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				How much more satisfactory [than a painting] would it not be if we could have a true representation of [a person’s] course through life from first to last, as in a panorama: showing his thoughts and actions, his good and bad qualities, what were his feelings on trying occasions; how he bore prosperity or adversity; what were his views on the current affairs of his day; what his motives and methods, and what he accomplished or wherein he failed; how he performed his duties as a citizen and fulfilled his domestic relations.

				Thomas Mellon and His Times, pp. 3–4
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			Preface

			
				He was one of a class of men rarely met with: modest and retiring of manner, shunning notoriety, and averse to anything having the appearance of ostentation.

				Thomas Mellon and His Times, p. 78

			

			LATE ON THE AFTERNOON OF NEW YEAR’S EVE 1936, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, then at the zenith of his domestic renown as the architect of the New Deal, received at the White House a visitor who might have seemed almost the last person the president would have joined in sipping a cup of tea. The man in question was a millionaire, and though his once-great fortune was now much depleted, he had been in his financial prime one of the richest men in America. He had been extraordinarily successful as a banker and businessman, he believed in individualism and competition and (when it suited him) monopoly, and he had always hated organized labor. He was a lifelong Republican who had been a major donor to the party for many decades, and he had held high office throughout the administrations of Presidents Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover. He was, in short, the embodiment of the discredited political and economic order which Roosevelt detested, and which he had been elected in 1932 to overthrow and re-elected one month before to bury. The president’s visitor knew this only too well. For more than three years, he had been unrelentingly harassed by the New Deal administration, and he had been charged with fraud and tax evasion on a massive scale. His so-called tax trial had only recently ended, and the outcome was not yet known. A paragon of the Republican twenties, he had become almost a pariah of the Democratic thirties. Yet here he was, at Roosevelt’s invitation, taking tea at the White House. The president’s visitor was Andrew W. Mellon.

			As a symbolic confrontation between the Republican old guard and the Democratic New Deal, this meeting between Mellon and Roosevelt is difficult to equal and impossible to better. But what made the encounter even more unusual was that, despite the gulf which separated the two men, both politically and personally, there was nothing confrontational about it: on the contrary, FDR had invited Mellon to tea in the hope that they might be able to come to an agreement about a remarkable plan. For at least a decade, Mellon had been America’s greatest collector of art, and he now wanted to donate his pictures and his sculpture to the American people. He hoped his art might become the nucleus of a great national collection, and to further that aim, he was willing to build a great gallery in Washington, and to provide it with a handsome endowment. But he needed the president’s consent, and also that of the Democratic-dominated Congress. And he needed it fast, for Mellon had been stricken with cancer and must have known that he did not have much time left. Roosevelt promptly gave his authorization, the necessary legislation was soon passed, and work on the gallery began in midsummer 1937. Soon after, Mellon died, with the outcome of the “tax trial” still pending and his own reputation at best problematic. But in his last months, he had brought to fruition an unprecedented gift to the American people—who, in recently re-electing Roosevelt, had repudiated virtually everything that Mellon himself was deemed to have stood for and believed in. It was a remarkable, and ironic, finale to a very remarkable life.

			Andrew W. Mellon was born in 1855, six years before the American Civil War broke out, and he died in 1937, when Pearl Harbor was barely four years away. At his death, he was himself half the age of the United States, and for much of his life, he played a formative part and significant role in its history. Indeed, the years from 1865 to 1933 have rightly been described as “The Age of Gold,” when the United States became the first “billion-dollar country,” and the fact that they almost exactly encompass Mellon’s life is not coincidence.1 As a Pittsburgh banker, he financed and facilitated the massive industrial expansion of western Pennsylvania (and beyond) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, making himself a prodigious fortune. A lifelong Republican, he became the most highly acclaimed, longest-serving, and most controversial secretary of the treasury in modern times. Although he prided himself on wealth without ostentation, and a restrained style of life, he was the supreme and unrivaled collector of his generation, and the National Gallery of Art was a unique instance of self-effacing, patriotic generosity. Mellon was thus preeminent in four fields of endeavor—business, politics, art collecting, and philanthropy—and this was a distinction he shared with none of those near contemporaries (among them Rockefeller, Carnegie, Frick, Ford, Morgan, and Hearst) who were sometimes lumped together, with varying degrees of appropriateness and plausibility, as the “Robber Barons.”

			In its length, its range, its importance, its accomplishments, and its long-term significance, Andrew Mellon’s was one of the biggest American lives of its times, and like the lives of many of his wealthy contemporaries, it was also tainted by controversy, almost continuously during the last two decades. As a banker and venture capitalist, Mellon was criticized for being intransigently anti-labor, for being indifferent to the wretched deterioration of the Pittsburgh environment, and for his unfair and monopolistic business practices; and as a result, the companies in which he was a major shareholder were regularly in court from the 1910s to the 1930s. Unlike those of his parents and his brothers, his marriage was brief and unhappy, ending in a sensational and acrimonious divorce trial lasting from 1910 until 1912. His low-tax, pro-business policies while he was secretary of the treasury were severely criticized by such prominent opponents as George Norris, James Couzens, Wright Patman, and John Nance Garner, culminating in demands that he be impeached for impropriety in continuing business activities while holding high office. In 1933, the muckraking journalist Harvey O’Connor published a savage indictment, Mellon’s Millions, which charged him with corruption, monopoly, and ill-gotten gain and depicted him as a compulsively greedy monster. And all this was but the prelude to the infamous “tax trial” that followed.

			Like many men with a Midas touch, Mellon’s personality was both complex and flawed, and while he was outstandingly successful in business, he was a conspicuous failure in personal relationships. From an early age, he was by turns shy and sad, silent and secretive, self-sufficient and self-enclosed. Despite a large and loyal family, he was always a loner, cut off from close contact, and fenced in against the world. He made little small talk, was a poor public speaker, rarely smiled and hardly ever laughed. Perhaps in an effort to break out, he launched himself headlong into an ill-judged marriage, which brought him more humiliation than happiness, and which drove him even further in upon himself. After his divorce, he confined his attentions to beautiful women long since dead, but immortalized by such painters as Gainsborough and Reynolds: two-dimensional creatures, safely confined within their wooden frames, whom he owned and possessed completely, and who could neither touch him nor do him harm. Not surprisingly, he would become a distant and forbidding father, and both his children suffered in his dark and brooding shadow. His daughter, who became Ailsa Mellon Bruce, lived unhappy and insecure, and died lonely and unfulfilled. His son, Paul Mellon, would spend decades coming to terms with the double burdens of paternal disappointment and colossal inherited wealth.

			Andrew Mellon has now been dead for almost seventy years, but no full-scale life has been published during that time, and its absence constitutes a major gap in American biography and in American history. Shy in life, secretive in business, self-effacing in philanthropy, Mellon has all but vanished in death, except for his reappearance in two family sagas, written in the 1970s, which were more concerned with unfolding a lively dynastic chronicle than with probing the complexities of any single life, however extraordinary and worthy of close attention.2 This biographical blank was not what had originally been intended. Soon after Mellon’s death, Paul Mellon and Ailsa Mellon Bruce commissioned the Pulitzer Prize–winning author Burton J. Hendrick to undertake their father’s life, putting him on a full-time salary of $25,000, but reserving to themselves the ultimate decision whether to publish or not.3 Hendrick’s view, having already completed a biography of Pittsburgh’s “other Andrew,” was that “Mr. Mellon lacks the personal qualities that made Mr. Carnegie so attractive a subject, nor, in other ways, was he so great a man, but his career, both in public life and business, was an historic one.”4 Beginning in January 1940, he worked his way through Mellon’s letterbooks and volumes of press cuttings (all of which have subsequently disappeared), he conducted interviews with many of Mellon’s (long since dead) relatives and business associates (the transcripts of which have been invaluable in writing this biography), and the whole thing was finished on schedule by March 1943.5 The thirty-three chapters comprise well over 200,000 words, and the still-extant typescript remains the essential starting point for any subsequent biographer.6

			But Hendrick’s book was never published. While the Second World War raged, and while FDR was president, the life of Andrew Mellon was, as Hendrick himself admitted, “a little remote from the interests that are now exciting the nation,” and publication was postponed for the duration of the conflict.7 Andrew Mellon’s tax affairs with the U.S. government had been finally settled, and the National Gallery of Art had triumphantly opened in Washington; it seemed better to let him rest in peace. At a time when New Deal liberalism was still in the ascendant, and when American history was increasingly being written along what Samuel Eliot Morison called a “Jefferson–Jackson–F. D. Roosevelt line,” there was nothing to be gained from reopening controversies about Andrew Mellon’s business ethics, his conduct at the Treasury, or the tax trial.8 There were also personal reasons. Ailsa Mellon Bruce and her husband, David Bruce, had divorced in 1945; both of them were eager to move on. And so was Paul Mellon: he had largely withdrawn from Pittsburgh, his first wife had recently died and he would soon remarry, he had no wish to play any part in American public life, and he, too, was anxious to avoid re-igniting controversy about his father.9

			This was not the only reason for the biography’s suppression. For meanwhile, Andrew Mellon’s nephew William Larimer Mellon, whose memories stretched back to the 1880s, had decided to write what was in effect his own autobiography, which would deal not only with his business career at Gulf Oil, but also with his father and his uncles, and their relations with the family’s patriarch, Thomas Mellon. W. L. Mellon enlisted the support of Boyden Sparkes, a well-known collaborator and ghostwriter, who clearly did most of the work.10 Like Hendrick, he interviewed many people, and these transcripts have also been invaluable in writing this biography. Judge Mellon’s Sons duly appeared in 1948: it provided a vivid and immediate account of the upbringing of Andrew Mellon and his brothers; and it shed some light on Mellon business activities from the late nineteenth century onward. W. L. Mellon’s memory was not always accurate, though, and the book was further diminished by a reticence about private matters; it was also stridently (if understandably) anti-Roosevelt and pro-Republican in tone. Still, its appearance made it even harder to justify the belated publication of Hendrick’s biography.

			Paul Mellon did not abandon the project entirely, however, and during subsequent decades he regularly sought the advice of academics as to whether the Hendrick typescript might be revised and updated for publication.11 But as scholars got to work on the times of Andrew Mellon’s life—on the Civil War, on Reconstruction, on the American economy, on Pittsburgh as an industrial city, on the politics and finances of the 1920s, on FDR and the New Deal, and on the international art market—they produced an increasingly rich and complex account which made Hendrick’s work seem narrow, superficial, and outdated. By the early 1990s, now in his late eighties, Paul Mellon had become increasingly concerned with ensuring there would be an adequate historical account of his particular branch of the Mellon dynasty. He completed his autobiography, Reflections in a Silver Spoon, in which he likened his father to Soames Forsyte, both for his remorseless desire to accumulate money and art and for his indifference to human relations, an indelible and unflattering portrait.12 (He might equally have likened Andrew to Adam Verver in Henry James’s novel The Golden Bowl.) Soon after, Paul arranged for a new edition of his grandfather’s autobiography, Thomas Mellon and His Times, and he contributed a preface to this stern chronicle of self-denial and self-advancement.13 But that left Andrew Mellon still without a published biography. Paul Mellon now concluded that the Hendrick version was beyond rehabilitation, that a wholly new life of his father should be written, and that I should undertake it.

			Only a lifelong Anglophile would have made such a choice. “For an Englishman,” Harold Nicolson wrote in the introduction to his study of Dwight Morrow (a man, incidentally, whom Mellon much admired, but whom Nicolson came greatly to dislike), “to write a biography of an American may seem a hazardous, and perhaps impertinent, enterprise.”14 It is a salutary warning. Moreover, if I had been an American during the 1920s and 1930s, I like to think I would have cast my vote against Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover, and subsequently in favor of Roosevelt. So I was not at the outset exactly well disposed toward Andrew Mellon: I found him a fascinating biographical subject but an unsympathetic person with unappealing politics. But in researching and writing this book, I have learned much more about him than his son or his daughter ever knew, and I have sought to reach as evenhanded a verdict about him as the evidence allows. Roosevelt’s treatment of Mellon, for instance, was certainly not the president’s finest hour—but it is also easy to see why the New Dealers had Mellon so squarely in their sights. That extraordinary episode is one of many controversies surrounding him that seem to belong to a world far removed from our own. Yet in other ways, as a rich Republican in politics, believing that business was a higher calling than government, there is much about Mellon’s life that still resonates with our own times. I have also come to appreciate the importance of Andrew Mellon’s father, Thomas Mellon, who was born on the other side of the Atlantic, and who was in some ways an even more extraordinary man than his most gifted, flawed, successful, complex, and controversial son. But Thomas Mellon was himself the offspring of the first recorded Andrew Mellon, and it is with him, rather than with his grandson and namesake, that this biography must properly begin.

		

	
		
			   Prologue   

			A FAMILY IN HISTORY

			
				Is a knowledge of our ancestors of any use to us? Is there any benefit to be derived from knowing their character and habits, and what manner of men they were of? We may have inherited no worldly possessions from them, but never can ignore the legacies of good or bad qualities they are sure to have left us by heredity.

				Thomas Mellon and His Times, p. 3

			

			I. FROM ULSTER SCOTS TO SCOTCH-IRISH AMERICANS

			On or about the first day of October 1818, a coasting vessel reached Baltimore, Maryland, en route from St. John in New Brunswick, and among its passengers were the first Andrew Mellon, his wife, Rebecca, and their only child, Thomas, who was five years old. They had left their Irish home at Camp Hill, in Lower Castletown, County Tyrone, and had endured a rough twelve-week voyage across the Atlantic from Londonderry to Canada, intent on beginning a new life in the New World. Their ultimate destination was not Canada but the United States, and it took them a further two weeks’ sailing to get from the British colony to the American republic. Like many new arrivals, they were part of an extensive and extended “chain migration”: seventeen Mellon relatives had already made the crossing in the previous twenty years.1 One of them was Andrew’s father, Archibald Mellon, who had done so in 1816, settling as a farmer in western Pennsylvania. Another was Thomas Mellon, Andrew’s elder brother: the first in his family to turn his back on the land, he had established himself in business in New Orleans, later retiring to Philadelphia.2 Encouraged by their example, the first Andrew Mellon packed up his wife and child to follow his relatives west. The day of their arrival in Baltimore was a hotter one than any their son could recall in Ireland, and along with his parents, he was quarantined for what seemed the interminable whole of it. Fortunately, his father managed to obtain some fine ripe peaches, and over half a century later, Thomas could still recall his amazement at encountering this strange new fruit.3

			By the time young Thomas Mellon and his parents landed at Baltimore, Irish immigration to America had been under way for more than a century; approximately one million made the crossing between 1700 and 1840, seeking freedom and opportunity, and a better, more secure life. The majority of them came from the north rather than the south of the island; they were modestly circumstanced rather than bitterly impoverished; they were Presbyterian rather than Roman Catholic; and they were recent settlers in Ireland rather than part of the indigenous population.4 Their forebears had originated in the Scottish lowlands and had headed west during the seventeenth century, as part of the concerted campaign of “plantation” designed to secure British rule in Ireland. Known as “Ulster Scots,” they were intended to form a loyal, Protestant bulwark between the native Irish and their lordly superiors. But since many settled as tenant farmers on estates confiscated from the native Catholic population and given over to alien landowners from Britain, this meant the Ulster Scots occupied a position in Irish society both intermediate and beleaguered: they were economically and socially inferior to the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, but they looked down on the Irish laboring class as idle, impoverished semi-savages; as Presbyterians they resented paying tithes to the established Protestant church, yet they were also staunchly anti-Catholic; and while lacking secure tenure from their landlords, they were loathed as alien interlopers by the majority of the population.5

			In such uncertain and inhospitable circumstances, the communal ties of family and congregation remained very strong, but association with the land was brief and territorial roots were tenuous; many Ulster Scots Presbyterians decided that Ireland was no place to settle permanently. Many moved on again—across the Atlantic to the New World, where the British colonies on the eastern seaboard held out the better prospects of abundant land, free of tithes and rents and landlords and Catholics. Between 1717 and 1775, an estimated 250,000 Ulster Scots left Ireland for North America, and by the early 1770s they were doing so at the rate of 10,000 a year.6 As the second Andrew Mellon would later observe, when he was secretary of the treasury, they brought with them “their sturdy qualities of independence, love of civil and religious liberty [and] a sense of thrift and order,” which enabled them “to build up a civilization out of a wilderness.” Like the Pilgrim Fathers before them, they initially headed for New England, but they felt rebuffed in the northern colonies by what seemed to them intolerant Puritanism, and so turned south to Pennsylvania which, thanks to the terms of its founding by William Penn in 1682, was the most religiously relaxed colony in British North America. Most of the Ulster Scots initially settled in Philadelphia and in the southeast of the colony, but they soon moved south and west, fanning out through the Cumberland Valley in their search for land, crossing the Allegheny Mountains, and eventually reaching the Ohio River.7

			At this point, the Ulster Scots immigrants faced a choice: many would keep moving, heading farther south and west, to the backcountry of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia; but others preferred to put down roots in western Pennsylvania, where, by the middle of the eighteenth century, they had emerged as a coherent, politically assertive, and well-defined ethnic group.8 There, in close-knit communities on the British colonial frontier, they established villages and churches, and created farms on the Ulster model: dispersed homesteads with a mixture of tillage and pasture, mingling agriculture with the production of flax and yarn and linen, and sometimes the lucrative distilling of whiskey. Here was the fuller and richer existence that they had sought—but these seemingly sylvan settlements were not quite as idyllic as they seemed. For one thing, the Ulster Scots were constantly at odds with the other significant immigrant group in the region: Germans with very different mores and religion—Lutherans, Moravians, and Anabaptists fleeing the central European version of intolerant Catholicism. In addition, as if in ironic re-creation of their woes in Ulster, they again found themselves in beleaguered insecurity: caught between what seemed to them the condescending Anglican elite of the colony’s east coast and the Native Americans to the west who bitterly resented their threatening and acquisitive presence.9

			On this remote western frontier of the British Empire, relations between the Ulster Scots and the indigenous tribes were often vexed and bloody, a situation intensified by the neighboring French, who were moving aggressively south from Canada into the backcountry of New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, and who sought to extend their own North American empire by inciting the Indians against the British army and the British colonists. The climax of these intrigues and confrontations was the French and Indian War of 1757–63, known in Britain as the Seven Years War, when the French were effectively ejected for good from the North American continent. Most of the fighting was done by British enlisted troops, but on the western boundaries of Pennsylvania, the local Ulster Scots formed a militia that helped drive the French out of the Ohio Valley.10 Their most significant success was the capture in 1758 of Fort Duquesne, a recently established French stronghold strategically located where the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers merge to form the Ohio River, and which was simultaneously an outpost of the east and a gateway to the west. The British constructed their own defenses, which they named Fort Pitt, in honor of their great war leader William Pitt. Soon after, a small frontier settlement and trading post began to grow up nearby; with the same patriotic inspiration it was named Pittsburgh.11 By the 1770s, the American colonists were increasingly unwilling to pay the taxes levied for the upkeep of this enlarged imperium, and in the ensuing War of Independence against Britain, most of the Pennsylvanian Ulster Scots sided against the mother country—although they did not share the generally espoused revolutionary enthusiasm for “self-evident” democratic equality, or for religious toleration that encompassed the Roman Catholics, or for the abolition of slavery.12

			The independence of the American colonies from Britain and the birth of the United States did not lessen the New World’s attraction to the middling prosperous of Ireland, especially those in Ulster.13 For during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, life in Ireland became less congenial, while the new republic became more socially and economically appealing. Between 1780 and 1820, the Irish population increased by 75 percent, creating unprecedented pressure on land and other resources; during the Napoleonic wars, rents and taxes rose dramatically; and after 1815, the abrupt postwar slump brought Ireland’s agrarian economy to the verge of crisis. The result was that 450,000 people left Ulster for the United States between 1800 and 1845, and by the late 1810s the Ulster Scots were migrating at the rate of 20,000 a year. Most of them were engaged in farming or trade, they had both the motive and the means to travel, and they generally reached the United States, as Andrew and Rebecca Mellon were to do, via Canada: for as Thomas Mellon would later explain, Britain “would clear no ships except to ports in her own dominions,” making it both difficult and expensive to go direct to the United States. They tended to settle where their co-religionists were already established, and by end of the eighteenth century, there were 100,000 Ulster Scots in Pennsylvania. They made up 20 percent of the population of the state, a quarter of the Ulster Scots population of the whole country, and more were eager to come.14

			From the late 1840s, in the aftermath of the great potato famine, the Ulster Scots in the United States were confronted by the massive influx of those very poor Catholic Irish they had so disliked and had fled from. And it was at just this time that they began to describe themselves as “Scotch-Irish,” to distinguish themselves from the very different Irish now pouring into the country, whom they scorned, and perhaps feared, not only for their indigence and their Catholicism, but also for their desire to remain unassimilated and their potential to make trouble as the “serfs of Rome and Tammany Hall.”15 The Scotch-Irish, by contrast, were assimilating rapidly by midcentury. They retained their traditional loyalty to family and congregation, but their religious fervor gradually weakened, along with their belief in predestination, and they became increasingly attracted to the secular doctrine of individualism and self-reliance. It was no coincidence that cities like New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and New Orleans—and Pittsburgh—would count Scotch-Irishmen among their most substantial merchants, lawyers, and politicians throughout the antebellum period. Some were also drawn into public life at a high level: from John Adams to Bill Clinton, fifteen American presidents have claimed Scotch-Irish ancestors. Three were the sons of Ulster Presbyterian immigrants: Andrew Jackson, James Buchanan, and Chester Arthur. Indeed, the ship Alexander which conveyed Andrew, Rebecca, and Thomas Mellon across the Atlantic from Londonderry to St. John was owned by James Buchanan’s uncle.16

			The three Mellons who landed at Baltimore harbor in October 1818 were recognizably—indeed, quintessentially—Ulster Scots of their time and class. Their forebears had crossed over from lowland Scotland during the second half of the seventeenth century, when the Scots migration to Ulster was at its height.17 They were Presbyterian, and shared their kind’s prevailing dislike of lower-class Catholics. They were farmers by occupation, combining crop production and livestock husbandry with flax cultivation and weaving. And they settled in County Tyrone at Lower Castletown, by the River Strule, where they gradually accumulated from the Viscounts Mountjoy (subsequently the Earls of Blessington) family holdings of one hundred acres on leases so long that they amounted almost to freeholds. This meant the Mellons were neither poor laborers nor rich landowners, but middling prosperous by the standards of the time.18 By the 1780s, eight separate Mellon households were located in the district, and it was in one of these that the first Andrew Mellon was born in 1785. Rebecca Wauchob, whose family lived close by at Kinkitt, was four years his junior, and the couple married in 1812 at the austere Crossroads Meeting House, where Thomas would later remember listening to interminable sermons. At that time, twenty-three acres of the Mellon family holdings were made over to Andrew, who was “comfortably fixed or comparatively so as to his neighbors,” and on them he built Camp Hill Cottage, a traditional three-room, thatch-roofed farmhouse, with walls of field stones mortared together and whitewashed.19

			It was in Camp Hill Cottage that Thomas Mellon was born on February 13, 1813, and although he would live there only five years, he retained a “vivid and permanent impression” of the place, and remained sentimentally attached to it all his life. In 1875, his second son, James Ross Mellon, would visit the cottage and be astounded at the accuracy with which his father had described it. After a second visit in 1899, James constructed a full-size replica in the garden of his house in Pittsburgh, with a few stones brought back from the Irish original.20 In 1882, by which time he was rich, successful, famous, and semi-retired, Thomas Mellon himself would be overcome with emotion when he paid a return visit to the cottage with his youngest son, George. There, more than sixty years before, he and his parents had dreamed of America, of “the richness and abundance of the lands, and the liberty and freedom of the people from taxation and rents.” “It was all again before me,” he recalled, “like a vision of the past.” That dream had come true for him and his family, who had indeed found “a wider field and better opportunities to rise in the world,” but not for those who had stayed behind. The lower-class Catholics were still mired in poverty and indigence, ignorance and superstition. There was “one old man of our name and connection,” who was “poor and obscure,” whose heart was “gladdened” with “a gold piece.” And their once-proud landlords, the Earls of Blessington, had been destroyed by idleness, dissipation, and debt, and had subsequently vanished.21

			The unprecedented influx of Ulster Scots to the United States during the late 1810s had included Thomas Mellon’s parents, who like many of their kith and kin settled in western Pennsylvania, at Crabtree in Westmoreland County. Encouraged by “letters from America [which] were eagerly looked for,” and by “gazetteers and books of geography descriptive of the country and its resources [which were] eagerly read,” Andrew and Rebecca Mellon had resolved to put behind them the darkening Irish scene and to seek a more promising life for themselves and their infant son. They parted with the lease on the farm, and disposed of most of their belongings, eventually setting sail with two hundred guineas, which Rebecca Mellon sewed into a belt she wore—a prudent and portentous precaution, for this would constitute a significant part of the seed capital from which the gigantic Mellon fortune eventually grew.22 They were the last Mellons to make the transatlantic crossing. On reaching Baltimore, and having procured his peaches, Andrew Mellon chartered a four-horse Conestoga wagon to carry his family the three hundred and fifty miles to Westmoreland County for the eagerly awaited reunion with his mother and father. The trip was long and tedious, for there was as yet no turnpike, but the child Thomas Mellon was enthralled: “to my young mind,” he later recalled, “the luxuriant vegetation and luscious fruit gave the country the appearance of paradise.” No one had ever said that about Camp Hill and its neighborhood in County Tyrone.23

			The family reunion duly took place at Crabtree Farm, where Thomas Mellon and his parents stayed until the spring of 1819, reacquainting themselves with the extended Mellon clan already settled nearby, who were busy re-creating the same sort of family “patch” they had occupied on the banks of the River Strule. Andrew Mellon set about searching for a property of his own, eventually buying a farm twelve miles from Crabtree, in an area known as Duff’s Hill or (less propitiously) Poverty Point, consisting of one hundred and sixty acres of meadows and woodland, with an orchard and a log cabin which “presented a cozy and home-like appearance, with its pleasant streams and meadow and the alternation of woodland and clear field.”24 The down payment came from what remained of the original two hundred guineas Rebecca had carried with her from Ireland, and there seemed every prospect that the balance would soon be paid off. Thomas Mellon never forgot his first sight of this new home, or his parents’ sense of triumph. “The cares and apprehensions of the great journey were now at an end,” he recalled, and “we had gained our object”: his mother and father were now in possession of a farm “seven times larger” than the one they had left behind in Ulster, and when paid for it would be clear of those dreaded exactions, “rents and tithes,” and be subject only to “nominal taxes.”25

			Once settled, Andrew and Rebecca Mellon were soon able to extend both their family and their farm. Between 1819 and 1828 were born Elinor, Elizabeth, Samuel, and Margaret. In accordance with his fierce family loyalty, Thomas, formerly the only child, would remain devoted to his siblings (he would, indeed, outlive them all), though not without disapproval of their shortcomings, especially Samuel’s failings as a man of business. During the same period, Andrew took American citizenship and was commissioned in the Pennsylvania Militia. Meanwhile, the farm was gradually enlarged, the log cabin replaced by a more substantial dwelling, and a distillery built for converting surplus apple and peach crops into brandy. For fifteen years Thomas lived on the farm, where he came to find, as he later put it in a school essay, that “the cultivation of the earth is congenial to the nature of mankind.”26 “Here,” he subsequently recalled, “were implanted in my nature those root principles of right and duty, tenacity of purpose, patient industry and perseverance in well doing which have accompanied me through life.” His parents were strict but affectionate, and he retained many “bright and happy memories” from this time. But there were also “occasions of anxiety and alarm.” The most challenging of these occurred within months of their arrival, and it nearly ruined the Mellons’ incipient farming venture. Although he was then only six, it would prove the formative experience in Thomas Mellon’s life.27

			The abrupt economic downturn which had begun after the end of the Anglo-American War of 1812 and the final defeat of Napoleon three years later reached its low point in 1819. It was global in scope and deep in impact: industry and agriculture in western Pennsylvania were hard hit, and so was Pittsburgh, the nearest big town, which since American independence had evolved from a frontier post into a thriving place with a population of more than 10,000. Settlers swarmed through in the thousands en route to the wide open hinterland. It was the center of an elaborate trading network by land and river that extended north to the Great Lakes, south via the Mississippi to New Orleans, and east to Philadelphia and Baltimore. And it was an expanding industrial center, where iron founding, metalworking, glass manufacturing, boatbuilding, and shoe-making were flourishing local industries.28 But many of these enterprises were speculative ventures, which had been financed during the war years on the easy and uncertain credit of paper money, and they were devastated in 1819. “All the merchants, manufacturers and dealers of Pittsburgh,” Thomas Mellon remembered, “with the exception of about a dozen, went under,” as did most of the banks, “and it was nearly ten years before business and prices began to recuperate.” Agriculture also suffered, and land values tumbled, thereby precipitating a potentially ruinous financial crisis for the first Andrew Mellon. The farm which he had so recently purchased with such pride and optimism was suddenly worth less than half of the deferred payments still owed against it, and with his agricultural income drastically reduced, “the prospect of making those payments was, to all appearances, hopeless.”29

			But not quite: for by sheer chance, the purchase deed had stipulated that the payments could be made “in money and bags and oats at market prices.”30 Throughout western Pennsylvania, money had all but disappeared and barter was back. Still, the Mellon farm produced oats, and bags could be made from spinning and weaving flax—something Ulster Scots immigrants knew well how to do. Determined to keep their land, Andrew and Rebecca Mellon worked with indomitable industry and perseverance during the next four years: farming by day, spinning and weaving by night, all the while assisted by their firstborn son, who was no “idle spectator” but was an active participant in these desperate endeavors. The payments were made on time, and the farm was saved. Between the age of six and ten, Thomas Mellon matured rapidly and learned many lessons. Some were financial: the dangers of indebtedness; the need to keep expenditure within income; the value of sound currency and prudent investment; the corrosive effects of easy credit, rampant inflation, and speculative mania; and the recognition that booms and slumps were intrinsic to the economy. Some were familial: the benefits of close collaboration across the generations; the importance of strong clan identity; and the galvanizing power of a shared urge to better the family condition. And some were individual: the vanity of recreation and leisure, ease and luxury; the virtues of “hardship and restraint,” and “untiring energy, industry and perseverance”; and the value of a life of “energy, industry, determination, self-reliance and self-denial.”31

			II. A PITTSBURGH PATRIARCH IN THE MAKING

			Following the financial panic of 1819, Thomas Mellon would ever after consider life to be a struggle that must be waged unremittingly and unrelentingly. During the 1820s, it took the form of what he would later describe as a period of “long and anxious mental conflict of deciding the question of a vocation, or what I should follow for a living when I grew up.” In western Pennsylvania as in Ulster, most Mellons were farmers, and the first Andrew Mellon thought it “the best, safest, most worthy and independent of all the occupations of men,” and that “anyone who forsook it for something else” had been “led astray by folly and nonsense.” He clearly hoped that his son would succeed him, and the omens were good: at age six, in the aftermath of the crash, the young Thomas Mellon was already working beside his father in the fields, and at twelve, by which time he considered his boyhood ended, he was put to the plow. Here, surely, was another Mellon farmer in the making.

			But Thomas Mellon’s horizons and ambitions were already broadening. From 1821 to 1827, he attended local schools during the winter months when he could be spared from the farm, and he was a curious, determined, hardworking, and able student who soon revealed remarkable powers of mind and application.32 He rapidly mastered writing and arithmetic, and acquired the habit of voracious general reading which would continue throughout his life: Burns was already a great favorite, followed by Pope and Goldsmith, and he leafed through Shakespeare (whom he appreciated rather less) during the interludes in the fields while the plow horses rested. But he was not drawn only to poetry and fiction. His uncle Thomas Mellon in Philadelphia encouraged him to read widely, and sent him “books and papers of the most miscellaneous variety on all imaginable subjects.” Uncle Thomas also took a more general interest in his nephew’s welfare and, as befitted the first of his family to break away from the land and go into business, he now inspired in his namesake and protégé “the ambition to better my condition and rise to something higher than farm life.”33

			By then, young Thomas had glimpsed what that “something higher” might be, for in 1823, at the age of nine, he had paid his first visit to Pittsburgh. It was twenty-one miles west of his parents’ homestead, and he made the journey in both directions on foot. On the way there he was accompanied by a farmer who told him he would see more in the town in a day than he could at Poverty Point in a lifetime. At first, Thomas took offense at the aspersion cast on his own locality, but Pittsburgh was already recovering from the slump of 1819, and the boy would be much impressed by the “numerous wonders” he saw. It was his first visit to a large city since his family had left Baltimore for western Pennsylvania, and he immediately sensed the exciting opportunities that might exist for someone of spirit, determination, and ambition in a town that contemporaries were already predicting was “destined to become one of the greatest cities in the world.”34 He took in the “neat and trim” suburban houses, and the greater dwellings of the leading citizens. He saw steamboats and cotton factories, ironworks and glassworks. But he was most captivated by the 1,500-acre estate of Jacob Negley, which encompassed a steam mill, a village with a school, a store, a tavern, and a church, and a great mansion on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, an area that was then known as Negleystown, before it became East Liberty and finally the East End.35

			The Negleys were one of the original founding families of Pittsburgh, and Jacob’s father, Alexander Negley, had lived there since the time of the American Revolution.36 But antiquity and appearance were alike deceptive, for Jacob Negley had been all but ruined in the panic of 1819. Although rich in land, he was poor in money, and he would soon die a broken and beaten man. But at that time, Thomas Mellon knew nothing of this, and he saw in the Negley house and its ample estate only the embodiment of the security, position, success, and reputation to which he himself was already beginning to aspire. “The whole scene,” he later recalled,

			
				
					was new to me, and impressed me with an idea of wealth and magnificence I had before no conception of. I remember wondering how it could be possible to accumulate such wealth, and how magnificent must be the style of living, and what pleasures they must enjoy who possessed it. I remember also of the thought occurring whether I might not one day attain in some degree such wealth, and an equality with such great people.37

			

			No doubt Thomas Mellon exaggerated the importance of this epiphany in the light of subsequent events. But he did now know what a better life looked like, and he was determined to have it for himself.

			These gradually stirring ambitions were powerfully reinforced when, in 1827, he read Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography. This experience became a “turning point” of his life, for in Franklin’s account of his journey “from the poverty of obscurity in which I was born and bred to a state of affluence and some degree of reputation in the world” was the proof that all Americans, however humbly born, had the potential to make what they wanted of their own lives, and to become “learned and wise, and elevated to wealth and fame.”38 All one had to do was to cultivate the qualities of temperance, silence, order, resolution, frugality, industry, sincerity, justice, moderation, cleanliness, tranquillity, chastity, and humility, and to apply them.39 Thomas Mellon had already displayed many of these attributes, especially resolution, frugality, and industry, in helping his family weather the aftermath of 1819. But it was Franklin’s Autobiography that first connected these virtues with such worldly success as he saw among the Negleys. “I read the book again and again,” Thomas later recalled, “and wondered if I might not do something in the same line by similar means…. I had will and energy equal to the occasion,” he went on, “and could exercise the same degree of industry and perseverance.” He never forgot the Autobiography, which became his secular gospel, and whose tenets he would instill in all his sons. When he moved his fledgling Pittsburgh bank to custom-built premises in 1871, a statue of Franklin was given pride of place above the entrance, and when he wrote his own life story in the early 1880s, he took Franklin as his model and paid him copious tribute.40

			Inspired by Franklin, encouraged by his uncle, and also clandestinely supported by his mother, Thomas Mellon resolved to reject what he had come to regard as his family’s confining agrarian tradition. But toward this end, he needed a decent education. In 1828, he enrolled for four months at the County Academy at nearby Greensburg, where he studied geometry, history, grammar, and geography, boarding with a well-to-do family whose wealth and standing stirred the same passions as the Negley mansion near Pittsburgh. He returned home more determined than ever that “farm work” would not be his life. Two years later there was a dramatic encounter between father and son.41 Convinced that Thomas would become a farmer, Andrew had decided to buy land for his son adjacent to his own property. “The die was cast,” Thomas remembered, “or so nearly so as to be almost past recall.” It seemed that all his “air castle and bright fancies of acquiring knowledge and wealth and distinction” were about to be “wrecked and ruined, and to be abandoned forever.” On the day the purchase was to be completed, in nearby Greensburg, Thomas was so overwrought that he abandoned his work on the farm and ran the ten miles to the town in the hope of putting a stop to the transaction. His father seemed initially “bewildered at such determined self-assertion,” but eventually he gave way with better grace than his son had expected. And so came another “turning point” in Thomas Mellon’s life.42

			He continued to work on the family farm for two more years, gaining firsthand knowledge of construction work by building houses and barns, and all the while brooding on how best he might set about acquiring that “knowledge and wealth and distinction” on which he was now so determinedly set. “Knowledge” would clearly come first, and in his limited spare time, he read yet more widely and acquired the rudiments of Latin. In 1832 he enrolled at the Rev. Jonathan Gill’s Tranquil Retreat Academy near Monroeville in Allegheny County to prepare for college. During the next two years, he mastered Murray’s Latin grammar, learning all seventy-six rules of syntax by heart; he read Caesar, Virgil, and Ovid; and he made a good start at Greek.43 As he would later recall, with more pride than self-pity, he was “pursuing a course of classical study under difficulties.” This was partly because Gill was more than a touch eccentric—he was confident that the world would end in 1837—and partly because Thomas was still working for his parents, who in 1833 moved from Poverty Point to a new and bigger farm at Monroeville. Once more, his character was tested, and again he triumphed. “In all my experience,” he later recalled, “whether of study or business, I succeeded the best when hardest pushed to overcome difficulties.” “The greater the obstacle,” he concluded, “the stronger my desire grew to overcome it, and my power to succeed seemed to rise with the occasion for it.”44

			Thomas Mellon was now ready to begin that college education which he believed was the essential stepping-stone to the “wealth and distinction” he craved. He thought of Jefferson College in Canonsburg, but on observing the students at commencement, he concluded that they “did not present the earnestness of purpose for knowledge and mental improvement which I had expected.” Instead, he enrolled in October 1834 at the Western University of Pennsylvania (which would later become the University of Pittsburgh), then located on Third Avenue between Smithfield and Grant streets. There he found, to his satisfaction, “a very different state of affairs.”45 Both faculty and students were eager and energetic; the university was well run by the Rev. Dr. Robert Bruce, another Scotch-Irish Presbyterian; the tuition was lower and the requirements for a degree could be met in less time than at Jefferson. This was Mellon’s first experience of life in Pittsburgh, and although still required for work on his father’s farm eleven miles away, he threw himself into undergraduate activities. He studied Latin and Greek, mathematics and philosophy, and read Bacon, Descartes, Berkeley, Locke, Hume, Thomas Reid, Dugald Stewart, and Thomas Brown. He joined a literary society, set up a dining syndicate, and generally avoided what he regarded as the distractions of female company.46 In order to pay his way, he worked during summer vacations, teaching (successfully) for three months in a local school, and working (less successfully) as a book salesman in Ohio. “Money,” he observed in an essay written at this time, “is to society what the element of fire is to matter, diffusing warmth and vigour through all its parts.” Thomas Mellon graduated in October 1837, after only three years of study. Seventy years later, he was awarded an honorary degree as the oldest living alumnus, but it was the last year of his life, and he was too frail to attend the ceremony.47

			By dint of determination and hard work, Thomas Mellon had obtained a far better education than any of his forebears, and for a few months in 1838, he returned to the university to teach Latin, filling in for a professor on sick leave. In later life, he played down the benefits of higher learning, thinking it better to be rich than to be educated, and he found no reason for his sons to be as well schooled as he had been. “In the professions and business management,” he subsequently observed, “certificates of either ability or learning are valueless.” Yet for him, the “prize” had been well worth “the cost of time, money and exertion required.”48 For his aim was to enter a profession, not so much for its own sake, but as a means to wealth and position. Indeed, for someone of his relatively humble background, with no capital, it was the only route outward and upward. But which profession should he enter? The church did not appeal: it was scarcely a path to the renown and security he sought; he had no wish to be subject to the “prejudices and whims” of those who dominated Presbyterian congregations; and like his hero, Benjamin Franklin, he was never a wholehearted believer. He appreciated the church as a place of moral discipline and social instruction, but as a vehement anti-Catholic, he loathed superstition and blind belief. Even more than his father, he “inclined to rationalism.”49

			The alternative was the law, and although his father thought it a “tricky and dishonest profession,” Thomas Mellon considered it highly attractive. It was intrinsically much more lucrative than the church, of course, and clients, he imagined, would be easier to deal with than congregants. Moreover, the close connection between the law and property promised access to the world of business that was already his ultimate ambition.50 And so, having resigned his temporary Latin professorship, he began to study law in Pittsburgh under the direction of the Hon. Charles Shaler, a former judge of the Court of Common Pleas of Allegheny County. He threw himself into his work, but he still needed to support himself, and in March 1838, he won appointment as assistant deputy in the office of the prothonotary, or chief clerk of the Court of Common Pleas. One of his friends from university days was William Liggett, the prothonotary’s son: here was an early example of Thomas Mellon’s capacity to turn personal connections into professional advantage. His salary was twenty dollars a month, which later rose to twenty-five.51

			This was more than enough for Mellon to get by on, and there were other advantages in his position. His studies in Judge Shaler’s office, combined with his work for the prothonotary, meant he gained experience in both the theory and the practice of the law: a fortunate arrangement which was “essential to proficiency in any profession or calling.” He also came into contact with many Pittsburghers who were lawyers or businessmen (and who were often Scotch-Irish Presbyterians), and he would later exploit such connections with single-minded determination.52 It was an indication of Thomas’s networking skills, as much as of his studiousness, that he passed his bar examinations with relative ease. He had learned the law, but he was also already acquainted with all the members of the board: their questions were brief and perfunctory, and he received his license to practice on December 15, 1838. He remained in the prothonotary’s office for a few months longer, investing his savings in a law library, and he opened his own law office in June 1839 on Fifth Street at Market Alley, one block from the city courthouse.53 It was twenty-one years to the month since he had reached Baltimore with his parents. In the intervening period, he had gained control of his life, and the prospects now seemed fair before him.

			From the very outset, Thomas Mellon was a sure-footed and successful attorney whose fortune improved along with that of his adopted city. There had been another slump in 1837, but it was less deep and protracted than that of 1819, and by the early 1840s, Pittsburgh was once again prospering. Since the frontier of American settlement had moved on, it was no longer the gateway to the west. But the wagon trains kept passing through, its position as a national center of commerce and business was consolidated by the completion of the Pennsylvania Canal in 1834, and its manufacturing activities, especially in the iron and glass industries, continued to expand. There were rich coal seams beneath the surrounding hills and abundant timber in the nearby forests; iron ore was also readily available nearby. As steam-powered industrial output increased, there were already complaints that the city was among the most polluted in the country. But this did not deter immigrants who by now were pouring in, and by 1840, the place that Charles Dickens called the “Birmingham of America” and its immediate environs boasted a population of more than forty thousand.54

			By now, Pittsburgh had moved well ahead of its former rivals in the region, Cincinnati and Louisville, and so it was a good location, as well as a good time, for the young and determined Thomas Mellon to set up his practice.55 The city was booming, he had already made numerous connections, many litigants he had assisted in the prothonotary’s office brought him their business, and by the end of his first year his profit amounted to $1,500. He worked hard, from seven in the morning until seven at night. He was knowledgeable in the law and experienced in court procedures; he preferred civil cases, specializing in estate litigation, and soon became renowned for his fierce loyalty to his clients. He also made a point of not charging excessive fees. He was efficient, dependable, and thorough; he despised the “display and notoriety” of such flashy and glib litigators as Samuel Black; and he much preferred to make money in the background and on the sidelines of the law. “Those growing rich in the professions,” he soon learned, “were seldom seen in court”; and “success” was more important than “display.”56

			Thomas Mellon did not regard the law as an end in itself. It brought him a certain income and recognition, but even more, it brought him into direct contact with mortgages, foreclosures, real estate, and property development, all of which held out the prospect of far greater financial returns than legal advocacy as Pittsburgh prospered and expanded. Already, during his time at the prothonotary’s office, he had ventured into “little speculations in the purchase of small judgments, mechanics’ liens and like securities,” which had yielded a nice and encouraging profit. Now he began to invest shrewdly in foreclosures and the buying and selling of mortgages (his 1840 business card included “debt collection” among his specialities), and to move into bricks and mortar.57 As the central business district encroached on the area where his office was located, Thomas Mellon persuaded the landlord to grant him a five-year lease for the whole of the floor he occupied. He sublet it at good rates, and soon netted $1,000. He also began to purchase properties which he renovated and sold at a profit. He was determined to obey the injunction of his favorite poet, Robert Burns, “to gather gear by every wile that’s justified by honour,” and by so doing he calculated that he was worth $12,000 at the beginning of 1843—a substantial sum “for a young lawyer so short a time at the bar,” and the equivalent of about $300,000 today. Thus established, he looked about him and resolved to “make a change in personal relations.” He accordingly “set out in search of a wife.”58

			His earlier experience with what he termed the “fair sex” had not been quite as “limited” as he would subsequently claim: he had encountered girls at Tranquil Retreat Academy, and he already knew a few “good families” with daughters of marriageable age. Hitherto, he had been too preoccupied with his studies and his work to contemplate matrimony, but now he showed the same careful calculation and mighty resolve that had served him in other pursuits, and he was confident of a similarly successful outcome. He would not be “easily led astray in my selection by premature emotional excitement or falling in love,” and he was determined to “consider and decide impartially regarding favourable and unfavourable qualities.” He sought neither great beauty nor great accomplishments, but looked for “family, ancestry and health,” and he wanted a “helpmate” who would support him in adversity and delight in his successes.59 Ephemeral emotion and fleeting feeling were less important than lifelong companionship and constant support. The search for a wife was thus another test of willpower. Yet it could not have been all cold calculation, for he also admitted that “a happy home with loving wife and bright children” was “the ultimate consummation of my hope.”

			Thomas Mellon initially courted Sarah Liggett, the daughter of the prothonotary who had first employed him in Pittsburgh: she was a suitable prospect, being “of a good family and very wealthy”; but he feared the Liggetts were tainted by “hereditary consumption,” and he accordingly turned his attentions elsewhere. Through Sarah Liggett, he had met Sarah Jane, the daughter of the very Jacob Negley whose house and estate had so fired his imagination on his first visit to Pittsburgh in 1823, and about whom he had also heard from one of his university friends, Dr. Richard Beatty.60 Sarah Jane Negley was four years younger than Thomas Mellon, but by chance they shared the same birthday: February 3. After several months’ courtship, Thomas proposed to Sarah Jane and was accepted. They were married on August 22, 1843—or, as he would later put it, “the transaction” was “consumated.” It was the “most important” event of his life: a marriage born of “judgment and discretion” which subsequently ripened into lasting if understated love.61 In marrying Sarah Jane Negley, Thomas Mellon moved a significant step closer to realizing his dreams: both financially, because of the resources she brought into the marriage, and socially, because of the Negleys’ high standing and good connections, it was a good match for an ambitious man of relatively humble origins who for twenty years had striven to achieve “an equality with such great people.”62

			But as Mellon well knew by then
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