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PROLOGUE

[January 2, 1800]

ANDREW BLANCK HAD JUST BEEN SITTING DOWN TO LUNCH WITH a horsebreaker when Elias Ring and Joseph Watkins showed up and battered on his door. It was a bitterly cold day, and it took a fairly tough sort to live out in Lispenard’s Meadow—but the boardinghouse owner and his neighbor, an ironmonger, were not to be trifled with.

Where did you get it?

The well, Blanck replied. One of Aaron Burr’s new municipal wells was out in the meadow, and Blanck’s son had found a muff, for covering the hands in cold weather, floating in there more than a week before. On Christmas Eve, in fact—just as the bells were tolling for the death of General Washington.

I went to the well the next day and looked in, he explained, but I saw nothing.

Joseph and Elias marched out to the meadow, followed by the horsebreaker. The men threw off the wooden cover and ran a long pole down into the dark hole. Mr. Ring could feel an object in the water, a heavy and inert mass, but he couldn’t hook it. The local boys were now gathering to look, and one was sent back for some rope, with which they created a simple net. This time the mass came up.

There was a tangle of hair floating in the water—a wet shoulder—and a face looking upwards …
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[Six Months Earlier]
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IT WAS A FINE DAY FOR WONDERS. GIANT LOBSTER CLAWS, A LITTLE pagoda, some unburnable asbestos paper—these were the peculiar riches of a collection that the late Gardiner Baker had begun for his museum nearly a decade earlier, during General Washington’s triumphant first term in office. But in July 1799 the museum wilted in the drowsy Manhattan summer, its hush scarcely broken by the arrival of two young women in plain Quaker dress. Accompanying them was a strapping young man in the simple garb of a carpenter on his day off.

Elma?

The younger of the two women fell all too readily into morbid reverie, and sometimes her cousin Hope had to rouse her. But in a such a place as this, how could one not stop to gaze in wonder? Towering above them was Gilbert Stuart’s grand oil portrait of Washington—the great man looked out over the museum, a reminder of when the country and the museum itself were both still new and wondrous. Back then, Manhattan was the infant country’s capital, and Baker’s Museum was still housed down on Wall Street in a lovely sky-blue antechamber of the Stock Exchange. Customers paid two shillings to view an immense and intricate clock that waltzed through an entire concert, get shocked by one of Baker’s splendid Electrical Machines, and stand in awe of a marvelous work of glass sculpture—“a TRANSPARENT MONUMENT,” the ads promised. A figure of Christopher Columbus, it was lit to a fiery glow by a cunning arrangement of lanterns and chandeliers.

But now the glow was fading.

The sounds of commerce from Greenwich Street filtered into the new quarters that the old curator’s widow had been reduced to. Not so long ago, the museum had been wildly awake with Gardiner’s latest scheme—a menagerie of “Living Animals”—including everything from a pair of wolves and a bald eagle to a monkey and a “Mongooz, a beautiful animal from the Island of Madagascar.” Now they had lapsed into silence. Elma’s cousin, Hope Sands, wandered past the nailed-shut storage boxes—filled, perhaps, with old Mr. Baker’s hundreds of volumes of philosophy and natural history—and their fellow boarder Levi Weeks could pause before the wax figures of the great boxers Mendoza and Humphries, still posed as if ready to clobber each other. Nearby, a figure of Ben Franklin gazed impotently among waxworks of once-titillating feminine “beauties of New York, Annapolis, Salem, and New Haven.”

The famed Musical Concert Clock is for sale, visitors were mournfully informed. That is, should you wish to buy it.

They did not: They were ready to leave. It was a shame, the passing of the old curator—but that summer in New York, deaths were no surprise at all.

SIGNS HUNG along the streets, creaking slightly whenever the breeze stirred, each proclaiming where its shopkeeper had come from:


STEPHEN DANDO,
FROM LONDON,
HATTER.



LAW AND BUTTE,
FROM GLASGOW,
BOOT MAKERS.



ANTOINE ARNEUX,
A LA PARIS,
MARCHAND TAILLEUR.



It was a tradition peculiar to Manhattan. Shopkeepers mentioned their hometowns in the hope of landing customers from their newly arrived countrymen; for everyone here, it seemed, hailed from somewhere else. Manhattan was where you went to reinvent yourself, whether you were slightly fractured nobility from Paris, a rabble-rousing radical from London—or, like Elma and Hope, young Quaker women from an upstate farm, simply looking to find better prospects in life.

The city swelled with such arrivals, and its population of sixty thousand made it the largest city in the young republic. Greenwich Street, once a rustic lane running through riverside meadows, was now sprouting fashionable brick houses and storefronts at a stunning rate. After a visit to widow Baker’s museum, you could stop into William Maxwell’s, Distiller & Tallow Chandler, for a good dose of his vaunted rum, and thus fortified, go to the next shop over for some godless tract such as Palmer’s Principles of Nature. If you were feeling a bit testy, there were “well-finished Hair-Trigger Pistols” from gunsmith Joseph Finch, as he kept several cases on hand for Manhattan’s querulous gentlemen. Or, if a quiet weekend indoors was what you had in mind, tinsmith Tom Eagles could supply a table’s worth of “egg codlers,” hammered teapots, and “coffee biggins”—the last being the latest fad from France, involving the boiling of coffee rather than merely drinking it as a dissolved powder.

Getting from one shop to the next was not the easiest task. Manhattan’s muddy cobblestone streets were so badly paved that longtime residents acquired a cautious gait; Ben Franklin claimed you could spot visiting New Yorkers on Philadelphia’s smooth streets by the way they shuffled. They had to, for old New York buildings were built in the Dutch style, with elevated first stories and stoops that jutted out into the street, ready to trip up the unwary on dark nights. Even the few streets with unobstructed brick sidewalks were comically narrow—just wide enough, as one chronicler put it, to accommodate “two lean men to walk abreast or one fat man alone.”

Yet for the three museumgoers, it was still a pleasant afternoon’s walk. It had not always been thus: Great swaths of the city had been destroyed by fire in the Revolution, and what wasn’t burned out of spite was burned for survival. When he reconnoitered the British-occupied island in 1781, George Washington had found it “totally stripped of trees,” with the old woods and orchards chopped down after a series of brutal winters. It was only now, a generation later, that the city had truly recovered.

Except, perhaps, in one matter: the water.

On a hot July day, water gushed from the shining brass pumps installed along the thoroughfare; the rills that splashed out were good for cooling off, as well as for putting out fires or washing up. But few people were foolish enough to drink from the public pumps. For Manhattanites, as it happened, boiling coffee in a tin biggin was an excellent idea—because otherwise, a cup of the stuff might kill you. The destruction and deforestation of the war had once nearly caused local wells to run dry, and the explosive growth of the recovering city had only made matters worse.

“The water is very bad to drink,” lamented a teetotaling English traveler who unwisely quenched his thirst from Manhattan’s public pumps—“before I found this out, and suffered sometimes sickness, with very severe pains in the bowels.”

If you were walking down Greenwich on a hot summer day, you were far better off going into David Forrest’s grocery for some of the local spruce beer—or better still, into the tavern on the corner. When a man in New York valued his health, he also valued a stiff drink.

THE TAVERN wasn’t the usual place for Hope, not if she were to follow Quaker principles of moderation. While her more free-spirited cousin Elma hadn’t fully devoted herself to the sect yet, it was not quite a fit place for her, either. But for a young carpenter, on a hot day in July, the tavern near the corner of Greenwich and Barclay was a fine place to slake a thirst for drink or local news. For the former there was cherry bounce, a sweet dram of cherry brandy spiked with extra sugar; or rum fruit punch; or blackstrap, a witches’ brew of rum, molasses, and herbs; or the benign old favorite bogus, which was just rum mixed with beer.

Sooner or later, in any case, you’d be having some rum.

In newspapers, there was considerably more choice at hand: the literary-minded New-York Weekly Museum; Federalist broadsheets, including Noah Webster’s New-York Commercial Advertiser; and Republican rags like Greenleaf’s New-York Journal. Newspapers were still expensive enough that only the more respectable men in town had them delivered at home; others shared copies in local coffeehouses and taverns. The latest news was of the riotous mob who’d tried for three nights to pull down a local brothel just two blocks away, on the corner of Greenwich and Murray. Some in the tavern had, perhaps, firsthand knowledge of the shocking particulars of Mrs. Murphy’s establishment, but what went on there was hardly enough to whip up a riot. No, it took a murder to stir this kind of anger—in this case, that of a man who’d disappeared into Mrs. Murphy’s house of ill fame one night, only to be found the next day out by the docks—quite dead.

“We understand (for we resort to no such place) that the mob assembled again the night before last in considerable numbers,” reported the New-York Gazette. At least a thousand rioters had tried to smash apart Mrs. Murphy’s brothel, and Mayor Richard Varick had called out a regiment of mounted troops to disperse them. In the end, Mrs. Murphy proved the picture of fetchingly disheveled innocence. It seemed her customer had walked out of the brothel on his own and simply expired in the night—as young men sometimes did in Manhattan.

“The plea is, the necessity of correcting abuses, or avenging crimes,” the Gazette warned the next day. “But what rectitude of judgment can be expected from a mob, composed of the lowest, most illiterate, ignorant, and inflammatory parts of a community? It acts upon report, commonly false reports—and vents its rage as frequently upon the innocent as the guilty—for, real innocence or guilt cannot generally be decided by them. If they strike the culpable, it is merely the effect of chance.”

Levi Weeks, at least, could expect to work, make his name, and stay clear of these numberless mobs and snares of the city. The boardinghouse he lived in on Greenwich was a respectable one, and it had the pleasant distractions of his landlord’s sister-in-law Hope and her cousin Elma. To be a carpenter and a foreman in his brother’s upstanding construction firm—and a boarder in a respectable Quaker boardinghouse, with the chaste favor of two of the proprietor’s unmarried relatives—it was a fine thing, really.

THE NEWSPAPERS were not as reassuring. There was the usual cacophony of notices, including an enigmatic dockside offer of “BRANDY Exchanged for PORK,” and a ten-dollar reward for the return of “a Negro MAN, named Henry.” But amid these ordinary items, a column in the New-York Spectator pierced like a needle: “A letter received in town yesterday by a reputable mercantile house, from Philadelphia, has the following painful sentence. ‘The Fever is, we are sorry to say, now actually here, and has made some considerable progress.’ ”

Nobody needed to ask which fever it was. Along the Atlantic coast, there were two illness that everyone feared each year. In the winter it was the slow and crippling terror of smallpox, and in the summer, it was the swift-moving fire of yellow fever. The latter had plagued cities along the Atlantic seaboard for nearly a century, though for most of that time it had appeared only every decade or so. Since the end of the Revolution, however, the scourge had been returning with increasing frequency—and nobody was quite sure why.

Noah Webster had his own theory. He’d just published a new book, A Brief History of Epidemic and Pestilential Diseases; with the Principal Phenomena of the Physical World, Which Precede and Accompany Them, and Observations Deduced from the Facts Stated. After elaborately charting the occurrences of comets, earthquakes, volcanoes, and various plagues, the great grammarian was convinced: They were all somehow connected. Clearly some sort of invisible electrical fluid bound the earth to its inhabitants; to Webster, natural convulsions such as the eruptions of Mount Etna were like a tidal wave crashing through that electrical fluid. “Those periods, in general, have been most distinguished for sickness over the world, in which the fire of the earth has exhibited the most numerous and violent effects,” he theorized. “It is probable that the invisible operations of the electrical fluid produce more effects than those which are seen.”

That was one way to look at it: but another, and far more gratifying, was to blame foreigners. The first known outbreak of yellow fever had occurred in 1703, before its malignancy even had a name. It was simply called “the great sickness.” The blame that first summer fell on a ship from St. Thomas that arrived in Manhattan peculiarly close to the beginning of the outbreak. Ever since, suspicion attached itself to these “vessels from one of the sickly ports of the West Indies.” One epidemic was even blamed on a load of rotten coffee that an exotic trader had dumped unsold on a Philadelphia wharf. And for believers in contagion theories, this introduction of the fever to one city from the next had a logical conclusion: the need for a quarantine.

But others hazarded that there might be more local causes—“exhalations from the ground,” as local scholar James Hardie put it. The origin of such exhalations was not hard to guess at; the prominent physician David Hosack later estimated that fully one-twelfth of Manhattan’s inhabited area was occupied by privies. Down by the sunken elevations near the docks, stagnant pools of brackish water gathered in what one writer termed “an almost innumerable number of cellars and back yards … many of them stowed with large quantities of putrid beef, in the neighborhood of filthy sewers.” Manhattan’s rapid growth aggravated matters; one doctor complained that “in all the streets where buildings were going forward, the workmen were allowed to restrain the course of the water, in the gutters, by forming little dams, for their convenience in making mortar.”

Curiously, one reader in Philadelphia had noticed something surely coincidental—mosquitoes appeared at about the same time as the fever did. “The late rains in the city will produce a great increase of mosquitoes in the city, distressing to the sick, and troublesome to those who are well,” he wrote to the editor of Dunlap’s American Daily Advertiser. “Whoever will take the trouble to examine their rain-water tubs, will find millions.” The letter writer—who signed himself “A.B.”—gave advice so modest that scarcely anyone even noticed it. Pour in “any common oil,” he wrote, “which will diffuse over the whole surface, and by excluding the air, [it] will destroy the whole brood.”

Back in Manhattan, New Yorkers like Levi Weeks and his fellow tavern idlers mused over A.B.’s letter, rolled up their newspapers to swat away the July mosquitoes, and wondered what on earth it could be that was killing Philadelphians.

BUT THE murmurs were getting louder. Unmarried young women like Elma and Hope who stayed in the city were, perhaps, courting death—and yet neither had the wherewithal to leave town. For a carpenter like Levi, there was simply too much work to be had during the summer months to leave—and, after all, the papers assured them that it was safe to stay.

“Idle tales,” scoffed one newspaper at yellow fever reports. “Our citizens may rest easy about this fever at present.”

And if they could not rest easy? Then, the editors suggested, they should at least keep a discreet silence. “A false report on that subject,” they warned, “ought to be considered a calumny punishable by law.” Yelling “Fire!” in a theater was nothing compared to yelling “Fever!” in a crowded city: It crippled trade for months. In its disastrous epidemic of 1793, when a tenth of its population had died, Philadelphia had misled other cities for weeks in a desperate bid to avoid quarantine. New York had done exactly the same in its own epidemics. And to stroll along Manhattan’s docks that July in 1799 was to see just what was at stake: Wharves packed with cargo vessels, many named for the sturdy women the owners had left at home. In the dock at that moment there was a ship named Sister, the brig Two Sisters, and the schooner Four Sisters; there was also a Louisa, a Bertha—and Betsey, Abigail, Lydia, Charlotte, Cornelia, and Prudence—and not one but three ships christened Mary. You could haggle over everything from six-pound cannons to a rather perilously matched cargo of a hundred crates of Bursley crockery and three thousand Stourbridge bricks.

But as the month wore on, the news of yellow fever watches in other cities on the Atlantic seaboard grew ominously quiet. Philadelphia’s board of health, it was said, had stopped issuing notices of the week’s burials—and had stopped talking to New York at all about their mortality records. Over on Greenwich Street, a seventeen-year-old merchant’s daughter, Elizabeth de Hart Bleecker, would be one of the first to find out why.

There’s a Negro man dying outside, she told her sister one Friday.

Bearing water that the prostrate man was whispering for, they cautiously approached the shivering mass lying in their back alley. He was a sailor on the Havannah, he said, and had just landed a few days earlier. The girls quickly sent for a doctor, who immediately had the man borne off to quarantine on Staten Island. The symptoms were unmistakable and horrifying: As one of the fever’s very first chroniclers described its victims with brutal directness, “they void and vomit blood.”

These were the fever’s stigmata: sores and blood, seeping from the ears and eyes and orifices—even from the pores of the skin itself—and a loathsome black vomit that resembled coffee grounds. They were the signs of almost certain death within days, if not hours. Victims became delirious with fever and bled from eyes stained a frightening yellow.

A few held out hope that the cases were isolated: The editor of the New-York Mercantile Advertiser, zealous as always on behalf of merchants, insisted that Philadelphia’s mortality rate was “by no means alarming.” Why should New York worry? But travelers arriving at the port told a different story: The yellow fever was now in Providence, it was in Newburyport, and it was indeed in Philadelphia. Though Levi and Elma and Hope couldn’t leave town, the mistress of their boardinghouse could and did. By August, even the New-York Mercantile Advertiser hardly blamed her or anyone else with the means for fleeing the city. In fact, at that point the paper’s editor had nothing at all to say on the matter—for he himself was dead from yellow fever.
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BY SEPTEMBER 11, 1799, THE DEATHS IN MANHATTAN WERE GETTING to William Laight. He sat down that day to mark out his journal, a humble affair with columns lined in by his own hand, where each day, at 8 A.M., 3 P.M., and 8 P.M., the Greenwich Street merchant faithfully recorded the wind speed, direction, and temperature. It was a peculiar fascination, one that few others followed. But now the inexorable and mysterious cycle of fever stared back at him in those figures. On July 3, a clear day of 72 degrees and southerly winds, there’d been the first fateful hint: “Rumour of Yellow Fever at Philadelphia,” he’d penned into a margin. Days after showers on July 9, the fever struck New York. Within a couple of weeks dry heat had set in—“Dog days begin,” he’d written on the twenty-ninth—and within five days, the fever disappeared. Then, on August 10, “A shower in the night—Rumour of Yellow Fever.” It was the same mysterious and deadly cycle every time: showers followed by warm weather, an ominous pause of a few days, and then …

September was the worst.

“Above ten have daily died of the Fever during this Month.… Oh, oh!!!!!!!!!!!!,” Laight wrote miserably in his journal.

The lucky ones had already left—“near 1/3 of the inhabitants have removed,” he admitted in one annotation. Entire newspaper columns filled with notices of “Autumn Residences” of those “removed for the sickly season.” One local observed, “As soon as this dreadful scourge makes its appearance in New York the inhabitants shut up their shops and fly from their houses into the country. Those who cannot go far, on account of business, remove to Greenwich [Village].”

Manhattan was still small enough that Greenwich Village was indeed something of a separate village. Two miles north of City Hall, and reached only after passing through meadows and pasturage, it was still remote enough that residents addressed their letters from “Greenwich, NY.” Its sandy soil had good drainage, which many suspected had something to do with its relative freedom from feverish miasma, though nobody was quite sure why.

William Laight lived farther south on Greenwich Street, in a neighborhood still deemed less hazardous than the docksides during the fever. But it was an uneasy compromise. No Manhattan street was entirely safe, not least because householders took to firing off muskets and cannons, in the desperate notion that the percussive shock would destroy the miasma. Guns didn’t kill the fever, but—after one twelve-year-old boy wickedly loaded balls into a pistol—they did manage to kill a little girl as she stood in her father’s shop.

Others reached in desperation for patent medicines. “Very efficacious in preventing the yellow fever,” promised Lee’s True and Genuine Bilious Pills—which, conveniently, were also a sovereign remedy “after a debauch by eating or drinking.” For those who followed the fashions of Europe, there were Four Herb Pills by “Dr. Angelis, of Italy”—a place where “sometimes the same Malignant Fever prevails.” More patriotic sorts had New York Anti-Bilious Pills, which also brashly promised to cure “asthma, gout, pains in the head, fainting, worms, excruciating pains, frequent vomiting, bloody flux, piles, palsey, apoplexy, and last of all consumption.”

But among Manhattanites, the suspicion had formed that their many ills would not find true relief in pills or balms, and that any man who actually solved the problem might indeed deserve to be richly rewarded. Laight had closely allied himself to local political mastermind Aaron Burr, who was undertaking an ambitious project that would save the city—and, perhaps, their Republican Party.

The solution, they believed, was in running water.
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LEVI WEEKS’S landlady hadn’t stayed around to find out if they were right. Instead, Mrs. Catharine Ring was being jarred and jostled, enduring the rutted path out of the city with all the patience her Quaker faith could muster. The coach’s carriage seating literally used a suspension: It rested on leather belts strapped to the frame, sending every shock slamming through the compartment. More miserably, her sister Hope and her cousin Elma were not with her, even though they were some of her closest family; Hope Sands had grown up with her in upstate New York, and Elma Sands—the offspring of a single mother, her father long departed for South Carolina—had now been living with the Rings for three years, working in the family millinery when her precarious health allowed. The three women were all nearly the same age, in their early twenties, and Hope and Elma would have been welcome company for Mrs. Ring. But help was needed at the boardinghouse—and like so many others, Elma had been sickly a good part of that summer. It was possible that she simply couldn’t withstand the slow, jolting carriage ride over rough roads into the countryside. And so, with the meadows and old Dutch farmsteads of Manhattan receding behind her, Mrs. Ring left Levi, Elma, and Hope in a city burning with fever.

The running of the boardinghouse, and the vital income that it produced for the Ring family, would be left to her husband, Elias. He was not the most practical man, it had to be admitted. First there was the flour mill he’d tried with his friend Caleb in upstate New York, a fifty-four-acre spread in Dutchess County on the worryingly named Murderer’s Creek. That arrangement hadn’t quite worked out. Next Elias had brought his wife, her sister, and her cousin to the city; he first tried to make a go of it as a mechanic and an inventor, then at running a general store, and then at running a millinery. Now he was stuck in the city, in charge of a boardinghouse that even his own wife didn’t want to stay in anymore.

The Rings did not demand that the remaining boarders abide by their Quaker religion, but they expected them to remain dignified in their life and labors. And labor they did: Levi left the house each morning for his brother’s work sites, trailed by his apprentice, William Anderson. Even with the yearly fever, the city was booming: The annexation of Loyalist property and the rebuilding of entire city blocks had made Manhattan a place of wild growth and speculation. The stock exchange that was run from the Tontine Coffee House ruled over the rise and fall of fortunes in shipbuilding, furs, and timber, and with this new wealth came new mansions.

Lagging behind the other workmen was the newest boarder, a recently immigrated English merchant named Richard David Croucher. Dapper and beginning to gray as he approached the age of forty, his tall and thin form could be seen on the streets as he set out to haggle over cloth and linens. Back at the boardinghouse, he’d talk animatedly to proprietor Elias Ring and the three unmarried ladies of the house—cousins Hope and Elma, and another boarder, named Margaret Clark. Croucher couldn’t help but keep a watchful eye on them; as did, it seemed, the other men in the house.

WITH THE streets half-emptied by the fever, Croucher proceeded over to the market daily. He made frequent outings for food, having insisted on being a roomer but not a boarder at the Ring house: He paid each week for his room and fireplace but did not sit at meals in the dining room. When he was in the mood to spend, there was always roast joint at the tavern, or dubious local specialties like Humbert’s bread and Aunt Roach’s pies. For everything else, there were the city markets, where you could buy plate-sized oysters and leeks, and—if Hebraically inclined—could stop off at a kosher stall placarded JEW’S MEAT.

To a well-dressed Englishman like Croucher—an expert in cloth, and the kind of man who would keep his collars stayed and wig powdered even in the summertime—walking up Greenwich to the market was a sartorial nightmare. Americans didn’t appear to care about clothing in the withering summer months. Girls went barefoot in the street, or kicked off their shoes and walked in stockings, perhaps inspired by the newly fashionable peasant wear of the French Revolution. Men stripped down to cotton frocks, like sleepwalkers in their nightclothes; that some still donned their powdered wigs made it more of a travesty. But worst of all was the alarming appearance of vagrants—dirty, disheveled, even worse dressed than the servants, and peering hungrily into vacant homes.

“Our streets are filled with straggling fellows,” the New-York Daily Advertiser complained on September 19, 1799, right after Croucher had moved in. “Under the pretence of begging, [they] are no doubt making observations on houses and stores, to commit nightly depredations on those that are left unoccupied.”

It was true: Neither wealth nor piety shielded residents. That week no less than Willett Hicks, a rotund merchant nicknamed “the Bishop of the Quaker Church,” found his Pearl Street shop broken into, and a iron chest carried off. Inside was a gold watch and dozens of pieces of his monogrammed silver—everything from spoons and tongs to teapots and milk pitchers. Then the nearby Flood and Tracy grocery shop was raided. Another local burgher, John Sickles, happened to walk past his darkened clothing store at midnight and out of habit tried each of its three doors; the third unexpectedly swung open to reveal thieves robbing him of fifty vests, and he was promptly stabbed in the face for his trouble. When the thieves were pursued back to a hideout, confederates were found melting silver into crude ingots that still had bits of stolen spoons sticking out.

As each night fell and the city burned with fever outside, residents barred their doors to thieves and waited. The wakeful boarders of 208 Greenwich could hear … something. Unable to sleep in the humid evening air, Levi’s apprentice might have been the first to notice the hushed movements across the creaking wooden floors, the bedroom doors locked in the night, the stirrings in the very frame of the building. Something could be discerned through the walls. Not the rifling of any thief. It was the sound of two people—and not the sound of Quaker chastity.

But who?

COME BACK SOON, Elias Ring wrote to his wife in the first days of October. I miss you.

It was a hopeless request: The city was still far too dangerous. Yellow fever deaths were marching up even the formerly safe environs of Greenwich Street; William Laight had interrupted his weather log’s tally of deaths to ominously note by one entry: “Cassie, our neighbor.” A laborer a few houses farther up came next, and then a cart driver. By October 7, 1799, when a tenant died at a boardinghouse on 189 Greenwich, the inhabitants of 208 could feel death closing in. Hiding inside and peering out the window hardly brought any comfort: Pigeons with strange gangrenous sores had started appearing on the city streets.

“In this pestilential period,” one local paper mused grimly, “scarcely a species of animal escapes a portion of evil.”

Doctors scrambled to find a treatment. The eminent David Hosack confidently presented a sweating cure; and then, as his patients died writhing in perspiration, he quietly withdrew it. Then again, he could hardly compete with the cure promoted by the most popular physician in the country, Elisha Perkins. The inventor of “metallic tractors”—three-inch alloy rods that could “draw off the noxious electrical fluid that lay at the root of suffering”—Dr. Perkins had moved into the city and promptly set up shop over on John Street. Perkins had sold thousand of metal tractors, and his customers for the magic rods included George Washington; now Manhattanites would be blessed by this same doctor’s genius.

“Having obtained from various experiments satisfactory evidence that the Yellow Fever is within control,” Dr. Perkins advertised, “it is his intention, if he finds suitable encouragement, to continue his residence in this city.” Alas, he found neither. Within weeks, he was bundled into a winding sheet and sent back to Connecticut, as lifeless as his wonder-working chunks of metal.

Nothing seemed to work.

“To pour buckets of cold water on the head of a man … Three years ago this experiment was the vogue!!!” complained Noah Webster. “Copious bleeding has had its day. But [now] mercury seems to be the favorite.… Where one patient survives its effect, ten proved fatal.”

The only real relief, in this as in every other outbreak for the past century, would come from the heavens. “First frost,” noted William Laight in his logbook on October 18, 1799. Those two simple words held a vast sense of relief; for now, as the fall leaves turned bright, the fever surely would end. Word spread out into the countryside, and within a week the city’s residents had begun to reappear, hale and rested from their months away. “General movement back,” Laight dutifully wrote down in his logbook.

The summer’s refugees discovered a city that was now rather the worse for wear. Merchants found their cellars smashed into, and trunks of merchandise opened and stolen. An abandoned flock of sheep, their owner likely dead, milled around by New Street. In front of the Tontine Coffee House, two cannons were simply dropped on the ground, perhaps by a fleeing homeowner unable to blast the miasma out of his backyard.

But there were hopeful signs, too. Full columns of notices in the newspaper ran under the heading RETURNS. Mr. Fontbonne posted his yearly announcement of trees for sale for fall planting—PEACHES, PLUMBS, GREEN GAGES &C.—and John Street burbled with the sound of girls being sent back to Mr. Reed’s tutorials in English and geography. The city swelled back to life; soon the autumn harvest poured into the market squares, and Long Island cod landed heavily on the docks.

The frosty morning air also hinted at the coming winter. After a summer of gouging dying families on the price of coffins and nails, speculators were now buying up local supplies of wood and sticking residents for an extortionate six dollars a cord. Back at the boardinghouse, Richard Croucher prepared for the winter fabric buying season, while Elma, ailing some days but not others, often remained curled up in her bed on the second floor. Drops of laudanum helped with her pain, though not enough—“I should not be afraid to drink it full,” she’d tease after taking a few ineffectual drops from the medicine vial. Levi looked in on Elma when he could, but he was putting in long hours at his brother’s work sites, knowing the building season would soon slow.

The humbler folk of the city were already stopping work to celebrate the season. The end of the pestilence had come just in time for the city’s Irish immigrants to indulge in their peculiar love of Halloween. Living down by the muddy docks, they’d been hit worst of all by the fever. Toasting loudly and singing lilting airs, they gathered that evening to roast nuts and apples over open fires, and drank whiskey in the graveyard as the autumn night of All Hallow’s Eve closed over them and their fellow Manhattanites.

They had survived.


[image: ]

THE CITY’S RECOVERY WAS FAST—A LITTLE TOO FAST, SOME worried.

“But a few days ago our city was covered with sack-cloth and ashes,” wrote one New-York Mercantile Advertiser correspondent. “Scarcely a carriage was to be seen but the black and dismal hearse; nothing was to be heard in habitations but the expiring groans of victims, and the lamentations of surviving friends. Thank God the scene has changed; business and bustle, joy and gladness have taken place of Death and his sickly band of diseases.” But now, he fretted, youth with “their bottles, their billiards, and their brothels” were roaming the streets. Where, he demanded, was “he who convinces giddy youth that wisdom does not consist in the thickness of his pudding neck-cloth, the breadth of his whiskers, or the spindle straw size of his rat tail queue?” And what better way to save the young men of the city from such foolishness, the correspondent wondered, than by occupying them with an intellectual puzzle?

“I therefore humbly hint,” he proposed, “that a certain premium be offered, say a hundred guineas, to any one who shall produce the best solution to any philosophical or mathematical problem.”

In fact, some of Manhattan’s greatest minds had already spent the previous year grappling with a deadly serious puzzle: what to do about the city’s foul and brackish water. Potable water was supplied by just one well, the Tea-Water Pump, a couple of blocks north of the site being considered for a new city hall. Some residents made pilgrimages there, like a thirsty urban herd to an oasis: The proprietors would let you fill up a large barrel for threepence. Everyone else waited for the Tea-Water Men, a small army of deliverymen who carted massive wooden 140-gallon hogshead casks around the city, selling water by the bucket to subscribing households.

But everyone knew the stuff was terrible.

“They pretend their water is pure and nice; it is no such thing,” one of Noah Webster’s correspondents charged. The local pond not far from the well, known as the Collect, had become “a very sink and common sewer”—a frothing brew of effluence from tanneries and furnaces. “Dead dogs, cats, etc, [are] thrown in daily,” one resident grumbled, “and no doubt, many buckets from that quarter of town.” As to what was in those buckets, another proclaimed, it was “all of leaking, scrapings, scourings, p——s——gs, & ——gs, for a great distance around.”

Schemes for clean running water had been bubbling up for as long as most residents could remember; after a plan to pipe Manhattan with hollowed-out logs was proposed in 1774, a well was even dug and a crude steam engine erected before British invaders interrupted the project. Its engineer, the ingenious Irish émigré Christopher Colles, was held at bayonet point by British troops but managed to escape through the tall grass of Trinity Church’s graveyard; returning after the war, he found occupying troops had cruelly wrecked his work. It proved to be the only project that the hapless genius had ever come close to seeing through.

“Had I been brought up a hatter,” he sighed, “people would have come into the world without heads.”

After the great fever in 1798, the calls for a solution had grown louder. “The health of a city,” warned physician Joseph Browne, “depends more on its water, than on all the rest of its eatables and drinkables together.” Browne’s own ambitious proposal for driving yellow fever out of Manhattan was to pipe in clean water from miles away, via an elaborate series of dams and reservoirs by the Harlem River. If the scale of Browne’s idea was a bit grand, the basic notion behind it was entirely sensible, and in the spring of 1799 the state assembly passed a bill to charter a corporation that would provide the city with clean water.

Dubbed the Manhattan Company, its board of thirteen local worthies had received five proposal bids in short order; nearly all came from recognized contractors and inventors, men already well-known to the committee members. But the first to arrive bore a return address that led back to a boardinghouse, of all places. It read: 208 Greenwich Street.

Behind the archaic dress and the careful thee and thou of his manner, Elias Ring possessed the restless mind of a modern inventor. The young patriarch had mulled the mechanics of water for years since operating a mill upstate. Along with tending the boardinghouse with his wife, Elias had painstakingly designed and built a patent model of his own contrivance, and for the past two years had run an ad in Philadelphia and New York newspapers for this grand invention:


NEW PATENT WATER WHEEL

The subscriber has taken this method to inform the public that he has invented a new WATER WHEEL to work in the TIDE or other CURRENT, which may be fixed at the end of any dock, where there be a good tide so as to go.… If it were necessary, he could produce sufficient proof of its efficacy from the best characters in the States, whose judgment may be relied upon as having seen it tried on a small scale were convinced that a wheel built on this principle, and fixed in a good tide, would go with any force sufficient to drive any works. This wheel may likewise be of great use in raising water out of large rivers and or for the use of watering Towns and Cities.



But the city to be watered by his inventions, he now realized, was his own. And unlike the rather fanciful proposals of Joseph Browne to bring in water from Harlem, Elias made an astoundingly practical proposition: The supply they needed, he claimed, was the much-abused and fouled waters of the meadows nearby.

“The Collect has been unjustly stigmatized with the name of a filthy stagnated pond,” Ring began, “but the Collect proceeds from a collection of springs. [It] is rendered in some measure filthy
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