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			INTRODUCTION

			
				“The enterprise of Judge Temple is taming the very forests!” exclaimed Elizabeth, throwing off the covering, and partly rising in the bed. “How rapidly is civilization treading on the footsteps of nature!” she continued, as her eye glanced over not only the comforts, but the luxuries of her apartment, and her ear again listened to the distant, but often repeated howls from the lake.

				—James Fenimore Cooper, The Pioneers, 212 [image: ]

			

			THE DEATH OF JUDGE WILLIAM Cooper in late 1809 dismayed his friend Miers Fisher, who, on June 13, 1810, wrote a moving letter of tribute addressed to the judge’s sons. Fisher was a pious Quaker, a former mayor of Philadelphia, and a wealthy lawyer who had become Cooper’s partner in frontier land speculations. Despite early poverty and limited education, Cooper had risen to become the preeminent landlord, presiding judge, and U.S. congressman of Otsego County, in upstate New York. In 1808 Fisher had visited Cooper at the New York village that he had founded and named for himself: Cooperstown. Impressed by the bustling village and its thriving hinterland, Fisher concluded that his friend had a special genius for developing prosperous and profitable new settlements in the North American forest. In his letter of tribute, Fisher explained:

			
				He was a man to whom my mind bore a most cordial friendship, founded on esteem & of whose Life I wished to know more than a seven years acquaintance afforded, in order that I might write a history of the wonderful dispensations of Providence in enabling a great mind to emerge from Obscurity & to display a benevolent use of Talents more exalted than Bonaparte or any of his predecessors of conquering memory; their ambition laid waste the fruitful fields & turn’d the Gardens of Europe & Asia to Desarts—thy father’s great mind converted the savage wilds of America to fruitful fields & he lived to see the unborn generations of his first settlers enjoying Peace, Liberty & Safety under their own cultivated Settlements; But I sat down to write a Letter not a History!

			

			
				To make sense of Judge Cooper, Fisher had to narrate Cooper’s life as part of the larger history of his time and nation. Cooper’s remarkable rise from humble origins to riches and influence represented the opportunity, equality, and mobility that became so celebrated in the early American Republic. And as a frontier promoter and landlord, he worked at the heart of the great phenomenon of his place in time—the conquest, resettlement, and transformation of the North American forest.1

			But William Cooper was a controversial as well as a commanding figure. Many former friends, as well as old rivals, eventually concluded that his cunning at speculation and political intrigue exceeded the bounds of genteel respectability. Even Miers Fisher began to suspect that Cooper had cheated him by secretly hoarding the best lands in one of their joint purchases. Pained by the dawning suspicion, in 1815 he wrote, “From the opinion I had entertained of the Integrity of William Cooper, I…shall be very sorry to find myself deceived for I had rather submit to that [deception] than discover a personal advantage to myself in the misconduct of one whom I deemed an honest man & my friend.”2

			William Cooper became rich, powerful, and famous by attaching himself to his nation’s rapid population growth and territorial expansion at the frontier margins. He benefited from the recent Revolutionary War, which had dispossessed the native inhabitants of New York, the Iroquois tribes. Devastated by American raids in 1779 and abandoned by their British allies in 1783, the Iroquois had to surrender almost all of their homeland. Their domains passed first to land speculators such as William Cooper and then to thousands of settlers whose new farms steadily obliterated the marks of their Indian predecessors. When Miers Fisher insisted that the “savage wilds” had been converted by Cooper’s peaceful enterprise, he erased the role of conquest in the settlement of North America. From the Indian perspective Cooper and his settlers were Bonapartes whose ambitions laid waste the fruitful fields of the Iroquois.3

			Slow to develop as a colony, New York became the most dynamic state in the newly independent American Republic. During the four decades that followed the end of the war in 1783, thousands of Yankees flocked from crowded New England into upstate New York to replace the Iroquois. New York’s population quadrupled from 340,120 in 1790 to 1,372,812 in 1820. In 1790 New York had been the nation’s fifth state in population, lagging behind Virginia, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina. By 1820 New York had become the most populous state in the nation—as well as the leader in manufacturing and banking capital and in commercial exports. Most of the Yankees settled in the hills and valleys of northern, central, and western New York—dramatically shifting the distribution of the state’s population; in 1785 three-fourths of New Yorkers still lived in the Hudson valley or along the Atlantic coast; in 1820 three-fourths of the state’s people lived in the newer counties to the north and west of Albany. The new nation’s explosive expansion exceeded in pace and extent the experience of any preceding American generation, and New York was the vanguard state of the developing nation. As the aggressive and energetic developer of frontier settlements in central New York, William Cooper played a leading role in that state’s rapid demographic and commercial expansion.4
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			During the 1780s and 1790s the American Revolution played out its social implications in Cooperstown and the hundreds of other new settlements that proliferated in the backcountry newly conquered from the natives. The combination of centrifugal expansion and revolutionary legacy opened to question the values and institutions of the colonial past, permitting the emergence of a more dynamic and competitive social order. The many new settlements were the cockpits for contentious struggles over the distribution of new property and new political offices. Because the competitors cloaked themselves in conflicting interpretations of the recent Revolution, those struggles served to define the meaning of that social upheaval.5

			Exploiting the social flux wrought by the Revolution and by the rapid creation of new frontier communities, Cooper became rich and influential through his aggressive land speculations. Honoring that new wealth and influence, the New York legislature created Otsego County in 1791, and the governor named Cooper the presiding judge of its courts—despite his scant education, colloquial speech, and rough manners. Three years later he secured election to the U.S. Congress, winning a remarkable 84 percent of the vote in his home county. Cooper tried to complete his social ascent by remaking himself in the image of the gentlemen who had presided over colonial America’s older, more stable communities. Although a great beneficiary of the revolutionary upheaval, Cooper joined with like-minded leading men of the Federalist persuasion determined to contain and limit the egalitarian implications of the recent revolution.6

			The Federalists underestimated the enduring potential of the American Revolution to legitimate upstarts unwilling or unable to achieve or endure genteel authority. Cooper did not recognize that the many new communities of frontier migrants would sustain a more open and uninhibited competition for wealth and power that he could never control. During the late 1790s Cooper was challenged simultaneously from within his own party by more genteel men who disdained his rough edges and from without by rural democrats who saw him as a would-be aristocrat. Only partially successful at genteel reinvention, he was vulnerable to calumny and ridicule from both the common and the polite. By trying and failing to become a polished gentleman, Cooper only hastened the collapse of his public authority. Unable to silence his critics, in late 1799 he resigned as a judge and announced his retirement from Congress. In part because of his blunders, Cooper’s Federalist party suffered catastrophic defeats in the national and state elections of 1800 and 1801. Dishonored by defeat, William Cooper never again held a political or judicial post. Political power in America instead passed to a new class of professional politicians, who made a show of their democratic love for the people. Cooper’s decline revealed how the revolutionary legacy and frontier expansion interacted to corrode the unity of social, political, cultural, and economic authority exercised by the colonial and Federalist elites.7

			After his political downfall Cooper invested his hopes in his children, arranging and paying for their education in the manners and arts of gentility. He prepared them to complete his ascent by winning acceptance among the most prestigious families in New York. They would, he hoped, restore the public authority that he had temporarily grasped during the 1790s. Dying in late 1809, William Cooper seemed in his will to endow his children with a great fortune and social preeminence. However, their inheritance proved fatally compromised by faulty land titles and burdensome debts that, in the years 1819–1824, culminated in foreclosures that virtually wiped out the family fortune. As his inheritance vanished, James Fenimore Cooper, the youngest son, became a novelist, publishing his first novel in 1820 and his third, The Pioneers, in 1823.8

			In The Pioneers the novelist tried to revive and reclaim his lost property and position in an imagined place: Templeton. Set in the Otsego country of the 1790s, the novel vividly evokes a frontier community in conflict over who should own its resources and who should govern the people. Richly descriptive, The Pioneers offers an intensely reimagined past as an act of reverie and repossession. In an 1850 introduction to the novel, Cooper noted, “The face of the country, the climate as it was found by the whites, and the manners of the settlers, are described with a minuteness for which the Author has no other apology than the force of his own recollections.” The novelist indulged his pleasing memories and exorcised his painful ones.9

			In particular Cooper wrestled with the contradictions and mysteries of his father’s character. Impelled by powerful and difficult memories, Cooper cast his father as the novel’s Judge Marmaduke Temple, the founder, developer, and ruler of the frontier village of Templeton. Judge Temple is a man of good intentions but loose scruples, of expansive vision but flawed manners, of benevolent paternalism but blundering execution. Temple falls just short of the full gentility and true self-discipline needed to maintain his authority over Templeton’s fractious and greedy settlers.10

			The Pioneers secured James Fenimore Cooper’s reputation as the first great and popular novelist in the United States and the premier literary spokesman for his generation. The novel also jogged the memory of former President John Adams, who had known William Cooper as a congressman during the 1790s. In 1824 Adams wrote to a friend in upstate New York, “I understand [that] your New York novelist has been in Boston, and I am quite affronted with him that he did not call upon me. I knew and respected his Father who was indeed one of the great Pioneers.”11

			William Cooper’s development of Cooperstown and his son’s creation of Templeton were different stages of a common effort, over two generations, to create, sustain, and justify a wealthy and powerful estate in the rapidly changing American Republic. Both generations tried to achieve a unity of social, economic, political, and cultural preeminence idealized in colonial America but at odds with the legacy of the American Revolution. William Cooper sought that unity as the “father” of the real community of Cooperstown; in the wake of his failure, his son sought the same in the imaginary frontier village of Templeton. In the real village of Cooperstown, the father built—and then lost—an estate of wealth and power that the son tried to recover in the imaginary village of Templeton.

			By treating William Cooper’s career and his son’s most powerful novel as parts of a whole, William Cooper’s Town is a hybrid of three usually distinct genres: biography, social history, and literary analysis. First, it is a biography of Judge William Cooper, with particular emphasis on his relationships with his family and with important allies and rivals. Second, this book is a social history—a community study of Cooperstown, New York, and its Otsego County hinterland from the village’s founding in 1786 by William Cooper to the publication of The Pioneers by his son in early 1823. The analysis and narrative consider hundreds of settlers and villagers whose lives and aspirations interacted with those of the Cooper family. Unlike many community studies that are relentlessly local, this book examines the play within Otsego of regional, national, and international forces. These include the conflicts between natives and colonists, rebels and Loyalists for possession of the land; the competition of diverse social visions meant to shape the human re-occupation of Otsego; the environmental struggle by settlers to remake the forest into a more reassuring and profitable landscape dominated by privately owned farms; the influence of the transatlantic market over the investments and labors of land speculators and common settlers; the partisan battles between Federalists and Republicans to control the new American Republic; the heated competition of diverse Protestant denominations for the souls of the frontier people; and the struggle by American writers and publishers to create a profitable and distinctive national literature and historical memory. The subject is not simply William Cooper’s village (Cooperstown) but its surrounding township (Otsego), county (also named Otsego), state (New York), and nation (the United States)—as well as its transatlantic, Anglo-American cultural and economic context. My quarry is not the elusive essence and operation of “community” but the local ramifications of institutions and movements that affected the nation.

			Third, I reassess the production and meanings of The Pioneers, in which the novelist recoded in fiction his childhood memories of the frontier village of Cooperstown. My book reappropriates the world of The Pioneers to reexamine the frontier community as the setting for the reordering and reimagining of American society in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. My narrative builds both upon The Pioneers as a source and toward it as the culmination of the Coopers’ efforts to achieve wealth and authority. There is a shift in the ballast of the three elements as the story moves forward in time, for William Cooper preceded the creation of Cooperstown in 1786; as it grew in size and diversity, the community increasingly escaped from his control at the turn of the century; and James Fenimore Cooper wrote The Pioneers in 1822 to reassert his family’s claims to preeminence.

			By describing in detail a family and their place, I mean to reveal the interplay of frontier settlement, political struggles, and narrative making in the early American Republic. I want to see how Americans resolved their revolution through the competitive construction of new property, new power, and new stories in the many frontier communities. The economic, political, and cultural processes of construction occurred simultaneously and interdependently. No single process can be privileged as autonomous, prior, primary, and exclusively determinative of the other two. People made property, power, and stories reciprocally and all at once (although, as author, I will often have to attend more closely to one at a time in a given section or chapter). William and James Fenimore Cooper were enmeshed in all three constructions. My fundamental premise, derived from the philosopher David Carr and the historian William Cronon, is that narratives have power because they are woven into life, not simply imposed upon a chaotic experience after the fact.12

		

	
		
			Part I

			ASCENT

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			FRIEND BILLY

			
				The posterity of Marmaduke…had descended to a point, below which, in this happy country, it is barely possible for honesty, intellect, and sobriety to fall….It was the father of our new acquaintance, the Judge, who first began to re-ascend the scale of society; and in this undertaking he was not a little assisted by a marriage, which aided in furnishing the means of educating his only son, in a rather better manner than the low state of the common schools in Pennsylvania could promise; or than had been the practice in the family, for the two or three preceding generations.

				—James Fenimore Cooper, The Pioneers, 31 [image: ]

			

			ON​ NOVEMBER 12, 1774, A YOUNG couple seeking a marriage license appeared before “his Excellency William Franklin, Esqr., Governor of the Province of New Jersey.” The illegitimate son and talented protégé of Benjamin Franklin, William Franklin had been a royal governor for nearly twelve years. Wealthy and well connected, he dwelled in a magnificent three-story mansion beside the Delaware River in Willingboro near Burlington, then one of New Jersey’s two provincial capitals. With the help of his friends George Croghan and Sir William Johnson, Franklin had acquired thousands of acres of frontier land near Otsego Lake in central New York. The young man at the door was a penurious and ill-educated wheelwright named William Cooper. A month short of his twentieth birthday, Cooper lived across the river in Byberry, Pennsylvania. His intended bride, Elizabeth Fenimore, was the daughter of a prosperous Quaker farmer in Willingboro. Neither man could have known, or would have guessed, that a decade later Cooper would wrest away Franklin’s lands to become a rich and powerful man in an independent American republic.1

			In 1774 young William Cooper knew the ways of gentility and power only from a respectful distance. In eighteenth-century America a fundamental divide separated the genteel, or polite, few from the common many who had to work with their hands as farmers, artisans, sailors, or day laborers. Taking their cue from the hierarchical social order in Great Britain, most colonists conceded that public authority should be exercised by men such as William Franklin, who claimed to be the “better sort.” The phrase referred to an elite who combined superior wealth with polished manners, classical learning, and a reputation for honor and integrity. Colonial leaders presumed, and most common folk accepted, that social, political, and cultural authority should be united in an order of gentlemen. Artisans and common farmers could vote and hold local offices as surveyors of roads or viewers of fences—offices that bore little honor and no pay but some manual labor. However, it was presumptuous for any man without the attributes of gentility to seek the more prestigious and lucrative public offices at the county or provincial level, as sheriffs, justices, judges, assemblymen, and councillors. Gentlemen also enjoyed privileged access to immense grants of frontier lands that augmented and perpetuated their interests and estates. To obtain title to new farms, common colonists had to pay wealthy speculators, who had exploited their political connections to secure vast tracts on the frontier from royal governors and their councils. In Otsego the would-be settler had to buy land from a William Franklin, George Croghan, or Sir William Johnson. Settlers’ payments to landlords reinforced the inequality of wealth and power.2

			Cultural acceptance, rather than formal law, underlay the ideal of genteel authority in eighteenth-century America. For lack of a legally established aristocracy, claims to genteel superiority in America depended on public acceptance. By giving or withholding deference, the public played a key role in defining who enjoyed genteel prestige. An American was a gentleman only if other people, common as well as genteel, publicly conceded that he had crossed—by breeding, education, and acquisition—that critical but subtle line separating the genteel few from the common many.3

			Wealth was necessary but not sufficient for genteel authority. The acquisition of property was the easiest and, usually, the first attainment of the upwardly mobile. The man who achieved new wealth ordinarily lagged in his accumulation of the other attributes of gentility: polished manners, urbane tastes, literary knowledge, and legal sophistication. Indeed, social mobility was vaguely suspect as subversive of a recognized, respected, and stable social hierarchy. The self-made man was vulnerable to the biting epithet “mushroom gentleman”—one who had sprung up overnight from the dung. A man of new wealth needed the approval of those already accepted by themselves and by others as possessing the full range of gentility. Colonists of new wealth hastened to complete their portfolios of genteel ways by retraining themselves to speak, walk, gesture, dress, pose, and think like aristocrats. Prestige and high office rewarded those who succeeded, while those who fell short reaped ridicule. Nothing was considered more foolish, more fit for satire, than the upstart who assumed airs he could not master.4

			Benjamin Franklin had thoroughly reinvented himself as a gentleman to complete his ascent from obscurity and poverty as a journeyman printer in mid-eighteenth-century Philadelphia. He became a wealthy publisher and civic promoter partly through his discipline, genius, and hard work and, partly, by winning the patronage of leading gentlemen, initially in Philadelphia and subsequently in London. His wealth accumulated, Franklin retired from his printing business at age forty-two to cultivate the manners, perfect the learning, and pursue the political and scientific avocations of a benevolent and public-spirited gentleman. Franklin lived lavishly, acquiring a coach, fine clothes, and a circle of powerful new friends. (Years later, during the American Revolution, he would create and perform his new, and politically useful, role as the simple, self-made American.)

			Recognizing the importance of an heir and protégé to his own further ascent, Franklin endowed his son with the means and the attributes of gentility. William Franklin grew up accustomed to the wealth, education, and genteel patrons that his father had won through persistent effort and performance. A private tutor, a classical academy, and the law school of the Middle Temple in London completed young Franklin’s education in the knowledge and manners of gentility. Father and son toured England and the Continent, received everywhere by gentlemen of learning and power. Pushed forward by his father, William caught the eye of Lord Bute, the British king’s principal adviser, who arranged the young man’s appointment as the royal governor of New Jersey in 1763. The appointment was a tribute both to William’s promise as a courtier and to his father’s ascent to gentility. A dozen years later, when William clung to the British cause during the American Revolution and broke with his father, it became apparent that Benjamin had been all too successful at making an aristocrat of his son.5

			The Franklins’ success was rare and remarkable for the mid-eighteenth century. The social mobility of ambitious tradesmen and farmers into positions of wealth and prestige had been more common in the preceding century, when society had been more fluid, populations smaller, and the economic opportunities greater. During the middle decades of the eighteenth century, the colonies became more crowded, stable, and stratified—more like the mother country. This “Anglicization” gradually concentrated wealth and high office in the hands of an increasingly class-conscious elite. The consolidation of a gentry class inhibited the access of common men to property and power. Although the middling order of yeomen farmers and master artisans remained conspicuously large and prosperous relative to its counterpart in England, there was a gradual but pronounced trend toward social polarization. Growing numbers of poor men and women spent their entire lives as laborers, seamen, cottagers, or tenant farmers without any power or much property. Given the social trends, in 1774 it seemed impossible that a young wheelwright would become wealthy and powerful at the expense of the royal governor of New Jersey. But over the ensuing decade the American Revolution would challenge the gentry’s power throughout the colonies and unravel the estates of the particular gentlemen who claimed Otsego. By the mid-1780s Cooper had accumulated enough property and connections to seek wealth and leadership in the new American Republic by bidding for control of the Otsego Patent.6

			ASCENT   [image: ]

			
				William Cooper began life in social obscurity in a provincial corner of the British empire. Born December 2, 1754, in a log house in Smithfield (now Somerton), on the outskirts of Philadelphia, he was the third child and second son of Hannah (Hibbs) and James Cooper, a Quaker farmer of limited means (“exceedingly poor,” according to one account). William’s early education was almost entirely manual; he never learned to write grammatically or to spell consistently. In 1789 he apologized to a correspondent: “P.S. Thee will at all times be Pleasd to excuse bad Spelling as I was Never Larnt to write nor Cypher but have taking [them] up my Selfe.” Surviving letters from his brothers indicate that they enjoyed more schooling; apparently James and Hannah Cooper did not regard William as their most promising or favored son. None of his three brothers and four sisters prospered, and all but one eventually relied on William’s charity—evidence of just how remarkable his own ascent was.7

			By the time he turned seventeen, Cooper had three brothers and four sisters—too many for all to inherit a share in the small family farm. A Cooper family tradition maintains that as an adolescent he quarreled with his father and ran away from home to become a wheelwright. Either as a runaway or by his father’s placement, Cooper became an apprentice and then a journeyman wheelwright in Byberry, a northern suburb of Philadelphia on the heavily traveled road heading northeast toward Trenton Ferry and New York City. His prospects seemed bleak in 1776, when he first appeared on the Byberry tax rolls as a wheelwright without any taxable property. Making and repairing wagons and their wheels was hard, dirty, backbreaking work—no genteel business and no path to riches. Although wanting in material assets, Cooper displayed a bold self-confidence. Impatient with the constraints that birth and circumstances had initially placed on his own prospects, he acted quickly and decisively, insisting that first impressions “were always the best.”8

			Tall, strong, and a bit stout, William Cooper had a powerful physical presence and a winning personality. His bright eyes and rich, melodious voice also commanded attention. In describing Marmaduke Temple, James Fenimore Cooper remembered his father as “of a large stature” with “a fine manly face, and particularly a pair of expressive, large blue eyes, that promised extraordinary intellect, covert humour, and great benevolence.” Despite his lack of schooling, William delighted in playing with words; he loved to banter, to tell stories and jokes, to compose and sing songs, and to write funny or sentimental poems. Hearty, gregarious, talkative, generous, humorous, and charming, he made friends easily. In 1786 a Philadelphia merchant affectionately addressed Cooper as “Friend Billy.” His generous bonhomie shines in the note he sent to his friend John Porteous in 1798: “My dear Friend,…I am building a Large house. When done I will have all my old friends for one week to warme it. At the Head of the list [stands] John Porteous whos friendship and Generosity, I have so often Experienced and who will always be considered as the best of men by his Friend, William Cooper.” One day, almost twenty-five years after his father’s death, James Fenimore Cooper passed an old house that had belonged to a family friend. He wrote, “I enjoyed this walk exceedingly. It recalled my noble looking, warm-hearted, witty father, with his deep laugh, sweet voice and fine rich eye, as he used to lighten the way, with his anecdote and fun.”9

			Cooper began his ascent from poverty on November 13, 1774, by marrying Elizabeth Fenimore, the daughter of a well-to-do Quaker farmer. Surviving documents indicate neither how nor when the couple met. Family tradition maintains that Richard Fenimore opposed his daughter’s marriage to so poor and young a husband, which would explain their civil ceremony (Quaker practice required parental approval for a couple to marry within the unity). Two weeks shy of his twentieth birthday, Cooper married unusually young; he was more than a year short of the legal age when young men could first make binding contracts for themselves; he was two and a half years younger than his bride. She came from a much wealthier family. In 1774 her father was the second richest taxpayer (of sixty-eight) in Willingboro Township, located on the southwestern edge of Burlington City. He owned 500 acres and twenty horses and cattle—an especially large and prosperous farm for such an old (first settled by English folk in the 1670s), fertile, and populous county. It could not have reassured Elizabeth’s father to hear his new son-in-law declare “that he was poor and she must shift for herself.”10

			Richard Fenimore may have soaked his anger in alcohol. In August of 1775 (nine months after the marriage), the overseers of the Burlington Monthly Meeting charged Fenimore “with taking strong drink to excess, with prophane Swearing and other reproachful Conduct for which they have unsuccessfully treated with him.” Finding him “in a situation unfit to be spoke with,” the overseers were “discouraged by his disorderly conduct from paying him another visit.” But it is also possible that Richard Fenimore’s personal crisis had long been simmering and perhaps accounted for Elizabeth’s haste to leave his household.11

			Whatever her other attractions, Elizabeth Fenimore’s potential inheritance would have been alluring to a penurious and ambitious young wheelwright—especially as she had no brother to serve as a Fenimore male heir. Richard Fenimore had to anticipate passing on his property to a grandson born to one of his three daughters. It is suggestive that Elizabeth and William married suddenly and without parental approval within a week of her sister Rachel’s more orderly marriage within meeting to John Heaton. Had William Cooper applied his considerable charm to persuade Elizabeth that they could and should win a race to provide a grandson? If so, William and Elizabeth did win, as they quickly conceived a son, born on August 12, 1775—exactly nine months after their marriage—and named Richard Fenimore Cooper. In any event, Richard Fenimore did favor his first grandson and namesake with the largest bequest of land given in his will drafted in April 1789.12

			At first the new couple, their son, and then their first daughter, Hannah (born in 1777 and named in honor of both their mothers), lived in Byberry, where William continued to ply his trade. About 1778 the Coopers moved to Willingboro and began to draw upon the Fenimore estate. Apparently mollified, Richard Fenimore seems to have given William Cooper at least 168 acres at a crossroads three miles southwest of Burlington City. Rather than farm the land or set up there as a wheelwright, William Cooper established a store and probably a tavern and developed a small commercial hamlet of a dozen buildings that he dubbed Coopertown—a little forerunner of his New York venture. Not satisfied with his ascent from wheelwright to country storekeeper and real estate developer, Cooper gambled that he could also succeed at the more competitive, but potentially more lucrative, mercantile business of Burlington City, the trading center for the county. By the spring of 1782 he had moved into the city and established a store.13

			Founded by English Quakers in 1677 and dominated by their descendants, Burlington had the look and feel of an old, entrenched community. Described in 1788 by a visitor as “a pretty little town,” it had a grid of streets laid out around the axis of two broad main streets—High and Market—intersecting at right angles. The main streets were flanked by tall, thick shade trees, small shops, narrow brick town houses, and the occasional mansion of a weighty Friend or Anglican gentleman. Wooden fences enclosed neat gardens. The public buildings included two substantial Quaker meetinghouses, an Anglican church, library, market house, and courthouse. More than a century old, Burlington differed markedly from the rough new settlements proliferating two hundred miles away to the north and the west.14

			Although an economic satellite of the international entrepôt of Philadelphia, Burlington was an important regional trading town. Consisting of about two hundred houses, it was the largest urban center in New Jersey. The surrounding countryside was fertile and dotted with the substantial barns, sheds, houses, and fences of prosperous old farms. Burlington County was proverbial for the quality of its cheese and its pork. The farmers carted their produce and drove their livestock into the city to dicker with the merchants in the central market, located at the juncture of Market and High streets. In their riverside warehouses the traders assembled cargoes and packed them into flat-bottomed riverboats for shipment twenty miles down the Delaware to Philadelphia’s merchants, who exported the valley’s surplus to market in Europe and the West Indies.15

			Another family tradition insists that William Cooper early rebelled against his Quaker heritage and was expelled by his monthly meeting for nonattendance. The records of the Byberry Preparatory Meeting and its superintending Abington Monthly Meeting are mute; they contain no references to William Cooper, either as a member or as a recusant. Nor did he ever join the Meeting in Burlington. He came of age at a time when many young Quakers found the world more alluring than the rigorous adherence to a plain style demanded by the increasingly separatist Quaker meetings. It seems that Cooper settled into a halfway status as a “wet Quaker”—one who occasionally attended weekly meetings for worship but did not submit to the monthly and quarterly meetings for discipline; one who preserved some aspects of the plain style while adopting many of the fashions and manners of the secular world.16

			Certainly, much in William Cooper’s colorful character and worldly behavior violated the plain principles of his parents’ faith. His boisterous delight in wrestling and horse racing put him at odds with the Quaker aversion to activities that did not “improve the time.” His playfulness with words clashed with the Quaker determination to avoid all trifling conversation in favor of the plain truth spoken without ostentation. Contrary to Quaker precepts of orderly caution in business, William Cooper sold alcohol as a storekeeper, accepted and tendered paper money; and was careless in his record keeping, maddeningly slow to pay many of his debts, and recklessly bold in his land speculations. Later in life, after he became rich and moved to Cooperstown, Cooper ignored Quaker teaching by pursuing a political career, by acquiring slaves to serve as domestic servants, by sending his sons to college, and by erecting an impressive mansion.17

			Uninterested in spirituality, William Cooper did not participate in the meditative Quaker search for the Inner Light. He praised religion only as it benefited the social morals and material prosperity of a community, and he detected God only as the creator of the material world and its natural laws. Reluctant to name God, Cooper spoke of the Supreme Being as his senior partner in the work of settling and developing the frontier. “I…hope I shall be kept within the Bounds of Providential feer [of He] whome I Look too as the finisher of all my workes,” he remarked in 1789. In A Guide in the Wilderness, Cooper described his deist’s epiphany at Niagara Falls: “before this majestic image of eternal power, the soul is fixed in awe and reverence—the voice of a companion is irksome—self is forgot—full of the idea of Almighty power—though terrible, delightful—sense dwells upon the image—thought wanders obscurely after something which it cannot grasp, and the beholder is lost in exstacy as I am in description!” A thorough materialist, Cooper often insisted that he believed only what he could see, measure, and buy or sell. A confirmed utilitarian, he quickly shook off the sublime impact of Niagara Falls to calculate: “That most attractive and gratifying object of human curiosity, the falls of Niagara, would of itself create a thoroughfare, and the product of the tolls on the turnpikes and canal-gates would raise a revenue sufficient in a very short time to requite the undertakers.”18

			He never belonged to a church, very much like Marmaduke Temple, whom Mrs. Holister charges with “carelessness about his sowl. It’s nather a Methodie, nor a Papish, nor a Prasbetyrian, that he is, but jist nothing at all.” When visiting Philadelphia, Cooper frequently called on Henry and Elizabeth Drinker, pious and prestigious Friends, for breakfast, dinner, supper, tea, or a night’s lodging—but only once did he accompany Henry Drinker to a Quaker meeting. Sometimes Cooper was publicly indiscreet about his doubts, leading his political rivals to charge atheism and blasphemy. In 1796 a foe insisted, “The man who rails at religion, ought not to enjoy our confidence. Is it not notorious, that Judge Cooper said to some people who he saw coming out of a house of worship—That he would sooner see them come out of a whore-house?”19

			Despite his early rejection of Quaker authority and Quaker spirituality, William Cooper remained a Friend in many of his ways and values. Like Marmaduke Temple, Cooper was “quite the quaker in externals.” He favored dark colors, especially black, in his clothing. In 1793, despite having become a politician and slaveowner, Cooper still thought of himself as a Friend, for when called upon to swear to an affidavit, he insisted on the alternative of affirming—“being one of the people called Quakers,” the court clerk recorded. In his correspondence, until the mid-1790s, he numbered the months and days to avoid their pagan names, and he signed himself “Friend Cooper.” In letters and speech he often used thee and thou, very much like Marmaduke Temple, who “when much interested or agitated,” spoke “the language of his youth.” He disliked religious establishments and spoke out against war, and he sought utilitarian knowledge that would make men happier and more prosperous. Although (like Marmaduke Temple) he kept a few slaves, in 1792 Cooper praised an antislavery pamphlet sent to him by Benjamin Rush: “I am still quaker Enuff to Esteem the Christian Spirit it manifest in the writer and have no Doubt in the next generation that Plan will be adopted.” Late in life, while founding a new settlement in northern New York, Cooper took along a book by William Penn, the Quaker founder of Pennsylvania: “Penn’s [book] I Read myself almost dayley. Nither Solon nor Lycurgus was greater than he.” But Cooper admired Penn’s Quaker benevolence and paternalism as the leader of settlers rather than his Quaker spirituality as a seeker after salvation.20

			William Cooper remained “quaker Enuff” to enjoy the patronage and partnership of wealthy and prestigious Quakers, known as “weighty Friends,” who economically and culturally dominated Burlington. To succeed in his own mind, William Cooper had to impress the weighty Friends who valued material accumulation if it also benefited the community. Successful as a storekeeper, he accumulated civic responsibilities and important friends. According to his store ledger listing the credit accounts of six esquires, Burlington’s leading men frequented Cooper’s store. Beginning in 1783 Cooper served on three criminal trial juries and one grand jury—further marks of his acceptance as a substantial citizen. In the summer of 1787 he played a leading role in a meeting of Burlington merchants convened to protest a new state excise tax. In 1786-87 he won a seat on the City Council, and he was the overseer of the poor in 1787 and 1788. Cooper had risen from poverty to assume public responsibility for those still in need.21

			His family also grew over the course of the 1780s. In 1778 William and Elizabeth Cooper moved to Burlington with two young children—three-year-old Richard Fenimore and one-year-old Hannah. During the next eleven years the Coopers celebrated the births of eight children but mourned the early deaths of three. Born on March 7, 1779, Ann Cooper soon died. Twins Isaac and Abraham followed on May 6, 1781, but only the first survived infancy. On February 24, 1784, another daughter assumed the name Ann and, as the longest lived of the children, kept it for the next eighty-six years. Elizabeth gave birth to another set of twins on January 4, 1786—a girl and a boy; one took her name and the other assumed her husband’s. The daughter soon died, but William Jr. survived childhood. Two more sons followed, Samuel in May of 1787 and James, the future novelist, on September 15, 1789 (he did not add the middle name Fenimore until 1827).22

			Elizabeth bore an increasing burden as the births and deaths mounted, a burden compounded by her husband’s frequent and prolonged absences in pursuit of his distant land speculations. William departed for central New York to secure the Otsego Patent in the depth of winter just days after Elizabeth gave birth to her second set of twins—and about the time one of them died. When we get a little clearer picture of Elizabeth in the 1790s, she is a profoundly unhappy woman. Her alienation and morbidity may have their roots in the burdens and traumas of the preceding decade. William Cooper’s life during the 1780s is a narrative of increasing success in the public sphere; Elizabeth Cooper’s story—virtually lost to us—is far more private and far less happy.

			BOOKS   [image: ]

			
				The Library Company of Burlington, the town’s preeminent social club and cultural institution, played a critical role in William Cooper’s ascent. Founded by weighty Friends and wealthy Anglicans in 1757, the Library Company was the seventh oldest subscription library in the colonies. The charter members had included William Franklin and several members of the Smith family—the weightiest Friends in Burlington. Cooper secured membership in January 1780, when he was twenty-five years old. That admission was a critical watershed in Cooper’s life, demarking his subsequent pursuit of gentility from his previous life of hard labor and limited prospects. As a member Cooper became familiar with the town’s most prestigious and best-read men, and he gained access to the worldly knowledge contained in 1,400 volumes written by “the most highly approved antient and modern authors.” Worth in excess of £500, the collection was far too large and expensive for any one citizen of Burlington to own. The directors promised that the library gave “young people an opportunity of becoming acquainted with the sentiments of those great men in all ages, who have been celebrated for their learning and abilities, of storing their minds with ideas, which through life may be highly serviceable to them, and it affords a rational entertainment to all.” The member would “not only improve the mind, but mend the heart.” Beginning with his £3.13.0 admission fee and continuing by dues of ten shillings a year, Cooper bought access to the books and networks necessary for his gradual reinvention as a gentleman. Virtually uneducated when he came to Burlington, Cooper used the Library Company as his school to cultivate the knowledge, mores, and manners of a William Franklin and a Richard Smith. The circulation records indicate that he early read, and later returned to, The Preceptor: Containing a General Course of Education, Wherein the First Principles of Polite Learning are Laid Down in a Way Most Suitable for Trying the Genius and Advancing the Instruction of Youth—a sign that Cooper was a purposeful reader seeking a crash course in gentility.23

			The Library Company’s circulation records survive for Cooper’s first nine years as a member, documenting his increasingly ambitious program of self-education. As a reader Cooper began slowly, checking out only six volumes in 1780, ten in 1781, and seventeen in 1782. Thereafter, he picked up the pace, withdrawing forty-two volumes in 1783—more than the combined total of his first three years. He became the Library Company’s most diligent reader, appearing on most Sunday afternoons, the one time in the week when the library opened (see Table 1). During the period 1783-1788 Cooper averaged forty-six volumes a year. By March 7, 1789, when the surviving circulation records break, Cooper had withdrawn a total of 319 volumes—a major effort for a man who began with bare literacy and who, at the same time, had to meet the increasing demands of his growing family, expanding store, and complicated land speculations. Yet no other member read so much so quickly. He must have burned a lot of midnight oil and skimmed much that he checked out. Cooper was in a hurry to catch up to the well-educated gentlemen who dominated the civic, economic, and cultural life of Burlington.24

			A 1748 novel by the Scotsman Tobias Smollett, The Adventures of Roderick Random, had a special appeal to Cooper. It was one of the two books he checked out on his first day as a member, and it was the only novel that he withdrew twice, returning for it seven years later. Bawdy, earthy, and sometimes scatalogical, Roderick Random was considered coarse, low, and indecent by highbrow, moralizing critics. It was certainly a long march from the exemplary, pious biographies read by orthodox Friends. Consequently, the novel suggests the common bedrock of Cooper’s taste as he began to expand his mind. In the eighteenth century novels offered readers a vicarious opportunity to experience the tests of achieving and preserving gentility. Cooper may have readily identified with the protagonist and narrator, a penurious but persistent young man alienated from his family and obliged to make his way in a world preoccupied with money. Rendered vulnerable to hypocrites by his early poverty, Random becomes obsessed with acquiring and counting money. He wins friends and patrons by dint of wit and reading: “logick I made no account of; but above all things, I valued myself on my taste in the Belle Lettre, and a talent for poetry, which had already produced some morceaus, that brought me a great deal of reputation. These qualifications added to a good face and shape, acquired the esteem and acquaintance of the most considerable people in town.” William Cooper could have said exactly the same of his tastes, talents, and progress in Burlington during the 1780s. Random’s ultimate ascent to gentility and wealth would have reassured Cooper, then in such suspense at the prospects of his own risky speculations.25

			Cooper’s priorities can be measured by comparing the distribution of his readings with the proportion of titles in the categories defined by the Library Company’s catalog. For example, Cooper checked out 10 volumes of novels—3 percent of the 319 volumes he withdrew over the course of the decade; according to the catalogue, novels accounted for 4 percent of the library’s overall holdings. In other words, Cooper read novels in a proportion roughly representative of their distribution in the library. What categories did Cooper concentrate in? Over the decade he read disproportionately in “Voyages and Travels,” “Poetry,” and “Polite Literature, or Belles Lettres.” His preferences followed closely the example set by the fictional Roderick Random. Conversely, Cooper especially neglected “Miscellanies and Drama,” “Physic, Philology, Arts & Sciences,” and “Sermons and Divinity” (see Table 2).26

			His selections reveal a worldly mind engaged in a conscious effort to transcend his provincial origins and outlook. Cooper sought that borderland where the imaginative and the tangible intersected, where a narrator conducted the mind’s eye to alien places that were ostensibly real but distant in space and time from Burlington. Preferring rich description to weighty analysis, Cooper avoided anything abstract, theoretical, metaphysical, or spiritual—especially the library’s extensive collection of sermons and religious commentaries. Even his rare and tentative forays into the religious literature attest to the limits of his interest; twice he checked out the Bible, indicating that he did not own the ubiquitous book of eighteenth-century America. Reading selectively even within his favorite categories (such as “Voyages and Travels”), Cooper borrowed neither the Journal of the Reverend John Wesley nor Rev. George Whitefield’s Voyage from Georgia to Gibralter.27

			During his first five years (1780-1784), he concentrated on books that quickly and easily widened his comprehended world in space and time, reading mostly histories, biographies, and travelogues (see Table 3). These books vicariously transported the former wheelwright and rustic Quaker to Louisiana and Siberia, South America and Hungary, Barbados and Greenland, Persia and Scotland, England and Arabia, Sweden and Gambia, Germany and Kamchatka, Senegal and Russia, Switzerland and Lake Superior, ancient Rome and the court of Louis XIV—places he had never seen and would never visit as a body. Eager for concise and diverse samples, he especially liked multivolume compilations of biographies, histories, and travels: Horace Walpole’s Anecdotes of Painting in England, with Some Account of the Principal Artists (1762), John Hackett’s Select and Remarkable Epitaphs, Lives, &c., John Campbell’s Lives of British Admirals, and Other Eminent Seamen (1744), the Biographia Britannica; or the Lives of the Most Eminent Persons who have Flourished in Great Britain and Ireland From the Earliest Ages Down to the Present Times (1747), Thomas Birch’s The Heads of Illustrious Persons of Great Britain; with their Lives, and Characters (1743-1751), Thomas Salmon’s Modern History, or Present State of All Nations (1739), and Tobias Smollett’s Compendium of Voyages (1757). Preferring narratives of ostensible facts to avowed fictions, he initially read few collections of poetry, fewer novels, and no plays. The aging and Anglocentric nature of the library’s holdings also shaped Cooper’s reading. He withdrew mostly volumes published in Great Britain a generation earlier; he read almost nothing published after 1780 and next to nothing published in the United States. There was an old-fashioned, backward-looking quality to the gentility that Cooper acquired as a reader in Burlington on the fringes of the cosmopolitan world ruled by London’s example.28

			After 1784 Cooper broadened the range as he escalated the volume of his reading. Although he continued to withdraw many histories, biographies, and travelogues, they assumed a smaller proportion of his overall reading as he turned primarily to “Poetry” and “Polite Literature, or Belles Lettres” (see Table 3). In poetry his taste ran to epic rather than to the romantic or the sublime. Cooper especially loved Alexander Pope’s vivid translations of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, checking out one or the other (or both) on no less than thirteen occasions over a six-year period. In “Belles Lettres” Cooper doted on Jonathan Swift’s Collected Works, reading and sometimes rereading seven volumes, and he made a disciplined march through the back volumes of The London Magazine, from 1734 through 1782. On forty-seven occasions he withdrew at least one, and usually two or three, volumes of The London Magazine. He returned to some volumes, especially for the late 1770s and early 1780s, three, four, even five times. He read no other work with such diligence and frequency, as if it uniquely contained the master key to gentility. As a smattering of brief, diverse pieces of satire, criticism, poetry, sketches, and travels, The London Magazine perfectly suited Cooper’s eclectic and impatient ambition as a reader.29

			In part the shift in Cooper’s reading after 1784 reflects both an exhaustion of his favorite travel and history books and a continuing maturation of his abilities as a reader. But it is probably not accidental that Cooper’s turn coincided with his ambitious acquisition of the Otsego Patent in 1785-86. Thereafter he had more reason to believe that he could claim gentility if his mores and manners could but keep pace with his increased wealth. In mid-decade Cooper became a more ambitious reader as he began to feel that his acquisition of a genteel mind was at once more feasible and more urgent.

			Cooper’s peculiarly diligent and increasingly ambitious reading bemused his fellow members. Noting the striking contrasts between his humble origins and his lofty ambitions, between his boisterous manners and his genteel reading, the members bestowed joking sobriquets that the librarian began to enter next to Cooper’s name in the circulation records. On June 19, 1784, he became “Sir William Cooper, Knight and Baronet.” In subsequent entries he was “Cooper the Learned,” “Counsellor Cooper,” and “William Cooper, Esq.”—all spoofs of a man who was neither a knight nor learned, neither a lawyer nor (yet) a squire. No other member was so honored with nicknames in the records during the 1780s, indicating that they deemed Cooper a unique and colorful character. The joking titles grew more frequent and elaborate immediately after he secured the Otsego Patent and probably boasted to his friends in Burlington of his cunning exploits at the controversial auction. One entry dubbed him “Sir William Cooper, Lord Proprietor.”30

			The sobriquets hint at inside, shared jokes of the sort that accumulate around someone adept at poking fun at himself and others, someone at once popular and a bit laughable. But at the same time the members showed growing confidence in Cooper’s abilities and integrity. They elected him one of their ten directors in 1786 and their treasurer a year later. As treasurer he collected their dues and paid for the candles, firewood, house rent, and the librarian’s fee.31

			However, no sooner had Cooper secured the respect of the other members than he began to neglect his duties as treasurer, missing four of the five Library Company meetings held in 1788. His absence was especially inopportune because that year the company erected its own building on a city lot donated by Joseph Bloomfield. For want of their absent treasurer, the Library Company had to rely on a special committee to supervise expenditures and construction. Cooper also missed the spring meeting in 1789, when the Library Company elected a new treasurer, Robert Smith. At the same time Cooper became sloppy with the borrowed books, incurring his first fine at the end of 1787 and two pointed (and unusual) rebukes in the circulation records for 1788. He returned one volume of The London Magazine with a missing cover and a second that had been “basely abused.” Cooper’s absences and carelessness probably both stemmed from his increasing preoccupation with his newly acquired lands in distant upstate New York. In a small way his neglect as treasurer and subscriber prefigured a repetitive pattern in his life: time and again he would take on more responsibility than he could manage, disappointing those who expected too much from him. Eager for approbation, he found it difficult to say no when prestigious men entrusted him with too many responsibilities.32

			POLITICS   [image: ]

			
				During the 1780s Cooper also received a political education in Burlington. He became a leading citizen in a Quaker community that had opposed the recent American Revolution. In general, colonial Quakers had prospered within the British empire, and they believed that it was their duty to avoid war and to accept and obey existing authorities as divinely established. In particular, Burlington’s leading men saw no reason for revolution, because they were so prosperous and influential under New Jersey’s colonial regime. Along with Perth Amboy in the east, Burlington served as one of New Jersey’s two colonial capitols. An oligarchy, primarily composed of learned and weighty Friends (especially the Smiths), dominated the politics of Burlington City and County. Burlington’s elite controlled New Jersey’s colonial assembly through an alliance with Gov. William Franklin and the leading gentlemen of Perth Amboy. Moreover, the Quakers and their Anglican allies disliked and distrusted the Yankee and Scotch-Irish Presbyterians who were the most zealous revolutionaries. Remaining under the relatively tolerant British empire seemed preferable to living in an independent republic run by bigoted Presbyterians who had, in the past, persecuted Quakers.33

			The revolutionaries regarded the Quakers either as covert Loyalists or as selfish hypocrites unwilling to shoulder their share of the dangers and costs to secure American liberties. In New Jersey and Pennsylvania the Whigs jailed Quaker leaders, confiscated Quaker movable property in lieu of taxes and militia service, and disenfranchised Friends by requiring voters, jurors, and officeholders to take oaths of allegiance to their state and to the Continental Congress. The war’s physical destruction briefly came to Burlington in December 1776, when Hessian troops temporarily occupied the town; the Quaker town fathers were willing to collaborate, but Whig gunboats in the river cannonaded the town, damaging its buildings and obliging the Hessians to withdraw. Whig militia then landed to harass and plunder suspected Loyalists among the townspeople.34

			During the 1780s the revolutionary contest persisted at Burlington County’s polling places every October. The Quaker and Anglican oligarchy of Burlington City struggled to regain, and Whig militiamen to retain, control of the county’s annually elected sheriff, county clerk, governor’s councillor, and legislative assemblymen. Reviving their colonial practices, the Quaker-Anglican party tried to dominate the clerks and inspectors who determined who could vote and who would be rejected as unqualified. The Whigs countered with armed intimidation of their opponents and enforcement of the oaths that disenfranchised the wartime Loyalists and neutrals. Although a majority in the state, Whigs were a minority in Burlington County. Rare in and around Burlington City, the Whigs abounded in the smaller, poorer, and more isolated towns on the county periphery. Declaring their opponents to be Loyalists, the Whig militia officers justified intimidation as necessary to counter their foes’ “great Ambition to…Rule what they have in Vain attempted to Destroy.” It was “as necesary in Peace to Guard against the private, as it was in War against the declared Enemies of our Country.” In 1782 and 1784 the Quaker-Anglican party controlled the ballot boxes and won the elections, whereas armed Whigs intimidated the opposition to prevail in 1783 and 1785. The Quaker-Anglican party finally triumphed in Burlington County in 1788, after the state legislature eliminated the oath of allegiance as a qualification to vote.35

			In 1789 Burlington’s Quaker-Anglican party asserted its renewed control of the county, as part of the Federalist coalition that triumphed in New Jersey’s first congressional campaign. Disgusted by the anti-Loyalist and paper-money policies of the state of New Jersey, Burlington’s leaders welcomed the stronger federal government promised by the Constitution of 1787. In 1789 New Jersey’s voters chose their four congressmen at large, rather than from individual districts. The Federalists counted on western New Jersey’s voters to overcome the strong lead that the Antifederalist candidates built in the eastern counties. The Federalists shrewdly exploited the election law, which stipulated that the polls should open on February 11 but left the closing date to the discretion of each county’s clerks and inspectors. In Burlington County the Federalists controlled the ballot box and did not close the polling until March 4, three weeks after it commenced. By prolonging and controlling the polling in Burlington County, the Federalists overcame the early Antifederalist lead built in the eastern counties. They swept their entire congressional slate into office over the outraged protests of their outwitted opponents.36

			William Cooper got caught up in these contentious elections, almost certainly on the side of the Quaker-Anglican party. His name appears on both of the Burlington County voting lists that survive for 1783 and 1787. A Quaker-Anglican protest petition listed Cooper as one of the witnesses who could describe the intimidation practiced by the Whigs—evidently because he was one of the Quaker voters forcibly debarred from voting by the militia in 1783. Cooper was present in Burlington in February of 1789, but the evidence does not indicate whether he played any role in that campaign. However, his close friend and associate Richard R. Smith, the son of Richard Smith, was a Federalist clerk of the election. Moreover, there was no reason for an ambitious young Quaker to buck both the town fathers and the overwhelming majority in the county in order to support a slate associated with the hated Presbyterians of eastern New Jersey. At the Burlington elections of the 1780s, Cooper saw that victory went to those who enlisted the greatest number of leading gentlemen and those who physically controlled the polling places. During the 1790s in Otsego he would practice the political arts he had learned in Burlington during the 1780s.37

			OPPORTUNITY   [image: ]

			
				In the mid-1780s Cooper’s modest success in Burlington as a local land speculator, city storekeeper, and active citizen whetted his ambition. He remained alert to promising speculations that might elevate his fortune and standing into the top ranks of American society. As a leading member of the Library Company, Cooper became familiar with several men who, as shareholders in “the Burlington Company” had speculated in frontier lands in central New York. He learned that they owned a mortgage on the “Otsego Patent,” a potentially valuable but legally tangled tract of 29,350 acres located beside Otsego Lake at the headwaters of the Susquehanna River. Acquisition of such a substantial tract in the path of the westward migration of New Englanders could enrich whoever obtained title and retailed farms to settlers. However, the Burlington Company faced daunting competition from rival claimants, including William Franklin, the former royal governor who had fled newly independent America for exile in England. Despairing of untangling the web of conflicting claims that clouded their title, the elderly members of the Burlington Company were prepared to sell their shares to a younger, more vigorous aspirant. Intrigued by the opportunity, William Cooper rode northward to investigate the Otsego country of central New York in the fall of 1785.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			VISIONS

			
				Leave to Caesar the boast of having destroyed two million of men; let yours be that of having cut down two million of trees. He made men disappear from the fruitful soils where they were born; your labours made a new and happier race appear where none before had been.

				— William Sampson, to William Cooper, 18071 [image: ]

			

			IN THE FALL OF 1785 WILLIAM COOPER first saw the land around Otsego Lake that would make him wealthy, powerful, and famous. Journeying northward, he left behind the well-settled landscape of prosperous farms that surrounded Burlington. He crossed New Jersey and ascended the Hudson River to Albany, the jumping-off point for the new frontier settlements to the north and west. Turning westward, Cooper ascended the broad but shallow and fast-running Mohawk River. Reaching the town of Canajoharie on the south bank, he left his boat and mounted a horse. Heading southwest, he rode uphill through a dense forest along a tortuous path filled with rocks, stumps, roots, mud holes, and fallen trees. A year earlier another traveler had characterized that route as “the worst road in the world, all hills and marshes, mud up to the axles of the wagons.” Cooper crossed the watershed between the Mohawk valley to the north and the many small tributaries that ran southwest to gather into the Susquehanna River, which flowed southward toward Chesapeake Bay. Passing through the frontier village of Cherry Valley, he approached his goal, “the rough and hilly country of Otsego, where there existed not an inhabitant, nor any trace of a road.”2

			The work of water and ice on former mountains, Otsego was a land of lofty, rolling hills set amidst fast-running streams at an elevation that varied from 1,000 to 2,000 feet above sea level. It had been scoured and gouged by the glaciers that advanced toward the south when the earth had cooled during the last Ice Age, then melted in their retreat back to the north when the planet warmed again about 12,000 years ago. The retreating glaciers left a landscape of elongated hills and ridges pointing from the northeast toward the southwest and rounded on their tops. As the glaciers retreated vegetation reclaimed the land, eventually covering the hills and valleys with a thick forest of tall trees. Copious rainfall, in excess of forty inches annually, poured over the land and filled rapid streams, which cut deep valleys between the hills and ridges as they flowed southwestward and fell into the Susquehanna River. “The whole Country is well watered by Creeks, Brooks & Springs,” remarked one visitor. Beginning in Otsego Lake, the Susquehanna was, for its first twenty miles, a narrow and crooked stream obstructed by dead, fallen trees. Thereafter the accumulated tributaries gradually widened it into “a broad shoal river, usually made up of long stretches of slack water and short rapids.” Shad could ascend from the ocean every spring to spawn and die in the lakes (until men dammed the river). Because the streams carried off the precipitation so rapidly, Otsego had few and
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