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Introduction

After Mrs. Astor there was chaos.

—Frederick Townsend Martin

My first thought when I met Brooke Astor was, Who is this very small lady in a very big fur coat? I was thirteen, and it wasn’t the first time I’d asked myself such a question upon being introduced to someone by my mom, Gloria Vanderbilt. I knew the name “Astor” only because of the Astor Place subway stop in the East Village and the barbershop nearby called Astor Hair, where the cool kids from my school liked to go. I didn’t know “Astor” was the name of a family whose fortune began with beaver fur; that the pearls Brooke Astor was wearing around her neck and the gold glinting on her earlobes, the lustrous coat over her shoulders, even the food she was about to put into her mouth, would have been paid for—if you traced it back far enough—by the bloody business of removing fur pelts from dead beavers, otters, and other small animals. I’m pretty sure the fur she was wearing that day was sable.

It was 1981, and I was eating lunch at Mortimer’s on Manhattan’s Upper East Side with my mom and Carter, my brother, when Mrs. Astor swept in. My dad had died three years before, and my mom often took us to places she would otherwise have gone with him: Broadway plays, Elaine’s for a late-night dinner, the Café Carlyle to hear Bobby Short sing Cole Porter. I enjoyed hanging out with my mother. It was like having a front-row seat to a never-ending performance filled with fascinating and often odd characters you actually got to interact with. And she didn’t take that world too seriously—that was part of the fun of going out with her. We’d all make mental notes of things people said or did and then giggle about it together afterward. I was probably the only thirteen-year-old in New York who did imitations of society figures like Jerry Zipkin and Nan Kempner to make his mom laugh.

We were having chicken paillards and burgers at Mortimer’s that day, but the food was beside the point. Mortimer’s, on the corner of Seventy-Fifth and Lexington, was to New York society what Delmonico’s or Sherry’s had been a century before, that is, once society ladies allowed themselves to be seen eating in restaurants. The original Mrs. Astor, Caroline Astor, who defined and dominated New York society during the Gilded Age, didn’t eat in a restaurant until almost the end of her life, in 1908, when she finally bent to the liberalizing changes of the twentieth century and set foot in Sherry’s, when it was on Fifth Avenue and Thirty-Seventh Street.1 Her coming was an “event” that lit up the gossip pages all over the city.2 Less than eighty years later, Mortimer’s was the scene of many such “events.” It was the “see-and-be-seen” watering hole for the boldest of boldface names on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. “Mortimer’s is the best show in New York. If you can get a table,” Dominick Dunne wrote in Vanity Fair, before cautioning, “But don’t count on getting a table.”

Mrs. Astor, of course, had no such concerns. Her table was waiting for her, right next to ours. Before taking her seat that day in 1981, she paused by our table and said something like “Hello, Gloria. Nice to see you. What handsome young men you have here”—that sort of thing.

Carter and I stood and took turns shaking her gloved hand. We’d had a lot of practice being well-behaved young men, making good impressions when out with our mother. The conversation was brief, which was probably for the best. I could tell right away my mom didn’t like Mrs. Astor.

Later, when I asked her why not, she said, “She just never grabbed me”—which was classic Gloria. My mom rarely said bad things about people, but when she did, she had a lexicon all her own. “Dreadful” was her harshest criticism, usually reserved for someone who was very pushy or rich and money-obsessed. “Vincent Astor was dreadful,” she later informed me, speaking about Brooke’s third husband, whose name and fortune Brooke had inherited after five and a half often miserable years of marriage. I’ve since learned, while researching this book, that nearly everyone who knew Vincent described him similarly.

So, when my mom said that Brooke Astor “just never grabbed her,” I knew exactly what she meant. I suppose someone walking down Lexington Avenue that afternoon and looking through Mortimer’s expansive picture window might have been intrigued to see Gloria Vanderbilt, then fifty-seven years old, and seventy-nine-year-old Brooke Astor, the last two exemplars of Gilded Age New York, dining shoulder to shoulder. Had iPhones existed then, a passerby might even have snapped a picture and posted it on Instagram. #Iconic. Their reasonable assumption would have been that these high-profile women had much in common beyond glittering last names: elegant fashions, powerful friends, and well-appointed homes. My mom had in fact lived for several years in the same penthouse apartment at 10 Gracie Square that Mrs. Astor had once lived in, but in most ways, the two women could not have been more different. Despite the name “Vanderbilt” (which she used only in professional settings) and all that came with it, Gloria had little interest in the social world in which Brooke Astor lived, ruled, and reveled.

Though my mother also found herself in serious financial straits at times, she would never have married a man like Vincent Astor for his money, as Brooke had. My mom did not attend gala benefits or play canasta or gossip with other ladies and gentlemen who lunched. She could have chosen that life; she was expected to—but she didn’t. She rejected it early on, driven by a relentless desire to prove her worth, to make something of herself by herself. She was at heart an artist, a painter and writer, and she preferred to surround herself with creative people, people who were making things.

My mom’s longtime friend Ben Brantley, who closely followed the comings and goings of New York society as a writer at W Magazine before becoming the theater critic for the New York Times, recently remarked to me, “I think there was a vestigial part of Gloria that felt they disapproved of her as a maverick. Gloria was instinctively repelled by anything that smacked of hierarchy, with its codes of judgment.” I think he’s right. Like Caroline Astor and Alva Vanderbilt a century before, Brooke and Gloria looked alike only if you didn’t know either of them very well.

I saw Brooke Astor a number of times in the ensuing years, and briefly chatted with her once or twice, but our last, fleeting interaction was the most profound—for me, at least. It happened at Mortimer’s, only, this time, I was waiting tables in its newly opened sidewalk café the summer before my senior year in high school.

I was, it should be noted, a terrible waiter. I was totally inexperienced, intimidated by the cooks, and unable to figure out a system to take care of several tables at once. I’d make an individual trip to get a diner more sugar or a new fork, instead of covering multiple tasks per trip. As a result, I was always running around and, yet, always late to respond to a diner’s request. I also sweated profusely in the summer heat, which no one likes to see in a waiter. It got so bad that I started suggesting customers might want to sit at tables I wasn’t responsible for. Nevertheless, looking back, I see that it was one of the most valuable work experiences of my life.

I never had to serve Mrs. Astor, which was lucky for both of us. She was not an outdoor café kind of customer. She sat inside with all the other regulars. But one harried afternoon, I ran into her as I was hurrying to the kitchen to place an order and she was returning from the ladies’ room.

“Hello, Mrs. Astor,” I said.

She glanced at me for a split second, then kept walking. Now, keep in mind that every time she had met me before, I’d been with my mom and wearing a blazer and that, on this day, I was in my waiter’s uniform of white shirt and dark pants. So, it didn’t surprise me that she didn’t recognize me. What did surprise me, however, was the look she gave me—or, more accurately, the lack of one. She gazed right through me. She may have slightly, almost imperceptibly turned up one corner of her mouth as though to smile when she heard her name, but when her eyes met mine, she must have decided in an instant that there was no need to smile, and she never broke her stride.

Perhaps she was having a bad day or had a lot on her mind, or it’s possible she didn’t hear me, but she wasn’t the only customer who looked at me that way that summer. I received the same aloof nonrecognition from many other prominent people, including some I’d already met while sitting with my mom at the same conspicuous tables where they were sitting, on full display as part of the greatest social show in New York City. I was not naïve. I had long been aware of the privileges that being Gloria Vanderbilt’s son afforded me, but seeing it play out as I did that summer waiting tables—that was a valuable education.

Just as Ebenezer Scrooge was given the chance to get perspective on his life with the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Future, I had been given a chance at perspective by Glenn Bernbaum, Mortimer’s mercurial owner, who allowed me to work there despite my complete lack of experience. I got to see what my future might look like from the other side of the table, and I didn’t like what I saw. It got me thinking about what kind of person I wanted to be. What side of the table did I want to be on, if I even wanted to be at that table at all?

That summer, Brooke Astor was still very much the doyenne of Upper East Side society, beloved for giving to New York City charities tens of millions of dollars of the fortune she’d been handed when Vincent Astor dropped dead of a heart attack in 1959. In so doing, she had reinvented herself as a major philanthropist and redefined the name “Astor.” She may not have been one by birth, but by 1981, she was the most famous Astor in the world.

Brooke liked to portray the founding of the Astor fortune as a uniquely American, heroic tale of grit, pluck, and determination. In her version, it was the story of a man, John Jacob Astor (Vincent’s great-great-grandfather), who came here with nothing, carved an empire out of the wilderness, and then helped to build a great American city. And that is one version, from one side of the table, as it were.

John Jacob Astor did boldly venture into the wilderness, and he came to dominate the North American fur trade as no one ever had. The New York Herald called him “a self-invented moneymaking machine.”3 By 1834, his American Fur Company was the largest business enterprise in the United States.4 And when he died in 1848, he was the richest man in America, having shrewdly plowed his fur profits into New York real estate, which became the enduring source of his family’s phenomenal wealth. For generations to come, Astor men owned New York. Literally.

But, today, nearly all of that real estate and money and power is gone—as is the world of New York high society that Brooke Astor and the original Mrs. Astor worked so hard to dominate. So, what happened? How does one of America’s greatest fortunes disappear? It’s a question I first became interested in while researching my own family’s history for my previous book, Vanderbilt, which I also cowrote with Katherine Howe.

Growing up, I knew little about the Vanderbilt dynasty. My mom rarely talked about her tumultuous childhood or the fractious family she was born into in 1924, and my parents made sure I understood early on that there was no inheritance waiting for me when I turned twenty-one. But when my mom died in 2019, I began going through boxes of files and documents she had stored away and found letters from her aunt Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney and her father, Reginald Vanderbilt, whom she never knew. Their voices became real to me.

I have two sons of my own now, Wyatt and Sebastian, and I wrote Vanderbilt because I wanted to be able to answer their questions about their ancestors one day. The Vanderbilts were the original new-money arrivistes. They burst onto the scene in the late 1800s and used their wealth to buy prestige and respectability. Their millions bought palatial houses, astonishing yachts, cars in the hundreds, and jewels both magnificent and rare. But the Vanderbilt dynasty crumbled underneath the weight of all that splendor. It was the greatest American fortune ever squandered.

In researching the Gilded Age society the Vanderbilts spent tens of millions of dollars to break into, I became fascinated with the family who had codified and defined that world: the Astors. John Jacob Astor, like “the Commodore,” Cornelius Vanderbilt, possessed a genius for making money that bordered on the pathological. And that pathology would go on to infect each successive generation in different ways. Both families seemed to think their money would last forever, an infinity of wealth and access, power and privilege. Both were wrong.

Looking at Brooke Astor sitting in Mortimer’s in 1981—a delicate, well-groomed woman about to enjoy a delicate, well-groomed lunch—I could never have suspected the very real brutality that lay at the heart of the Astor fortune—a fortune that was ruthlessly wrung out of the skin and gravel of New York City, transformed into palaces and hotels and diamonds, lavished upon art museums and libraries, squandered on yachts and parties, and, finally, frittered away in a blur of betrayal, legal fees, and infighting.

This is the Astor story told from both sides of the table—the Astors as they imagined themselves to be and the Astors as they were seen by others. It is the story of an American fortune—the fantasy and the reality. From one man’s vision inscribed in the American landscape, it becomes a story of one family’s name broken free of the people it once belonged to, reclaimed and redefined and made into part of the fabric of American life in unsuspecting ways. The name “Astor” came to mean many different things to many kinds of people: sumptuous wealth, glamour, and social prominence, but also greed, miserliness, and rapaciousness.

But it began with one young German immigrant, John Jacob Astor, the son of a butcher. It began—as great fortunes often do—with blood.





Part I

Rise





1

New York

1784

He who has the most whiskey generally carries off the most furs.

—Colonel Josiah Snelling

Tricking a beaver into resting one tender paw in just the right place took skill and cunning, and John Jacob Astor employed both when kindling his fortune to life.

Beavers can weigh as much as sixty pounds, and they live along rivers and in ponds in dense lodges they make themselves. They are the only animals (apart from humans) to take an active role in reshaping the landscape to suit their needs. The lodges have multiple entrances and exits under the surface of the water, part of a complex network built for hiding and making quick escapes, designed to hold teeming masses of warm, breathing life, not unlike a hotel or tenement house.

The traps used to catch them in the years of the blossoming North American fur trade in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were made of steel, forged by blacksmiths into two semicircular jaws, occasionally toothed, connected by a spring. The traps could cost as much as six dollars each, which was a chunk of change at the time—more than a hundred dollars in today’s currency.1 Clanking, they were carried in sacks by trappers, slung over the flank of a mule or chucked into the bottom of a canoe paddled up the Missouri River and portaged overland. When the traps were pried open, the jaws were held under extreme tension by a trigger, called a “dog,” which was released when a beaver’s paw pressed the metal pan at the center, causing the jaws to clamp shut with a sharp, metallic snap and hold the startled animal fast.2

Trappers positioned the yawning steel jaws in a few inches of water, on the shore of a pond or river.3 Attached to each trap, a forged metal chain of several feet would be held by a wooden stake driven into the silty mud deeper in the water. The trapper would then take a twig, splintered at one end and perhaps with a few leaves or pine needles still clinging to it, and dip it into the “medicine” he carried in a small bottle made of animal horn.4 The “medicine,” a musky aroma designed to lure a passing beaver in for a sniff, would be the trapper’s own proprietary blend of castoreum (the yellowish, waxy substance beavers exude from sacs at the base of their tails to scent-mark their territory) and other additions of his own devising—camphor, maybe, or juniper oil or other arcane ingredients.5 Trappers guarded their medicine recipes with a tenacity known only, perhaps, by the Coca-Cola Company a hundred years later. Once the twig was dipped into the secret scent, the trapper would place it in the mud along the water’s edge, dangling it at beaver nose height, only a foot or so away from death.

If the trap clamped on a paw only, the desperate beaver could still get free—if it was able to gnaw its own limb off through the bone. But if the trap hit higher on the animal’s leg, sinking its teeth into a haunch, the glossy-furred creature, panic visible in its small, dark eyes, would try to flee to deeper water. It wouldn’t get far. When the beaver reached the end of the chain’s length, its flight would stop with a jerk. Normally, a beaver can hold its breath underwater for some fifteen minutes, thanks to valves that close off its throat, ears, and nostrils. But a terrified, ensnared animal would inevitably exhaust itself, thrashing and gasping, and be dragged under the water by the weight of the trap and the chain.6

Steel traps are quick and sharp—nothing escapes them unscathed—hence the “mind like a steel trap” idiom that likely originated in the wildernesses of the fur trade. And so it was with the mind of John Jacob Astor, whose riches originated in that same wilderness and who grew to become one of the wealthiest men in American history.7

He was born Johann Jakob Astor, in Walldorf, Germany, in 1763. At the time, his father’s trade, butchering, was not about selling; it was about killing. Butchers were predators, in a manner of speaking, making their living by slitting throats and letting blood and by rendering animal muscle and sinew into cuts of salable meat. Trappers were predators, too. Both the trade Astor was trained for and the one he embraced after his arrival in New York relied on the ability to render living flesh and skin into money.

It’s hard to conceive, in a society as wrapped in polyester as ours, how important fur was to European and Indigenous societies in North America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Mink and sea otter pelts might have commanded higher prices, but the backbone of the fur trade was beaver. Their fur was used to make warm felt hats in Europe and, later, men’s top hats. Small barbs on the underfur made for tight matting when the fur was felted, so hats made with beaver fur held their shape for much longer.8 In fact, beaver fur was in such demand that by the time trade was beginning to open in the American wilderness, the animals had been hunted to extinction in Europe. A beaver fur obtained from an Indigenous trapper for a handful of goods, like a pint of liquor or a pocketful of cheap glass beads, could be sold in Europe at a 600 to 900 percent markup.9

With a sharp knife, an experienced trapper could rough-skin a beaver in minutes. It took only another ten minutes or so to “flesh” the hide before it was ready to dry. He would start by cutting the beaver’s legs at the joints and snapping them off. Next, he would carve around the base of the flat tail and twist it until the bone snapped. The next cut was the longest: a quick slice from the vent at the base, past the castor scent gland, straight up to the animal’s lower lip. From the bottom of the long ventral cut, the trapper would work the outer two inches of the pelt, peeling it back from the carcass, trimming off meat and fat as he went. The hide was the money, and the trapper would be careful not to poke holes through the money. The fur around the animal’s face peeled off last.10

Beaver pelts came in two grades: castor sec, which were skins scraped clean by Indigenous women and stretched on a frame to dry; and castor gras, or “greasy beaver,” which were pelts worn next to human skin for as long as a year—a service for which Indigenous people charged a premium—to render them soft, pliable, and more easily worked.11 When John Jacob Astor arrived in New York, beaver pelt was the common currency on the frontier. One gun cost about ten beaver skins. Eight skins for a thick blanket. Three for an axe. Two skins for a half pint of Caribbean rum or a pound of glass beads, which were easier to use for clothing decoration than the traditional hammered and dyed porcupine quills. A fine petticoat cost five.12

John Jacob Astor knew nothing about the fur trade, though, when he set out for America. His formal schooling had stopped when he was fourteen, after which he had learned butchering from his father.13 His older brothers left home first—George lit out for England, and Henry for New York—which made it easier for John Jacob when he decided to leave home at sixteen. He stopped in London to work with George selling flutes and pianos for their uncle’s company, Astor and Broadwood. It was during this time that he likely Anglicized his name from “Johann Jakob” and, discovering that he had an ear for languages, picked up some rudimentary English.

After four years in England, he decided to cross the Atlantic in November 1783, bringing with him flutes to sell or trade in America.14 He paid five pounds for his passage in steerage and meals of salt beef and biscuits. Baltimore would be his first port of call, but New York City was his goal.

The voyage was miserable, plagued by bad weather and stormy seas. At times he thought the ship might founder. When they finally arrived in the Chesapeake Bay, which had frozen over after a hard winter, the ship became locked in ice along with several other vessels.15 Astor spent three months aboard it, waiting for the ice to thaw, before deciding to climb down with fellow passengers and walk to Baltimore on foot across the frozen bay, his sack of flutes on his back.16 It was March 1784, and John Jacob Astor was twenty-one years old.

As one of his many biographers put it, at that moment, “America as a land of opportunity had not yet become a cliché.”17 Astor himself might arguably serve as one of the authors of that cliché. Over the course of his long voyage, the young fortune hunter befriended a fellow German traveler who worked trading furs and learned that there was serious money to be made in the buying and selling of pelts and that it didn’t require much capital up-front.18 What it did require was the gumption to voyage into the wilderness.

When John Jacob finally arrived in New York, his brother Henry was already there and had successfully established himself as a butcher.19 John Jacob briefly worked selling cakes and cookies in the streets, but he also started skulking around the wharves, looking out for anyone who had happened into a fur or two in the course of his travels and who wanted to trade. To learn more about the business, Astor got a job with a fur trader named Robert Bowne, “beating the dust and bugs out of furs and then packing them into bales.”20 For this unglamorous work, he was paid two dollars a week plus meals. One biographer has noted that working in a fur warehouse would have been “repulsive to anyone not used to the bad smells, blood, and mess of a butcher shop.”21 For Astor, it just smelled like home. Within about a year, he had amassed a sizable quantity of furs, enough to make a trip back to London to sell them worthwhile.22

By the late 1780s, Manhattan newspapers would report on “Jacob Astor” having imported “an elegant assortment of Piano Fortes” to the United States, while also mentioning that he was willing to buy all kinds of furs for cash.23 When he wanted to expand his idiosyncratic import-export business, he found himself in need of more capital and approached his brother Henry for a loan of two hundred dollars, a big sum in the 1780s, to be sure. Henry offered him one hundred as a gift—provided John Jacob never ask him for money again.24

Now, at the age of twenty-three, John Jacob was ready to commit himself to the fur trade, and he set forth into the wilderness, heading to Albany on foot. The journey was grueling, muddy, cold, and often uncharted, but John Jacob was sturdily built and hardy, unfazed by the rigors awaiting him. He stood at about five feet, nine inches tall and had “small, piercing eyes beneath heavy eyebrows.”25 He had to sleep where he could find shelter, sometimes in a settler’s cabin, sometimes outside. He traded cloth, tobacco, liquor, and bright jewelry with Indigenous people in exchange for glossy pelts of beaver, otter, and muskrat.

The pelts themselves were smelly, heavy, and revolting to handle. Most American businessmen vastly preferred to outsource the actual labor of trading for furs to intermediaries, who would barter with Indigenous peoples on their behalf. But insulation from the unpleasant truths of skin and fur and weather and risk chipped away at profit, and profit was all John Jacob cared about. He had no qualms about getting his hands dirty.26 His ear for languages helped, and he was able to learn enough Seneca, Mohawk, and Oneida to personally negotiate and close advantageous deals.27

When he returned to the city, he roomed at a boardinghouse run by a widow named Mrs. Todd, who had a daughter named Sarah.28 The choice of a partner can make or break someone’s fortunes, and John Jacob and Sarah chose wisely when they sized each other up. Both were accustomed to hard work, and Sarah proved to have a good eye for the quality of furs. Together, they forged an alliance that would become nothing less than a juggernaut.

Sarah Todd also brought a decent-size dowry of three hundred dollars to their union, enough for John Jacob to open a storefront of his own, selling pianos and flutes he procured through his connections in England and furs from his growing networks. Sarah urged him to get to know the other fur traders who hung out at the merchants’ coffeehouses on Water Street, and she supported him when he left their growing, busy household full of children for months at a time to sail up the Hudson River to trade in the interior of the northeastern United States and Canada.29 His success was due as much to her industry as to his.

Sarah would end up bearing eight children, five of whom lived to adulthood. Their first son, John Jacob II, was developmentally disabled, though the precise nature of his condition is hard to tell from contemporary accounts. It was said he had wild mood swings and was unable to learn. So, as John Jacob Sr.’s fortunes grew, he focused his dynastic attention and ambition on his second son, William Backhouse Astor, who was born in 1792.

Around that time, the international scene was shifting in Astor’s favor. In the 1780s, London had still imposed strict restrictions on importing and exporting furs. Any pelts obtained in British territory, specifically the frontier outposts in Canada, had to be shipped first to London, taxed, and then shipped back to New York to be sold.30 John Jacob had been undaunted, doing business with Canadian trappers and fur companies anyway because the promise of profit in New York, even with that added expense, was too great for him to ignore. Then, in 1794, the United States negotiated a treaty with Great Britain to permit furs to be exported directly from Canada to New York.

By the time of this monumental shift in Astor’s business profitability, John Jacob was successful enough that he could outsource the hard work of trading, leveraging his established networks in Canada, New York, and London so that he could work largely as a merchant. No more did he have to venture into the wilderness to negotiate. By 1798, he was thirty-five years old and worth $250,000. By way of comparison, a family in Manhattan could live comfortably for a year on about $750.31 Inflation can be difficult to calculate, as it’s dependent on several factors (including periods of deflation in the occasional intervening years), but one estimate suggests that Astor’s burgeoning fortune at the end of the eighteenth century translates to about $4 million in today’s money.32 Four million is nothing to sniff at, but it would not necessarily merit an entry in a history book two centuries later, either.

How, Astor wondered, could he increase his control of the fur trade now that a substantial and costly step had been eliminated? The British East India Company controlled trade with China, but Astor managed to strike an agreement with that monopoly to permit his fur company to use British East India ports, the only American fur merchant who was able to do so.33

Before long, Astor was sending all his finest furs to China and bringing back silks, spices, and tea to unload at a huge profit in an increasingly flush New York City, a place hungry for the luxuries that could finally be afforded in the consumer revolution. Sea otter pelts were in such high demand there that the animal’s numbers in North America started to dwindle, largely thanks to trappers in Astor’s employ. John Jacob had a shrewd eye for any profit-making opportunity and a sharp enough mind to take full advantage of those opportunities he recognized. For instance, his pelt-filled ships had to stop in Hawaii to take on food and fresh water as they made the long passage south from New York, around Cape Horn, the southernmost point of the Americas, and across the Pacific Ocean to China. If they had to stop in Hawaii anyway, he reasoned, why not buy up cheap sandalwood there and trade it in China, too? As a result of this simple insight, Astor wound up essentially having a monopoly on sandalwood for almost two decades.

In the years leading up to the War of 1812, Astor had to contend with American forces blockading their own country’s ports in order to restrict trade with France and Great Britain. Seeking a scheme to get around the blockade and its restrictions, Astor sought approval from Thomas Jefferson to have a ship called the Beaver bring a worker from China home to attend a family funeral. It just so happened that this passenger voyage also contained a huge load of Astor furs.34 Furthermore, when the Beaver returned the worker to the United States after the funeral, with a cargo of tea, silk, sandalwood, and spices, she was the first ship allowed entry into New York City ports in more than a year. One historian estimates that that single voyage netted Astor two hundred thousand dollars in profit.35

John Jacob Astor was beginning to understand the true extent of his power to remake the world into a machine for lining his pockets with gold.





2

Astoria

1810

Take the American Fur Company in the aggregate, and they are the greatest scoundrels the world has ever seen.

—Zachary Taylor, independent fur trader1

At the dawning of the nineteenth century, John Jacob Astor looked westward with avaricious eyes at a rapidly expanding New World. As he saw it, the vast forested interior of North America west of the Missouri was an unknown land, teeming with animals just waiting to be skinned. In 1803, President Thomas Jefferson commissioned an expedition to explore and map the wilderness that had been added to U.S. territory by that year’s Louisiana Purchase, and Second Lieutenant William Clark set out from Camp Dubois in Illinois the following year, rendezvousing with his friend Captain Meriwether Lewis at Saint Charles, Missouri. Their expedition voyaged up the Missouri River, across the Continental Divide, finally arriving at the Columbia River and then down to reach the shores of the Pacific Ocean on the West Coast of North America in 1805. When Clark returned to the East Coast in 1806, he brought with him rough maps of the landscape and tales of a wilderness rich with animals.

Astor dreamed of the wealth he would amass trading with China if all those furs fell under his control and if he established a trading post on the Pacific coast at the mouth of the Columbia River, instead of having to sail all the way around Cape Horn. He began to dream of empire.

Before the idea of Manifest Destiny took hold, it was not a universally held belief that the United States should expand all the way to the Pacific Ocean. Astor imagined a different destiny. Instead of the continental United States of America as we know it today, stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific and from the Great Lakes to the Rio Grande, with disparate states uneasily hanging together by threads of common narrative, flashes of common culture, and gossamer political truces, he imagined two separate countries. The first would be a United States beginning on the Atlantic coast with the thirteen original colonies and ending at the Mississippi or, at the farthest, the Continental Divide. On the West Coast, there would be another, shadow country, founded along similar principles but centered on a bustling city at the mouth of the Columbia River on the Pacific Ocean, with settlements reaching deep into the forests and mountains of what is now California and Idaho and Wyoming. In Astor’s vision, St. Louis, at the top of the Mississippi River, and New Orleans, where the Mississippi meets the Gulf of Mexico, would serve as the two major points of commerce and cultural exchange between the United States to the east and this parallel country to the west.

But just as the United States centered its first cultural exchanges and trade with Europe and the Caribbean and Africa—in an epic crisscrossing of the Atlantic Ocean by goods and migration, both forced and at will—this parallel country along the West Coast would have centered its trading relationships with China, Japan, and Russia. This country of John Jacob Astor’s imagination might have been a Pacific Rim power from its inception, rich with furs, initially, and then with porcelain, spices, satins, and more from trading around the Pacific, with no middlemen and no need to round the Horn. He would have named this country for its founder, and mastermind: himself. He would have called it Astoria.

In the spring of 1808, to begin his project of empire, John Jacob Astor created the American Fur Company, capitalized with stock valued at one million dollars. He intended to organize trading in New York State and westward to the trading posts along the Missouri River.2 Though he pretended that the company was funded by a variety of investors, the truth was that the American Fur Company was largely John Jacob Astor’s personal enterprise.

President Thomas Jefferson agreed with Astor’s vision for a trading hub on the Pacific coast, though his ambition lay less in personal enrichment than in political consolidation. Jefferson sent Astor the following missive: “I learn with great satisfaction the disposition of our merchants to form into companies for undertaking the Indian trade within our own territories. . . . In order to get the whole of this business passed into the hands of our own citizens . . . every reasonable patronage . . . in the power of the Executive will be afforded.”3

In 1810, Astor formed a subsidiary of the American Fur Company, which he called the Pacific Fur Company, to establish trading posts along the Missouri and Columbia Rivers. He foresaw a whole network of trading posts and supply chains veining through the wilderness, every one of them under his control, every one of them an engine for enormous financial gains. He would buy the best furs at the most advantageous prices and would also sell supplies to the traders, trappers, and Indigenous peoples who did the real, bloody work. This network of trading posts would connect cities on the East Coast with a permanent outpost on the West Coast, founded at his instigation and expense, which would serve as the gateway to trade across the Pacific. Settlers would flow into the wilderness along these arteries of Astor-controlled forts, relying on Astor-controlled supplies and Astor-controlled relationships with the people who already lived there. All that remained was to establish the anchor settlement on the West Coast.

He knew time was short. His chief Canadian rival, the North West Company, was moving aggressively to control fur trapping in the same territory. Hoping to sidestep them, he offered them a percentage of the Pacific Fur Company, but without success.4 Whichever was the first company to establish a fort at the mouth of the Columbia River would win.

Astor’s plan was simple. The Pacific Fur Company, with backing from the U.S. government, would sponsor two expeditions. One, consisting of hardened voyageurs, experienced trappers, and wilderness experts, would travel overland roughly along the route already mapped by Lewis and Clark. At the same time, another group, consisting of moneymen, suppliers, and company leadership, would set out by sea. The sea voyage would transport around the Horn the clerks, trading supplies, and arms required to make the fort an ongoing business concern, to rendezvous at the mouth of the Columbia River with the overland party. When the two forces joined, they would construct Fort Astoria, planting the Astor flag on the West Coast. Astor’s personnel included several Canadians who had worked for the North West Company and were considered by Astor the most talented trappers around. In order to reassure anyone with doubts that this was an American enterprise, he put an American merchant, Wilson Price Hunt, in charge of the overland expedition, envisioning him as the agent in command of the western outpost. Then Astor personally put up four hundred thousand dollars for expenses. By 1810, the undertaking was ready to begin.5

The overseas expedition set out in a ninety-four-foot ship called Tonquin, which was new and fast, and armed with ten guns. A square-rigger, she carried a crew of twenty-one sailors, plus the thirty-three Pacific Fur Company employees, four of whom were partners in the enterprise: Alexander McKay, Duncan McDougall, David Stuart, and Stuart’s young nephew Robert.6 The ship was under the command of Navy lieutenant Jonathan Thorn. Thorn had a naval officer’s commitment to discipline, which probably seemed like a good idea at the time. “He was a strict disciplinarian,” Gabriel Fanchère, a French Canadian clerk on the voyage, wrote of their captain, “of a quick and passionate temper, accustomed to exact obedience . . . taking counsel of nobody, and following Mr. Astor’s instructions to the letter.”7 “To prevent any misunderstandings,” Astor cautioned Thorn in a letter, “will require your particular good management.”8 Unfortunately, good sailing and good management are not necessarily the same skill set.

The ship set sail from New York Harbor on September 8, 1810. Only hours later, Thorn already had his hands full with unruly passengers. He wanted to establish naval order on board and decreed that lights out would occur at eight o’clock. The sailors on board obeyed. Not so the Scottish fur traders, who lingered over their pipes, feeling themselves partners in the enterprise, passengers rather than workers on board a ship. Nor the French Canadian voyageurs, accustomed to keeping their own counsel on when they slept and when they rose. Nor the Canadian clerks, who had been personally hired by Astor for their brains rather than their brawn.9 Furthermore, space was at a premium in the overcrowded vessel. Several of the lower-ranking company employees had been berthed in the cramped quarters at the front of the ship, with the common sailors, and Thorn had made clear they were expected to help those sailors with their duties.

Grumblings over these arrangements commenced almost immediately, with the fur company employees feeling they had effectively chartered this boat and, so, ought to have a say in how she was run, and with Thorn feeling that while they were on board his ship, they ought to obey his command. Alexander McKay, a forty-year-old partner in the American Fur Company, was secure in his authority, having traipsed across the continent back in 1793 with famed Canadian explorer Alexander Mackenzie, and he took matters into his own hands to speak on behalf of the passengers. “We will defend ourselves rather than suffer such treatment,” he informed the captain.

Thorn stared furiously at the imperious Scot and countered, “I will blow out the brains of the first man who dares disobey my orders aboard my own ship.”10

That was the first night. The worst was yet to come.

By the winter of 1810, the Tonquin was approaching the Horn, and on December 4, nearly three months since they’d set sail, the ship put in at the Falkland Islands for resupply. Some of the passengers went ashore to explore and stretch their legs—a ship, according to Samuel Johnson, being akin to a prison, with the added risk of drowning—while the crew took on a load of fresh water. Time and tide wait for no man, and Thorn had instructed everyone to return to the ship immediately after the signal gun was fired. Perhaps ignorant of the importance of wind and tide in determining departure times for sailing vessels, or perhaps just stubborn and enjoying the surreal land sickness that takes hold in bodies after long stretches at sea, the fur company contingent all ignored the signal gun. They returned hours late, giddy and unheeding. Thorn was apoplectic.

A few days later, on December 7, the Tonquin stopped at a different island in the Falkland chain, needing to undertake some maintenance before attempting the arduous passage around the Horn and into the Pacific. The ship lay at anchor for four days as the sailors got to work hammering and mending and splicing while the partners and clerks loafed in a tent on an island nearby, idling their days away shooting at penguins and combing the landscape for rotting wooden headstones.11 By December 11, the repair work was done, and Thorn gave the order to fire the gun summoning everyone back on board the ship.

Before long, all the fur company employees had assembled on the beach near the small launch that was to return them to the Tonquin, but two important people were missing: the partners Alexander McKay, who had nearly been shot challenging Thorn’s authority on their first night at sea, and David Stuart.

Everyone waited.

McKay and Stuart did not appear, and a fed-up Thorn gave the order for the Tonquin to weigh anchor, and by the time McKay and Stuart arrived back with the others at the beach, she was disappearing toward the horizon. The passengers on board pleaded with Thorn to return for the men left behind, and one even threatened him with a gun. Thorn refused. Panicking, the abandoned clerks and partners clambered into the launch and rowed hard for the Tonquin, pursuing the vanishing ship through the brutal Antarctic chop for more than three hours.

Good thing for them there was a wind shift slowing the Tonquin down. Were it not for that serendipitous turn of events, the men in the launch would have been rowing to their almost certain death in the falling temperatures of a December Antarctic night. Instead, they climbed, shaken and shaking, back on board the Tonquin and continued their voyage to the unknown wilderness of the western coast of North America.12

The expedition finally arrived, with all their still-brewing resentments, at the mouth of the Columbia River on March 22, 1811. They had been at sea for half a year. But the miserable company’s travails were far from over.

The Columbia dumps into the Pacific behind a deadly wall of sandbars, making for high waves, froth and churn that obscure the bottom, and unpredictable currents. They couldn’t just drop anchor and row to shore—they had to find a safe path through the invisible network of sandbars, with deadly surf breaking over their backs. Thorn tasked the first mate to take four men, three of whom were Canadian trappers who were largely useless in an open whaleboat, to identify a safe path through the crashing breakers. The mate worried that this was a death wish.

“If you are afraid of water, you should have remained in Boston!” Thorn bellowed. “Do not be a coward! Put off!”13

Sobbing, the first mate said to his fellow sailors and passengers, “My uncle was drowned here not many years ago, and I am now going to lay my bones with his. Farewell, my friends! We will perhaps meet again in the next world.”14

They pushed off, and within minutes, the treacherous currents and breakers had the whaleboat in their grip. She rose, fell, rose again on the rolling backs of the waves, the men’s oars as thin and useless as matchsticks against the powerful rage of the water. They made it fewer than one hundred yards away from the Tonquin before the ocean swallowed them whole, never to be seen again.

Three more sailors were sent, and they, too, gave their lives before a safe path was finally found. The Tonquin dropped anchor in Baker Bay, the sea portion of their journey finally coming to an end near midnight on March 24, 1811.

The partners bushwhacked up and down the coast for weeks, hunting for the best location to erect Fort Astoria. They settled on Point George (now called Smith Point), on the south shore of the river, but it took two months for them to clear one measly acre.15 As they started their grueling work, groups of Chinook and Clatsop people drifted out from the forest, bearing furs and food to sell or trade, or just wanting to keep an eye on the proceedings.

In June, Thorn readied to take the Tonquin up the Columbia on a trading expedition. That was, after all, the whole point of the enterprise. He brought McKay along as supercargo—a representative of the company’s interests—along with an interpreter named Lamazu. They anchored in Clayoquot Sound, an inlet on Vancouver Island. Once the ship was settled, a group of Indigenous people paddled out, bringing furs to trade. Then, at one point, their chief was hassling Thorn, driving a hard bargain for some particularly fine furs. Thorn, being Thorn, lost his temper and smacked the respected leader in the face with an otter pelt. The chief and his people withdrew, simmering with rage.

Some days passed before they returned.

One calm and peaceful morning, dozens of canoes laden heavily with packets of furs pressed smoothly through the waters of the sound and drew up alongside the Tonquin. The crew were excited by the prospect of so many furs and invited the chief and his people on board in waves until the deck was crowded. John Jacob Astor had specifically warned Thorn not to allow more than a handful of Indigenous people on the deck of the ship at any one time, but Thorn was confident in himself and his firepower. Too much so. The crowd of visitors on deck grew denser until, finally, even Thorn became nervous about how outnumbered he and his crew were. He abruptly ordered all the Indigenous people to vacate the ship and for the crew to make ready to weigh anchor and set sail.

That’s when the chief gave the signal. Knives and war clubs instantly appeared from deep inside bundles of fur. The Pacific Fur Company people had already traded their knives away, and their guns were stashed belowdecks.16 They were defenseless.

Alexander McKay was the first to fall, clubbed over the head and thrown overboard, landing hard in a canoe full of women, who then beat him to death with paddles and cooking utensils.17 Thorn defended himself as best he could with a pocketknife, taking down two men before he was stabbed to death. In minutes, only five crew members remained, one of whom was gravely wounded. They ran down to the gun deck and managed to fire a cannon back at their attackers, who then fled in canoes back to shore.

That night, the four surviving and terrified fur traders escaped in a whaleboat under cover of darkness, leaving behind their fatally injured compatriot. The next morning, the raiders returned. Finding the ship abandoned, they boarded the Tonquin in triumph, climbing up the rigging and exploring between the decks. As they did so, the remaining crew member ignited the gunpowder in the ship’s magazine.

The Tonquin blew apart in a roaring fireball of splinters, shattered bodies, and a rain of blood. Eventually, the four escapees in the whaleboat were captured and tortured to death. The only survivor of the misadventure of the Tonquin was Lamazu, the interpreter.

John Jacob Astor heard the news when he was about to go to the theater in New York City. Onlookers were surprised when he didn’t turn on his heel and go home but, instead, sat down to enjoy the performance. “What would you have me do?” Astor reportedly said. “Would you have me stay at home and weep for what I cannot help?”18

The overland party had it almost as bad. The trip to the West Coast took them two years, and at one point, they were so starved that they devoured their horses. Finally, in 1812, the survivors drifted into Fort Astoria, the first group arriving in January, followed by two subsequent bands in February and the last stragglers in May.19 The handful of remaining members of the sea journey welcomed them into their armed camp, which was complete with fur bales and a turnip garden. They built a small schooner, named Dolly, in honor of Astor’s daughter Dorothea, and established trading posts at what would become Boise, Salem, and Spokane.20

Astor’s ability to exert his will over the world, however, met its match in June 1812, when Thomas Jefferson’s successor, President James Madison, declared war on Great Britain. The British captured Fort Astoria, and the Pacific Fur Company liquidated its fur holdings to Astor’s hated Canadian rivals, the North West Fur Company, for pennies on the dollar. The death knell of Astoria was rung without much fanfare in 1814. That November, the New-York Gazette and General Advertiser announced, “The firm of the Pacific Fur Company is dissolved.”21

Ultimately, the Treaty of Ghent, signed on Christmas Eve 1814, returned the land that would have been Astoria to the United States
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