historical Society 

offers a compelling parallel to the past with this 

exhibition, exploring President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s history-making first hundred days in 

office. Presented in collaboration with the 

Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and 

Museum in Hyde Park, New York, the exhibition 

is the first in a series of collaborative 

installations drawing upon the rich collections of 

both institutions.

September 19, 2008 through January 7, 2009 
Drawn by New York: Six Centuries of 
Watercolors and Drawings at the N-YHS
Although the Society harbors one of the earliest 
assembled public collections of drawings in the 
United States, the aesthetic richness and 
historical value of these assets are surprisingly 
little known. The exhibition and its catalogue 
feature highlights from the N-YHS collection—
over 190 watercolors and drawings out of 
approximately 8,000 works, including rare 
sketchbooks and albums, spanning six centuries. 
The offerings reflect Americans’ evolving self-
images—initially, as a dependent colony maturing 
into a still-young country with a seemingly 
limitless frontier, and ultimately as a world power 
with great urban center. (The exhibition will travel 
to the Frances Lehman Loeb Art Center, Vassar 
College, Poughkeepsie, New York from August 14, 
2009 through November 1, 2009, and the Taft 
Museum of Art, Cincinnati, Ohio, from November 
20, 2009 through February 7, 2010). 

October 17, 2008 through March 29, 2009

Grant And Lee in War and Peace 
General Grant and General Lee became  
America’s greatest generals yet used their talents 
in the war that tore the nation apart. Neither 
could be purely military men, in a time of crisis 
that mixed military matters with urgent national 
politics. In recent years, Grant has earned a 
growing reputation for his pioneering use of  
Federal power for civil rights and post-war  
reconstruction, a remarkable shift from a  
presidency that was more often condemned  
as a bumbling series of scandals and corruption.  
Similarly in the eyes of today’s viewers,  
Robert E. Lee’s role as a symbol in American  
politics may have outstripped his actual feats as  
a Confederate general. 
 This thought-provoking exhibition and its 
catalog plunges visitors into the promises and 
disappointments that Grant, Lee and their fellow 
citizens faced as America expanded west and into 
Mexico, fought a bloody industrialized war and 
rebuilt itself as a unified capitalist behemoth in 
the Gilded Age. The New-York Historical Society 
exhibition complements the Virginia Historical 
Society sister exhibition Lee and Grant. 

November 14, 2008 through March 15, 2009

Nation at the Crossroads: New York Debates 
the Constitution, 1787–88
The exhibition, presented online as well as in the 
Low Light Gallery, illustrates and illuminates the 
intense process of argument and debate that 
preceded the vote of the 1787 New York State 
Convention to ratify the Constitution. It tells a 
story of political skill, advocacy, and compromise 
through documents, contemporary newspapers 
and broadsides, portraits, and objects from the 
collections. Included are such treasures as John 
Jay’s draft of Federalist #64 and the copy of the 
Constitution he annotated during the 
Poughkeepsie debate, John McKesson’s diary 
recording the debates on the floor, William 
Livingston’s marked up draft of the Constitution 
with his notes from the Philadelphia convention, 
along with Rufus King’s on-the-spot reports of 
that event. An online version of the exhibition 
includes an educator’s guide, video interviews 
with historians, a timeline, and maps.
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February 12, 2009 — July 12, 2009

Abraham Lincoln in His Own Words: An 
Intimate View of Our Greatest President
Planned in collaboration with the Gilder Lehrman 
Institute, the exhibition features rarely displayed 
documents from the Gilder Lehrman Collection 
and several compelling sculptural Lincoln 
portraits from the N-YHS.

February 13, 2009 through April 5, 2009 

Audubon’s Aviary: Something Old, 
Something Borrowed, but Most Things New
The Society’s Audubon collection is the largest 
single repository of Auduboniana in the world. 
The N-YHS holds 435 stunning watercolors 
preparatory for 433 of the 435 plates in The Birds 
of America (1827–38). Each year, N-YHS exhibits 
a selection of around 40 different watercolors by 
Audubon revolving around different themes 
suggested by the legendary naturalist artist’s 
work. The 2009 Aviary, the last in the five-part 
series, will examine Audubon’s debts to his 
predecessors alongside his radical innovations, to 
illuminate his major contributions to the history of 
ornithological illustration and to the sophisticated 
development of watercolor as a medium. 

April 27, 2009 through July 19, 2009

The Raft of the Medusa: An American’s Copy 
The scholarly rediscovery and the subsequent 
conservation of the New-York Historical Society’s 
highly important copy of Théodore Géricault’s 
Raft of the Medusa (1819) is the subject of this 
focus exhibition. 
 
April 4, 2009 through August 9, 2009

Building the Collections: Recent Acquisitions 
at the New-York Historical Society 
 As the oldest museum in New York City, the 
Society’s collections represent the ideals, 
interests and enthusiasms of New Yorkers over 
more than two centuries and continue to grow. 
The exhibition will highlight some of the many 
works of art, documents, and artifacts acquired in 
the past few years for the Museum and the 
Library collections.  

September 4, 2009 through January 10, 2010

Hudson Fulton (working title)
In honor of the four-hundredth year of Henry 
Hudson’s discovery of the Hudson River, this 
exhibition will feature the Society’s collection of 
Hudson-Fulton material, which consists of items 
related to the three-hundredth anniversary 
festivities in 1909, as well as the one-hundredth-

anniversary celebration in 1907 of Robert Fulton’s 
steamship service between New York City and 
Albany, New York. Included will be drawings, 
paintings, and photographs of Historical and 
Carnival Pageants (parades) that took place in 
New York City and other cities along the Hudson 
River. This will be the first time that these visual 
materials have been exhibited.

October 2, 2009 through March 21, 2010  
(Open to School groups September 15)

Lincoln and New York
Abraham Lincoln—the quintessential 
westerner—owed much of his national political 
success to his impact on the eastern state of New 
York—and, in turn, New York’s impact on him. 
This exhibition of original artifacts, iconic images, 
and handwritten period documents, many in 
Lincoln’s own hand, will for the first time fully 
trace the evolution of Lincoln’s relationship with 
the nation’s largest and wealthiest state. This 
exhibition commemorates the Abraham Lincoln 
Bicentennial. A catalog will accompany the 
exhibition.

September 7, 2009 through January 3, 2010

The Golden Age in the New World:
Margarita Van Varick’s East Indian Goods 
(working title), to be held at the Bard Graduate 
Center. Organized by the New-York Historical 
Society and the Bard Graduate Center for Studies 
in the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture
The exhibition is an academic and curatorial 
partnership between the New-York Historical 
Society and the Bard Graduate Center for Studies 
in the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture. The 
project and accompanying publication will explore 
and postulate a re-creation of the 1696 Flatbush, 
New York inventory of a merchant named 
Margarita Van Varick.
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 MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS 

  at the New-York Historical Society

 
 Individual $55 ($25 tax deductible)

� Unlimited admission to galleries and Library

� Reduced admission to all public programs

� 10% discount on Museum Store purchases, 
online purchases and at the Cafe

� The New-York Journal of American History

� Membership in the Empire State Museums 
Reciprocal Program

� Invitations to member-only events

� Personalized membership card 

� 20% discount on books at public program 
book signings

 Student  /  Senior  /  Educator $40

 All the benefits of Individual membership for 
students 18 years of age or older, for those 65 
years of age or older and full-time teachers. 

 Dual Senior $70

 All the benefits of Senior membership for two 
people (65 years of age or older) at the same 
address.

 Dual  /  Family $100 ($65 tax deductible)

 All the benefits of Individual membership for 
two people at the same address plus:

� Unlimited admission for all accompanying 
children under 18 years of age

� Invitations to family programs

 Young Friend $175 ($125 tax deductible)

 A special membership group for New Yorkers 
ages 21 to 39. All the benefits of Individual 
membership plus invitations to events 
exclusively for Young Friends throughout  
the year.

 Friend $250 ($200 tax deductible)

 All the benefits of Individual or Dual/Family 
membership plus:

� Two free guest passes annually

� Special member gift available at the 
Membership Desk

 

 1804 League
 The 1804 League recognizes the year  

the Society was founded and marks  
the beginning of our special levels of 
membership. These include:

 Patron $500 ($400 tax deductible)

 All the benefits of Friend membership plus:

� One complimentary Individual gift 
membership sent to recipient of choice

� Talks and tours with curators

� Priority seating at all public programs (with 
reservations) and two complimentary tickets 
to a program of your choice

 Benefactor $1,000 ($850 tax deductible)

 All the benefits of Patron membership plus:

� Complimentary admission for all guests when 
accompanied by member

� Invitations to opening night and VIP 
receptions for major exhibitions 

� Listing in and copy of annual report

 Gotham Fellow $2,500 ($2,300 tax deductible)

 All the benefits of Benefactor membership 
plus:

� Private tour of the Luce Center with historian 
Kenneth T. Jackson

� Private curatorial tour on request for up to 6 
guests

 Chairman’s Council

 The Chairman’s Council of the New-York 
Historical Society is dedicated to securing the 
Society’s future as preeminent in American 
history. Council members contribute $5,000 
or more annually, and in recognition for their 
support, are invited to exclusive events 
throughout the year—including a Weekend 
with History—featuring historians, writers, 
scholars and public figures. To learn more 
about the Chairman’s Council, please contact 
Juliane Mogck at (212) 485-9211 or email 
jmogck@nyhistory.org.

 Should you have any questions or wish to 
become a member of the New-York Historical 
Society, contact Albert Min, Membership 
Coordinator at (212) 485-9288 or 
amin@nyhistory.org. You can also join online 
at www.nyhistory.org. 

 

 Thank you for your interest and support! 
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N-YHS SENIOR STAFF
 
Louise Mirrer  
President and Chief Executive Officer

Linda S. Ferber 
Executive Vice President;  
Director of Museum Division

Roy Eddey 
Director of Museum Administration

Jean W. Ashton 
Executive Vice President;  
Director of Library Division

Nina Nazionale 
Director of Library Operations

Mary Kilbourn  
Vice President of Development

Laura Washington 
Vice President for Communications

Adrienne Kupper 
Vice President of Education

Andrew Buonpastore 
Vice President for Operations

Dale Gregory 
Vice President of Public Programs

Richard Shein 
Chief Financial Officer

Jennifer Schantz 
General Counsel and Chief Administrative 
Officer

Ron Gilchrist 
Director of Engineering Services

Gerhard Schlanzky 
Director of Exhibitions

Naomi Goldman 
Director of Human Resources

Ione Saroyan 
Director of Merchandise Operations

Tony Christoforou  
Director of Security

Brooke Botwinick 
Director of Special Events

Chris Catanese 
Director of Visitor Services

ENDNOTE
 
The island of Manhattan has been home to a 
number of unusual ecclesiastical buildings 
over the past three hundred years, but one of 
its most remarkable was not actually on the 
island, though it was reachable by gangplank. 
In February 1844, the Floating Church of Our 
Saviour for Seamen was opened to serve the 
needs of “the simple and generous sons of the 
sea.” Moored permanently at the foot of Pike 
Street (today, directly under the Manhattan 
Bridge), it was organized by the Protestant 
Episcopal Church Missionary Society for 
Seamen in the City and Port of New York, itself 
founded just the previous year.

At a time when New York’s commerce depend-
ed largely on seafaring vessels and their 
fearless crew, the dangers surrounding sailors 
in port were far greater than those faced on 
the open sea: they were far more likely to be 
wrecked on the city’s shoals of sin and wicked-
ness than on any reef offshore. The Floating 
Church of Our Saviour proved to be popular in 
meeting the spiritual needs of those who were 
more at home on water than on land. The 
sanctuary hosted services for nearly twenty 
years until it was replaced in January 1870 by 
a new Gothic structure, also floating off Pike 
Street. In 1910 its graying congregation bid a 
tearful farewell to their special church as it 
was ferried to Staten Island and moored at its 
new home at Mariners Harbor.

The Reverend Robert J. Walker (1802–1890), 
rector of the Floating Church for thirty-two 
years, once described his congregation’s ori-
entation as, “High Church or Low Church, just 
as the tide floats.”
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Artist unknown.
The Floating Church of Our 
Saviour, for Seamen, ca. 1845.
Hand-colored lithograph, 
George Endicott and William 
Endicott, publishers (PR 020).

the floating church
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