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Generations pass while some tree stands, and old families last not three oaks.
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine waking up one morning to learn you had won the lottery. You are informed that the jackpot is $10 billion. You, the sole winner, have become the richest person in the world! The lottery officials tell you that you will receive all of the prize money in one lump sum, tax free, that morning. As a condition of receiving the money, you must never give away any of it to charity.

A close approximation of this unlikely event occurred an astonishing number of times during the Gilded Age, that heady time from the end of the Civil War to the turn of the century, the height of the Industrial Revolution in the United States, when great fortunes were made and spent overnight in a way that had never been seen before and will probably never be seen again.

The nation’s first great industrial fortune was won by the Vanderbilt family, and for a while this family could claim the title of the richest in the world. Subsequent fortunes surpassed it, but by then great wealth was decried. The unique opportunity that confronted the members of this particular family was the freedom to use their fortune just as they damned pleased, to create whatever reality they wanted, to give free rein to their every impulse without any sense of the social responsibilities that great wealth confers.

For the Vanderbilts lived in a day when flaunting one’s money was not only accepted but celebrated. What may have started as playacting, as dressing up as dukes and princesses for fancy dress balls in fairytale palaces, soon developed into a firm conviction that they were indeed the new American nobility.

The bits and pieces of history that chronicle the four-generation saga of the Vanderbilt family are scattered everywhere like a broken string of pearls: in wills and court transcripts, letters, memoirs, journals, newspaper clippings, magazines, scrapbooks, photographs, and auction catalogs. But nowhere is that curious combination of magnificence and absurdity that was the Gilded Age more palpable than in the great country homes that still stand today as monuments to their dreams and fantasies: Idlehour, Marble House, The Breakers, Biltmore, Florham. These country estates were not just bigger or more ornate than other millionaires’ mansions. They rivaled the most magnificent country houses of England and the châteaus of France that had been passed down to titled descendants, generation to generation, since the Middle Ages. They were built to become precisely the American equivalent of these Old World palaces, great ancestral homes that would proclaim for centuries, for all time, the prominence of the Vanderbilts.

But it did not work out that way. Far from becoming ancestral homes, these monuments to limitless wealth, built for eternity, were hardly used for a lifetime. None was occupied by the next generation.

These great estates were but the family’s country retreats, built after the Vanderbilts had achieved social prominence. Their main residences on Fifth Avenue in New York City were designed to so startle the world with their size and splendor that they would secure the family’s preeminent position of social leadership. Dominating the prime real estate of what was even then one of the greatest cities of the world, the ten Vanderbilt mansions that lined Fifth Avenue were examples of epic extravagance. Yet these homes, too, failed to become the family seats their builders had envisioned. One by one, the Vanderbilt mansions on Fifth Avenue fell to the wrecker’s ball, their contents to the auctioneer’s gavel. The first of these Fifth Avenue mansions was completed in 1883, the first was demolished in 1914, and by 1947 every one had been broken to rubble.

This fabled golden era, this special world of luxury and privilege that the Vanderbilts created, lasted but a brief moment. Within thirty years after the death of Commodore Vanderbilt in 1877, no member of his family was among the richest people in the United States, having been supplanted by such new titans as Rockefeller, Carnegie, Frick, and Ford. Forty-eight years after his death, one of his direct descendants died penniless. Within seventy years of his death, the last of the great Vanderbilt mansions on Fifth Avenue had made way for modern office buildings. When 120 of the Commodore’s descendants gathered at Vanderbilt University in 1973 for the first family reunion, there was not a millionaire among them.

What had happened? What had gone wrong with the Vanderbilts’ plans to found a family dynasty? There is no easy answer. The ratification in 1913 of the Sixteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which gave Congress the power to tax incomes; rising property taxes; the imposition of estate taxes; the Depression; the fecundity of a family: All splintered the fortune. But taxes, depressions, and reproduction had posed no burden to the establishment of other family dynasties founded in the same era. The most recent listing in the Forbes Four Hundred of the richest people in the United States includes three Fords, with combined fortunes of over $1.5 billion; five Rockefellers holding net assets of over $3 billion, with another $2 billion spread among the rest of the family; and twenty Du Ponts, worth a total of $5 billion, in addition to another $2 billion held by other family members.

What happened to the richest family in the world is a remarkable story that no novelist would dare invent. What began as that peculiarly American dream of rags to riches—in this case, the dream of a Staten Island water rat who turned his ambition and energy, his frugality and hard work into an astounding fortune—became for the Commodore’s descendants an unusual nightmare as they discovered what they could do with the money and what the money could do to them. If ever Scott Fitzgerald needed evidence to substantiate his aphorism that “the very rich…are different from you and me,” it was here in spades in this portrait gallery of extravagant crazies that is the unique saga of the Vanderbilt family.

Today, you can wander through some of the remaining architectural relics of this other world, these homes of baronial opulence whose extraordinary lack of human proportion and perspective says so much about the Gilded Age, and listen to the echoes of the past. What did you think, Alva, as you were building Marble House? Did you think that the world you created would go on forever, that the ball would last past dawn? As they sat in the quiet of the upper loggia of The Breakers and watched the sun rise over the ocean, what dreams did Cornelius and Alice Vanderbilt dream? What was the power of the dream that led to the creation of their “summer cottage’? Did this bizarre monument to a fortune make them happy? How did it feel to be rich enough to build Biltmore, that 250-room French Renaissance château set on 146,000 acres in the hills of Asheville, North Carolina, a house so large, its proud architect noted, that the surrounding mountains “are in scale with the house”? What was it like to have more money than anyone else?

The Fifth Avenue mansions, alas, are long gone. But today, if you stroll down Fifth Avenue and if the light is just right and you half close your eyes, you might spot a red carpet being unrolled from the door of a limestone château down the steps to the curb, watch as a burgundy Rolls-Royce stops in front and guests walk up to the door flanked by maroon-liveried footmen, and hear coming from inside the faraway sounds of an orchestra.
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THE COMMODORE

1794–1877

1.

That Wednesday morning, May 10, 1876, reporters from every New York City newspaper gathered in front of the townhouse at 10 Washington Place, waiting for some sign that eighty-two-year-old Cornelius Vanderbilt, the Commodore as he was called, had passed away.

During the last few days, no one had seen the aging millionaire at any of his favorite haunts. He had not come to his office to oversee his railroad empire. He had not driven his fine team of trotters in the warm spring afternoons while nursing a tumbler of gin laced with sugar. He had not gone to the Manhattan Club for an evening game of whist. Something was wrong. Something had happened.

All morning, the reporters paced up and down Washington Place, a fashionable street until the city’s elite had begun moving up Fifth Avenue. Some ate sandwiches and drank beer. Others played cards. Now and then, one would leave to file a bulletin: The Commodore was dead! The stock market plunged. The Commodore was still alive! Wall Street rallied.

Finally, Frankie, the Commodore’s ravishing thirty-seven-year-old wife, invited the reporters to come in, leading them over threadbare rugs to the large parlor. As they milled about, admiring a bust of the Commodore, and an oil painting of the Commodore in a road wagon driving his favorite team, and the small solid-gold model of one of the Commodore’s steamships, a voice roared down from the upstairs hall, spewing forth a string of obscenities mixed with a message for the reporters:

“I AM NOT DYING!”

The house shook. The reporters froze.

“The slight local disorder is now almost entirely gone! The doctor says I will be well in a few days! Even if I was dying,” the voice bellowed, “I should have vigor enough to knock this abuse down your lying throats and give the undertaker a job!”1

It was vintage Vanderbilt. The reporters quickly departed, convinced the richest man in the world was alive and obviously well.

Alive, yes, but not feeling very well. After the reporters left, the Commodore summoned Dr. Jared Linsly, his physician for the past forty years.

“Doctor,” he told him, “the devil has been after me.”

“Well, don’t let him catch you for if you do, you will not be Commodore Vanderbilt any longer for Commodore Vanderbilt never suffered anybody to catch him!”2

“Doctor, if all the devils in hell were concentrated in me I could not have suffered any more. I want you to make a thorough examination of my case. I think I have neglected myself too long already. I have difficulty in urination, the efforts being protracted and painful. I have hernia and I have piles.”3

He was also suffering from chronic indigestion, he told his elderly physician, accompanied by excessive belching and flatulence.

After examining him, Dr. Linsly advised the Commodore that the difficulty in urination, which was causing the excruciating pain, was the result of an enlarged prostate gland. And what had caused that? the Commodore asked his doctor.

“The authorities considered it might be due, either to stricture, gonorrhea, horse-back riding or excessive sexual intercourse,” Dr. Linsly answered. “It drives the victim of it into venereal excesses; it produces a species of lascivious mindedness; this is what the authorities give as the tendency of that disease.”4

Well, that explained a lot. The Commodore winked at his doctor and asked no more questions about the cause of his troubles. Now all he had to do was get better. He told Dr. Linsly that he “and the Lord were fighting the devil, and were going to whip him.”5

Every day, Dr. Linsly stopped by to visit. When the crusty Commodore was in pain, he lashed out at his physician in terrible fits of temper. “Has the old Doctor come?” he yelled to Frankie. “Is the old Doctor here? Is the old granny here yet?”6 “Blatherskite!” he exploded as Dr. Linsly entered his bedchamber, hurling his favorite epithet for anyone the Commodore considered a dolt. “Bloxhead!” Do something for the pain!7

Uneducated, barely able to read (if a letter was longer than a paragraph or two, he would throw it down in disgust and have his clerk read it to him), superstitious, the Commodore believed in mysticism and the occult and, much to Dr. Linsly’s dismay, was willing to try anything suggested by anyone promising a cure. Believing they were “health conductors,” he even had four pans of salt placed under the four posts of his bedstead, just as a spiritualist advised.

The Commodore had frequently told his friends that he never made a business decision without advice from the spirits, so it was not surprising that now he summoned mediums to his aid.

“I have a communication from your dead wife,” a spiritualist murmured to him during a seance in his darkened bedchamber.

“I don’t care for that now,” the Commodore snapped. As long as he had made contact with the other side, he wanted to take full advantage of the practical aspects of the opportunity. “I want to know about the price of stocks,”8 he told the medium. “Business before pleasure. Let me speak with Jim Fisk.”9 He was clearly feeling better.

The spiritualist obediently conjured up the wraith of his deceased business rival, who began forecasting the prices of railroad stocks. Not agreeing with the predictions he was hearing, the Commodore argued with the spirit, until the medium convinced him he was interfering with the communications from the other world.

Reporters, Wall Street operators, doctors, and occultists were not the only ones interested in the state of the Commodore’s health. His ten children had grown old waiting for this moment. His oldest child was sixty-one; his youngest, forty. Now, like vultures, they swooped around 10 Washington Place, consumed by the vision of picking over his sumptuous estate. The Commodore was not keen to see any of them, for when they entered his room, each one inevitably asked about his will.10 He told them he “had done the best he could for all” in his will and that if he had made a hundred more wills he could not make a better one.11 When he refused to see them, these birds of prey would gather in an adjoining room and, scared to death of the sick old man who was their father, peek through the crack in the open door, staring, waiting.

He felt especially indifferent toward his eight married daughters. They were all right as women went, but, he complained, “they are not Vanderbilts. They do not bear the name of Vanderbilt.”12 One of his daughters had sold her house and given her father the money to invest for her. After he had doubled it, he refused to give any back to her. “Women are not fit to have money anyway,” he explained.13

And he wanted nothing to do with his namesake, Cornelius, the younger of his two sons. Two or three times a day, Corneel would stop by the house, asking to see his father.

“Your son Cornelius is downstairs and wishes to see you,” a servant would tell the Commodore.

“Where is he?”

“In the reception room.”

“Well let him stay there! Why does he come down here? He ought to stay home in Connecticut; he has no business here. I don’t want to see him. Go down and tell him not to come in here again while I am living, or after I am dead.”14

Only fifty-five-year-old William, his older son, was permitted to enter the Commodore’s room unannounced when he stopped in to see his father twice a day.

When Dr. Linsly told the Commodore he was well enough to see all of his children, the Commodore responded in a sudden rage, “No, damn them, they are all bastards but Bill.”15

Alone in the large, sunny second-floor room at the southeast corner of the house, propped up in his bed in the middle of the chamber where he could gaze out the window or at his safe in the corner, the Commodore dozed and dreamed, drifting in and out of consciousness.

Fantastic recurring visions disturbed the octogenarian’s sleep. He felt himself falling, falling to the bottom of the sea. Only the full power of one of his old steamships, the Vanderbilt, was able to pull him slowly to the surface. In another dream, he had a vision of a roadway shaped like a horseshoe stretched around his bed. At one end of it gathered a large number of his acquaintances, his business associates and rivals from his steamship and railroad days. He traveled with them along the road around his bed, watching as on occasion one of them walked to the edge of the road and dropped off, never to be seen again. Several times during the journey he recalled going to the edge of the road and coming back again, and then continuing on. Now he felt he was standing on the edge once more. He could not tell in what direction he would go.

2.

His journey had begun sixty-six Mays before, on a sunny day on Staten Island when he was about to turn sixteen.

Cornelius had been born on May 27, 1794, in a small farmhouse at Stapleton, Staten Island, a stone’s throw from the waters of New York Bay. He was the fourth of nine children. His mother, Phebe, was a bright, shrewd woman of English ancestry who was the head of the family. She once saved the family farm from foreclosure by opening the grandfather clock in the kitchen and pulling out $3,000 she had squirreled away. His father, Cornelius, was descended from Dutch farmers who had come to the New World from the village of De Bildt, in the highlands of Holland, and settled near Brooklyn, moving to Staten Island in the early 1700s. Plodding and lazy, he supported his large family with some farming and fishing.

A big, healthy, vigorous boy, young Cornelius had no patience for school. He roamed the waterfront by the hour, watching sailing ships from all over the world tack back and forth through the Narrows as they approached New York Harbor and the island of Manhattan, hazy on the horizon. By the age of eleven, he was spending all his time working with his father around the waterfront farm and, whenever he was allowed, helping him sail his periauger—a heavy two-masted barge constructed like those that were used on the Dutch canals—as he took loads of hay, farm crops, fish, and an occasional passenger over to Manhattan, five miles across the Narrows. Cornelius could barely read or write, let alone multiply or divide, but he had mastered the channels and kills around the islands, and knew the ways of the currents and tides and the wind upon the water.

On that first day of May in 1810, a few weeks before his sixteenth birthday, Cornelius announced to his mother that he was running away to sea. His mother protested: He was too young; he was needed to work in the fields and to help his father bring the produce to market. Phebe Vanderbilt knew her son well enough to sense that he did not really want to run away to be a sailor; he was negotiating. What he truly wanted was a boat of his own so he could become a boatman on New York Harbor. After a while, they struck a deal: If Cornelius successfully completed what seemed an impossible task, his mother would loan him $100 to buy a boat.

“On the 27th of this month is your birthday. If by that time you have ploughed, harrowed and planted that field with corn,” she said, pointing to an eight-acre tract that had never been cultivated, so full of rocks and stumps was its poor soil, “I’ll give you the money.”

“It’s a bargain. I’ll do it.”

“No boat if you don’t do it.”

It seemed like a good deal to both of these tough traders.

“All right. I understand; and I’m going to do it.”

He did. His mother went to the grandfather clock in the kitchen and counted out one hundred old dollar bills. “Mother thought she had the best of me on that eight acre lot,” he recalled many years later, “but I got some boys to help me, and we did the work, and it was well done, too, for mother wouldn’t allow any half way of doing it. On my birthday I claimed the money, got it, hurried off, bought a boat, hoisted sail and was the happiest boy in the world.”16

What dreams and visions swirled through his thoughts that warm spring day as he took the tiller and hauled in the sail and felt his flat-bottomed periauger, which he named the Swiftsure, buck through the waters of New York Bay!

With boundless energy and ambition, Cornelius went to work. The tan, six-foot teenager, broad-shouldered and strong, with a shock of sand-colored hair and bright blue eyes that squinted from the sun on the bay, soon became a familiar sight on the waterfront, as he hustled for business, racing the other ferryboats back and forth to the Battery. The boatmen laughed at this eager kid, who swore and cursed like an old sea dog as he poled his scow across the waters of the harbor. They nicknamed him Commodore in jest, but the moniker stuck for life. Tough, boisterous, profane, he earned a reputation for being fair and, above all, capable and reliable. Whatever the weather, whatever the winds, passengers could count on Cornelius Vanderbilt’s periauger being first to the city, whether he sailed it or, if the wind died down, poled it.

By his next birthday, he had ferried enough passengers at eighteen cents a trip (a round trip for a quarter) to repay his mother the $100. And since he was still a minor, he turned over to her his profits for the year—$1,000—a rather satisfactory return on her wise investment.

A year later, during the War of 1812 when the British fleet blockaded New York Harbor, Cornelius’s business boomed. He transported workmen and building supplies to construct fortifications and won a contract to carry provisions to the six military garrisons around the harbor and the Narrows. When he had a few spare hours, he brought food down from farms on the Hudson River and sold it from his boat to the starving city. He promptly bought an interest in two other periaugers with his profits.

At the age of nineteen, Cornelius married his eighteen-year-old neighbor and cousin Sophia Johnson, the daughter of his mother’s sister, on the evening of December 19, 1813. To Cornelius, Sophia was more than a woman, more than a wife. Quiet, plain, a prodigiously hard worker, Sophia in his eyes was as good as an employee, a servant, a slave, someone willing to labor endless hours to further his consuming ambitions. Early the next morning after the wedding, he was back down at the docks waiting for passengers.17

At the end of the war, Cornelius bought a condemned flat-bottomed schooner from the government for $1,500. His decrepit vessel was the first to arrive at the oyster beds of Chesapeake Bay at the start of that year’s harvest. Loaded dangerously full of oysters, it was the first to return to New York City. The profits from that one cargo paid for his schooner. This was better than ferrying passengers at eighteen cents a trip! He put his periaugers under the supervision of a friend and concentrated on the coastal trade, carrying cargoes of oysters, watermelons, whale oil, and shad, and trading cider and beer with the ships anchored in the bay. Frugal Cornelius did not fritter away his money like other boatmen. By 1818, at twenty-four, he had saved $9,000 and owned interests in several periaugers and coasting schooners.

Like most of the boatmen who worked in New York Harbor and on Long Island Sound, Cornelius had no use for the awkward, newfangled steamboats that emerged after Robert Fulton’s remarkable feat in 1807 of running his Clermont up the Hudson, against the current, from New York to Albany, at a steady four miles an hour. But when his income suddenly dropped because a steamboat outran his periauger between Staten Island and the city, he was clever enough to foresee that this new mode of transportation—“b’ilers,” he always called them, for the steam boilers that powered them—was the wave of the future. In 1818, he sold his schooners, put his father in charge of his periaugers, and, to learn all about this modern method of transportation, began working for Thomas Gibbons, who owned a small steamboat.

A wealthy sixty-year-old Georgian attorney and plantation owner, Gibbons had purchased a summer residence in Elizabeth, New Jersey, and, as a hobby, had acquired a little steam ferry, the Bellona. It ran from Elizabethtown Point up the Raritan River to New Brunswick, completing the transportation network that brought passengers from New York City to Elizabethtown Point and, once they had been taken along the river to New Brunswick, overland by stagecoach from New Brunswick to Trenton and then across the Delaware River to Philadelphia.

Gibbons agreed to pay Cornelius Vanderbilt sixty dollars a month, plus half of the profits from the ship’s bar, to serve as “captain, pilot and engineer.”18 In addition, Gibbons agreed to give him a run-down wayside inn, Bellona Hall, located right at his New Brunswick landing. Cornelius put his wife in charge. Sophia went to work with a vigor equal to her husband’s, cleaning and fumigating the old structure and running a tavern that became known for its good food and courteous service.

Sophia had her hands full at Bellona Hall. Not only did she do all the cooking and cleaning and serving, but she was also raising several young children, and more often than not was pregnant with her next. Between 1815 and 1839, she gave birth to thirteen children. The older ones helped around the inn as soon as they were able, carrying travelers’ bags and waiting on tables. Frugal, parsimonious, downright miserly, her husband never gave her a penny for the children’s necessities. Sophia fed them, sewed their clothes, and bought them shoes with money she earned at the inn.

Once he had learned the tricks of operating a steamboat, Cornelius was no longer satisfied with taking the Bellona up and down the Raritan estuary, and began running Gibbons’s steamboat as a ferry from Elizabethtown across the Kill Van Kull and New York Bay to the Battery. The trouble was that this run was illegal: Robert Fulton and Robert Livingston had secured a monopoly to operate steamboats on New York waters from the New York legislature. Not only did Cornelius Vanderbilt begin running Gibbons’s steamboat on the same route without any authorization from the monopoly, but he also cut his rates from the four dollars the monopoly was charging to one dollar a trip, covering his losses by raising the price of food and drink at the steamboat’s bar.

Day after day, every day for two months, the New York monopoly sent out constables to arrest him. He outwitted them every time. His passengers loved the thrill of watching him challenge the law. One time he left his crew in New Jersey and tied up at the New York wharf with a woman at the helm while he managed the engine belowdecks. On many occasions he hid in a secret closet he had built in the steamer’s hull. One day as he was preparing to pull away from the New York wharf, an officer came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. Cornelius spun around. “Let go the line!” he ordered his men.19 The officer, afraid of being carried away to the New Jersey side where he, in retaliation, would have been imprisoned, jumped ashore.

This cat and mouse game might have continued indefinitely had not Aaron Ogden, another New Jersey steamboat owner who had purchased a license to run steamboats between Elizabethtown Point and Manhattan from the monopoly, sought an injunction against Thomas Gibbons to prevent him from running his line. The New York courts upheld the monopoly. Gibbons appealed to the United States Supreme Court, where Daniel Webster argued his cause, challenging the constitutionality of the monopoly. In deciding this case of Gibbons v. Ogden, Chief Justice John Marshall established the principle that only Congress had the authority to regulate commerce on the navigable waters of the United States, a landmark decision that helped build a unified nation and a national economy, and that, incidentally, helped Cornelius Vanderbilt become an independent steamboat operator.

In the eleven years under Vanderbilt’s management, the Gibbons line had grown from the twenty-five-ton Bellona, running up and down the Raritan River, to seven three-story steamboats of two hundred tons each, working the New York-New Brunswick run as well as a new line on the Delaware. By 1829, thirty-five-year-old Vanderbilt had saved $30,000 and wanted again to be working for himself. He sold Bellona Hall, moved his family to a modest house on Stone Street in Manhattan near the Battery, bought one of the older steamboats from the Gibbons family, and set off on his own, immediately slashing his rates for the New York-Philadelphia run. The other steamboat operators blanched. He was, of course, bluffing; he was competing with established lines that easily could have outlasted any rate war this upstart chose to commence, but everyone assumed that the Gibbons fortune was still behind him, an assumption that he did nothing to dispel and quite a bit to encourage. Before long, several lines joined together and paid him handsomely not to compete on their route.

With his steamboat, his new extortion capital, and his limitless ambition, Cornelius Vanderbilt was quite happy to shift his operations to the Hudson, establishing a line from the city up the river to Peekskill. Here he came up against another grasping, sharp-witted young man, Daniel Drew, who had made himself some money driving cattle from the Hudson and Mohawk valleys to New York City. It was Drew’s scheme to salt the feed of his herds and deprive them of water until just before they reached the city, when he would let the cattle drink their fill, thus adding to their weight, and his profits, when he sold them to unsuspecting purchasing agents in Harlem. Seeing how much money steamboat operators like Cornelius Vanderbilt were making, Drew decided to see what he could do. He acquired a small steamboat, the Water Witch, and launched a competing line. Vanderbilt immediately cut his rates. The Water Witch lost $10,000 in its first season.

“You will soon fail in this business,” the Commodore warned Daniel Drew. “You don’t know anything about running boats. You know a good deal about judging cattle. That’s your line. Boats is my line. You don’t understand it.”

Drew responded by cutting his rates.

“Do you think, Commodore, that I understand the steamboat business?” Drew asked him some weeks later.

“I don’t think anything about it, Uncle Dan’l. You do.”20

The Commodore thereupon purchased the Water Witch to eliminate a pesky competitor whom he was beginning to admire as an equally ruthless operator.

So began a strategy that the Commodore would follow throughout his career: cut rates, drive away the competition (or sell out), raise rates, cut service, cut expenses (he never insured his boats, and life preservers were never considered a necessary safety precaution), raise profits. It was a winning strategy.

Vanderbilt took on the powerful Hudson River Steamboat Association, a consortium of steamboat owners that controlled the route up the Hudson River from New York to Albany. He immediately cut the fares for the twelve-hour run aboard his two steamboats from three dollars to one dollar, and then to ten cents, and finally to nothing. Free passage for all! (The price of meals was increased.) Vanderbilt’s People’s Line, as he called it, was obviously losing money, as was the Hudson River Steamboat Association, which had been forced to cut its rates to the bone, though the association, with many more steamboats, was losing money faster. After prolonged negotiations, Vanderbilt was delighted to agree to leave the Hudson River for ten years. For being so amenable, he was paid $100,000 on the date the agreement was signed, and $5,000 a year for the next ten years.

On a warm hazy day in September of 1609, the Half Moon, a small ship owned by the Dutch East India Company under the command of Henry Hudson, had poked along “the River of the Steep Hills,” exploring the broad waters of the Tappan Zee, sailing past the Catskills up to Albany, trying to locate the fabled Northwest Passage to the riches of Cathay. Two centuries later, the Hudson River, which had frustrated the Dutch East India Company, yielded up its riches to a young Dutch entrepreneur, the Commodore. Now being paid not to operate a New York-Philadelphia route and a New York-Albany route, the Commodore established lines on the North River, the East River, the Connecticut River, around Long Island Sound, up to New Haven, Hartford, Stonington, New London, Providence, Newport, Boston; south along the coast to Washington, Charleston, Havana. By the 1840s, when he was in his mid-forties, he operated a fleet of more than one hundred steamboats, which employed more men than any other business in the country. The Commodore was now worth several million dollars.

3.

This steamship millionaire was difficult to ignore yet even more difficult to accept. It was hard to know what to make of this rough-hewn character, perennially dressed in an out-of-style costume consisting of a long frock coat, high collar, and luxurious white cravat, with top hat, cane, and cigar. (He always carried his cigars loose in a side pocket rather than in a cigar case. “When I take one cigar out of my pocket, my friends don’t know whether there are any left,” he explained, and therefore he never had to share them.21) Henry Adams wrote that the steamboat king was “not ornamental” and “lacked social charm.”22 Adams was exceedingly charitable. When the Commodore was invited to the home of one of the city’s leading families, his startled hosts discovered that he used atrocious grammar, interlaced his talk with the profanity of the wharves, always had a plug of Lorillard’s tobacco in his mouth, expectorated a stream of tobacco juice on his hostess’s rugs, and pinched the bottoms of whichever of the pretty maids caught his fancy. The Staten Island water rat never received a return invitation to the same home. Polite society banished him.

Spurned by the social elite of New York City, he returned to Staten Island when he was forty-five, the local boy coming home after making his fortune. On a tract of land on the farm where he had grown up, he built a mansion with a commanding view of the bay and the flags of his fleet. It cost $27,000. With a Grecian facade set off by six enormous fluted columns, entered through a front door in whose colored glass was etched the outline of his favorite steamer, the Cleopatra, revealing an interior decorated with mantelpieces of Egyptian marble, plate glass from France, and a grand staircase with carved mahogany rail, the Vanderbilt mansion became the great house of Staten Island. Here the Commodore received the respect and accolades he needed.

The Commodore had built his fortune by his single-minded devotion to business. Other than as captive workers, his wife and ten living children were extraneous to his life.

His first three children, Phebe Jane, Ethelinda, and Elizabeth, shared a tragic flaw: They were girls, and would marry and no longer be Vanderbilts.

His fourth child and first son, William, born on May 8, 1821, at Bellona Hall, was a disappointment, too. He did not have the Commodore’s sturdy frame and robust constitution, or handsome appearance. Heavyset, slow, and clumsy, Billy had a large head; the features of his broad Dutch face were coarse, his complexion red and rough, his eyes small and dull. He often squinted. He looked slow-witted, and so his father concluded that he was.

The Commodore had a choice collection of epithets he barked at his son whenever something went wrong. “Blatherskite!” he would yell. “Sucker! Stupid blockhead! Chucklehead! Beetlehead!” Terrified of his apoplectic father, William never spoke back to him. “I never saw William resent any of the many ill-natured speeches of his father,” a friend noted many years later. “He would call him a blatherskite and a sucker; that word sucker was a very common epithet with the Commodore. William said nothing, and took it with meekness, whiningly. Well, there was a falling down of his jaw, peculiar to him, and a peculiar noise of a whine without words,”23 This meek subservience further infuriated his father.

When Billy was twelve, the Commodore sent him to the Columbia College Grammar School, where his dogged, plodding work confirmed his father’s belief that there was little hope for the boy. At eighteen he left school and the Commodore placed him in Daniel Drew’s new brokerage house, Drew, Robinson and Company, in the financial district of New York. Uncle Dan’l paid young Billy a salary of $150 a year.

The next year, Billy informed his father that he was going to marry. Although the Commodore had wed Sophia when he was nineteen, he believed his son was too young and too weak to marry and raise a family. It was bad enough that the woman he had chosen to be his wife, Maria Louisa Kissam, was poor, the daughter of a clergyman of the Dutch Reformed Church. Even worse, his son was poor. How did he think he would support himself on the pittance Uncle Dan’l was paying him?

“What are you going to live on?” the Commodore demanded of Billy.

“Nineteen dollars a week.”

“Well, Billy, you are a fool, just as I always thought!”24

If there was one person harder to work for than his father, it was Daniel Drew. Night and day, Billy pored over the books, adding columns of figures, learning his trade. Three years later, Drew offered him a partnership in his brokerage house. The Commodore assumed that his son would spend the rest of his life seated on an accountant’s stool, but Billy declined Drew’s offer. His health had been broken by three years in the counting house; not surprisingly, with a father like the Commodore and a boss like Uncle Dan’l, he was suffering from chronic dyspepsia. Billy’s doctor advised him to move to the country.

Blatherskite! What could the Commodore do with such a disappointing son? He certainly wasn’t about to give him a job with his steamboat lines; Billy was too dumb for that. The Commodore told a friend that “Billy was good for nothing but to go on a farm.”25 He bought him a worn-out seventy-acre farm on Staten Island near New Dorp, between the old Moravian church and the bay, with a small two-story house and attached lean-to kitchen, gave him an allowance of $3,000 a year, and sent him into exile.

One day Billy went to see his father. He needed manure to use as fertilizer to improve the sandy, barren soil of his farm. He knew his father would never give him the horse manure from his Fourth Avenue stables since he was selling it to other farmers. So Billy offered to buy the manure for four dollars a load.

The Commodore was delighted. Billy’s offer was well above the going price of manure. What a blockhead! He shook hands with his naïve son; a deal, after all, was a deal.

The next day down at the docks he saw his son with a scow piled high with manure, ready for the trip across the bay to his Staten Island farm.

“How many loads have you got on that scow, Billy?” he asked him, already multiplying the number of loads he thought were aboard by the four dollars he would make on each load.

“How many?” William asked. “One, of course! I never put but one load on a scow.”26

A worker who was at the docks and overheard the conversation remembered that “the Commodore wa’n’t no gret hand to stan’ around, and I never seen him stan’ so long before as he stood that afternoon on the dock, looking at that scow goin’ across the harbor.”27 The Commodore was speechless, grinning with a new pride in his son who had just pulled one over on him. Maybe there was something to that blatherskite after all.

After carefully surveying his land and weighing his options, Billy decided that he would have to buy more acreage and make substantial improvements to the farm to make it pay. The land and improvements would, of course, cost money, something that he didn’t have, but of which his father had a surfeit. William complained to his friends about his father’s treatment of him, telling them that “the old man treated him harshly,” that he had asked the old man for money and been refused, that the old man was niggardly toward him and it was hard work to get money out of him.28 He dreaded the scene he knew would ensue if he asked his father to loan him money for the farm, so he had a friend intercede on his behalf. When the Commodore was approached, his answer was very simple: no. So Billy mortgaged his farm and used the $6,000 he received to buy surrounding acreage and to purchase the equipment he needed.

The Commodore was furious when he learned what his son had done, telling a friend that he could not believe William would do such a thing. William had “told him he was making $10,000 a year off that farm, now what has he done with that money?”29 The Commodore sent for his son and took him for a drive.

“William, you don’t amount to a row of pins anyway. You won’t never be able to do anything but bring disgrace upon yourself, your family and everybody connected with you. I’ve made up my mind to have nothing more to do with you.”

William was stunned. What had precipitated this latest outburst?

“Didn’t you mortgage your farm for $6,000?” his father asked him.

“I did. I had to do it. The farm required considerable investment and I had no money. My object in life has been always to please you, and I am profoundly grieved to see that I am unable to do so. I can assure you of one thing, and that is, not one cent of this money has been diverted to my personal comfort. The transaction is perfectly businesslike. I engaged to pay the mortgage off at a certain date. I shall do so. I cannot see that I have done anything to be ashamed of.”30

The next morning, the Commodore had delivered to his son a check for $6,000, ordering him to pay off the mortgage that day. “There’s something in that boy, Bill, after all,” the Commodore told his friends.31

Billy often began his day at five o’clock in the morning, setting out for the city and returning to the fields by seven o’clock. He planted crops of timothy, corn, potatoes, and oats for the New York market. Dressed in blue-jean overalls, heavyset Billy rarely did much plowing himself. He hired farmhands and sat on a fence watching them closely during their first day on the job when they tried to make a good impression. Then he required them to do the same amount of work on every succeeding day. None of them ever balked at this or felt that Billy was taking advantage of them. He “was a downright square man,” one of his farmhands who had worked with him for twenty years recalled, “social, reliable, honest, prompt to pay, quick to recognize merit.”32

Possessing those Dutch Protestant virtues of industry, frugality, and sobriety, Billy increased his fields to 350 acres, developing Staten Island’s most profitable farm, and there raised his four sons and four daughters, seeing to it that each received a good education. The Commodore, however, could not have cared less about what his son had accomplished, and never considered offering Billy a position with his profitable steamboat operations. In his eyes, his son wasn’t bright enough to work with him. He belonged on the farm; once a blatherskite, always a blatherskite.

After Billy was born, the Commodore suffered through the birth of four more daughters before Sophia presented him with another son. This boy he named for himself—Cornelius. If Billy was a disappointment, Cornelius Jeremiah was an embarrassment.

Unlike his older brother, Corneel, according to acquaintances, “asserted his rights to his father manfully.”33 This, to a limited extent, the Commodore admired. He often stated that Corneel had more brains than Billy. But those brains could easily get Corneel into trouble with his father, who on occasion became fed up with his defiant son and beat him with a horsewhip. Once, in a rage, the Commodore caught hold of him and tried to hurl him over the banister and down the stairs. Corneel eluded his father’s grasp and fled bareheaded from the house into the woods until things quieted down.

Though Corneel was not strong or handsome—he was tall and lanky and always looked a little undernourished—his intelligence might have carried the day with his father, except for one problem. When he was eighteen, Corneel had his first epileptic seizure, an affliction that his father regarded as an inappropriate weakness for a Vanderbilt, if not a clear sign of mental derangement. (Every so often, the Commodore was seized with guilt, believing his son’s epilepsy to be a punishment for having married his cousin, Sophia.34) When Corneel collapsed in a convulsion, his face twisted and red, his arms and legs jerking violently, his father was convinced that he belonged in a lunatic asylum. “He’s a very smart fellow, but he’s got a cog out,” he would tell his friends.35 “I’d give a hundred dollars if he’d never been named Corneel.”36

To try to make a man out of him, in 1849 the Commodore sent nineteen-year-old Corneel off as a sailor on a three-masted schooner that was rounding the Horn to the gold fields of California. Corneel was sick when he arrived in San Francisco and drew a draft on his father to pay his expenses for a return voyage to New York. Drawing a draft on the Commodore! Never was there a clearer sign of insanity! When his son reached home on November 20, 1849, the Commodore had him arrested and committed to the Bloomingdale Insane Asylum. His records there stated: “Form of mental disorder—dementia. Supported by father.”37 He was discharged from the asylum on February 20, 1850.

The Commodore believed his son would never be able to earn a living on his own, and so gave him an allowance of $100 a month. This, for Corneel, was just a beginning. Realizing that he could never win his father’s respect and that, despite repeated entreaties to give him a chance to show what he could do, his father would never let him work with him, Corneel turned to his wiles to find his way. He bragged to his friends that he could make a living out of the name Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr., and set about showing them how. He talked his way into procuring free passes on his father’s lines and traveled widely. With his name and glib talk and flattery, he borrowed money for gambling from the Commodore’s friends and from complete strangers, writing checks on banks in which he had no funds and forging his father’s name. That he would forge his father’s name and expect him to pay was a clear indication to the Commodore that his son was demented. The Commodore sent word out to all his business acquaintances: “There is a crazy fellow running all over the land calling himself my son. If you come in contact with him, don’t trust him.”38 On January 24, 1854, he again had his son arrested on the grounds of “confusion” and “loose habits,”39 and taken again to the Bloomingdale Insane Asylum. “Mr. Vanderbilt,” Dr. Brown, the director of the asylum, said to Corneel after talking with him a while that evening, “I have received your commitment. I am satisfied that you are no more crazy than I am. You may go home.”40 Corneel left the asylum the next morning and rode to town to get a writ of habeas corpus, since under the terms of the commitment he could be arrested again at any time and sent to another institution. Appearing against him in the court proceedings was brother Billy on behalf of their father. “William told me that he had only had this done to save me from State Prison. I told him that I would rather be considered a damned rascal than I would a lunatic.”41

Corneel could always count on a loan, no questions asked, from his friend Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune. When the Commodore learned that Greeley was lending his son large amounts of money, he dropped what he was doing and hurried to Spruce Street to the Tribune Building, storming up the narrow creaking wooden stairs to Greeley’s office.

“Greeley,” he bellowed, “I hear you are lending Corneel money.”

Greeley raised his head from the high desk at which he was writing and looked at the Commodore. Then he went back to his work, remarking, “Yes, Commodore, I’ve let him have some money.”

“You have, eh? You have! Well, I want you to understand that I ain’t responsible for it, and I shan’t pay you a cent of it.”

Greeley stopped writing, pushed his spectacles up on his forehead, and stared at the Commodore.

“You won’t, eh? Well, who the devil asked you to pay it? I didn’t, did I?”42

He went back to his work, as the Commodore stomped out of the office.

When the Commodore learned that another friend of his had loaned money to Corneel, he was flabbergasted. “Why, I didn’t think you was such a damn fool as to invest your money that way. Now you’ll have to wait for your money until after I am dead, then Corneel will pay you. Corneel has many indiscreet friends and the only revenge I can take is to let you all wait for your money until after I am dead.”43

What, the Commodore wondered, was such a son good for? He had worked in a law office copying papers and then quit. He had worked for a while in a leather business and left. Hoping to see as little of him as possible, the Commodore bought Corneel a ten-acre fruit tree farm—not on Staten Island, but rather in East Hartford, Connecticut.

The Commodore was pleased when at the age of twenty-five, Corneel told him that he was going to marry Miss Ellen Williams, the daughter of a Hartford minister. “I have a divine mission to save that young man,”44 Miss Williams had told her friends in explaining why she had agreed to marry the charming young hustler, and the Commodore believed she could. He had such respect for the young lady that he felt duty-bound to make sure she knew just what she was getting into. The Commodore went to call on her father.

“Has your daughter plenty of silk dresses?” the Commodore asked Mr. Williams.

“Well, my daughter, as I told you, is not wealthy. She has a few dresses like other young ladies in her station, but her wardrobe is not very extensive nor costly.”

“Has your daughter plenty of jewelry?” the Commodore continued.

“No, sir. I have attempted to explain to you that I am in comparatively humble circumstances, and my daughter cannot afford jewelry.”

“The reason I ask you is that if she did possess these articles of value, my son would take them and either pawn or sell them, and throw away the proceeds at the gaming table. So I forewarn you and your daughter that I can’t take any responsibility in this matter.”45

When Corneel came to his father to ask for money to build a house in Hartford for his new bride, his father was adamant. “No, Corneel, youv’e got to show that you can be trusted before I trust you.”

Several days later, Corneel’s wife tried her luck with her new father-in-law.

“How much can you get along with?” the Commodore asked her.

“Ten thousand dollars.”

He wrote a check, advising her to stretch it as far as possible, since there would be no more.

Several months later, she again went to see her father-in-law. The Commodore braced himself, knowing what was coming: a request for more money.

“Well, what now?” he demanded.

“Nothing, papa; only I’ve brought back $1,500. It was more than we needed, and I’ve brought you what’s left.”46

The Commodore could hardly believe it. Corneel had been saved. He raised his son’s allowance to $150 a month, and then $200 a month. But unlike his brother, Corneel was never able to make his farm pay. He continued living well beyond his means, frequenting gambling dens and brothels in Manhattan, borrowing money from professional gamblers, assigning his allowance as security, writing bad checks, landing in debtors’ prison on a number of occasions and depending on his mother to bail him out, until it reached the point that the Commodore would not give Sophia any money, in the belief that she would simply turn around and give it to her wanton son. Finding himself in 1868 with outstanding indebtedness of $80,000 and no assets, Corneel declared bankruptcy.

Faithful wife and tireless worker Sophia fared no better than her children in the Commodore’s eyes.

In the summer of 1846, when the Commodore was fifty-two and Sophia was fifty-one, he fell in love with his children’s comely young governess, the latest of an endless series of dalliances, but the first within his house. It was difficult having Sophia at home, so he sent her on a trip to Canada with one of his daughters. When the beleaguered governess quit, it fell to obedient Billy to secure another buxom maid to fill her position.47 “I’ll find some woman to take her place,” Billy noted. “The old man is bound to fall under the influence of some woman, and I’ll have that woman appointed.”48

While his wife was away, the Commodore was busy indeed. Having decided that he had to be closer to the center of business, he began constructing a four-story brick and brownstone townhouse in New York City at 10 Washington Place, a quiet street between Washington Square and Broadway. Complete with stables in the rear, the house cost the Commodore $55,000. Upon her return, Sophia for the first time in her life stood up to her husband and refused to leave her home on Staten Island and move to the city. The Commodore could not believe what he was hearing. Clearly the poor woman was out of her mind! The Commodore told his children that their mother, who steadfastly refused to leave her friends on Staten Island, was in poor health and “was at the change of life,” which obviously had affected her sanity.49 Against the protests of all his children—all except Billy—he had her committed to Bloomingdale Insane Asylum. When the physicians at the asylum insisted upon her return, Sophia reluctantly gave in once again to the wishes of her domineering husband and left her home on Staten Island.

4.

From his small office on Battery Place, the Commodore watched during 1848 as hundreds of ships sailed from New York, packed with adventurers racing by way of Panama to California, where gold had been discovered in the Sacramento Valley. For hours, he stood examining large colored maps of Central America spread on the table before him. There, smack in the middle of Nicaragua, lay Lake Nicaragua, 100 miles long and 50 miles wide. From the Caribbean, the San Juan River snaked 119 miles to the lake. Between the lake and the Pacific coast lay but 12 miles of jungle. The logic seemed irrefutable. If this route across Central America through Nicaragua was passable, the eager prospectors racing to the gold fields could cut 500 miles and several days off their trip, and avoid the disease-ridden isthmus of Panama. In 1851, the fifty-seven-year-old Commodore organized the Accessory Transit Company, and for $10,000 secured from the Nicaraguan government a charter to cross the country by river and lake.

To test his new route, the Commodore sailed to Nicaragua aboard one of his new large steamships, the Prometheus, with a small steamboat, the Director, in tow. The San Juan River, the natives warned him, was filled with rapids and rocks, boulders, fallen trees, and hidden bars, and was navigable only by dugout canoe. The Commodore took the helm of his steamer and announced that he was going up to the lake “without any more fooling.” One of the men on board remembered that on this first trip “the Commodore insisted upon “jumping’ all the obstacles, and tied down the safety valve, put on all steam, and compelled the little steamer to scrape and struggle over the obstructions into clear water again.”50 What was the matter with these natives? Of course the river was navigable! He arranged for part of the San Juan River to be dredged and for obstacles to be blasted out, for docks to be built at the Atlantic and Pacific ports, and for twelve miles of macadam road to be laid through the jungle from Lake Nicaragua to the Pacific.

On July 3, 1851, the papers advertised “the New and Independent Line for California, via Nicaragua.” Every two weeks, one of the Vanderbilt steamships sailed from New York, headed for San Francisco by way of Nicaragua. It was a horrendous journey of 4,531 miles that took four weeks to complete. Large steamships brought the passengers down the Atlantic coast through the Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean to the mouth of the San Juan River. Smaller iron-hulled steamboats then transported them up the river to Lake Nicaragua. A lake steamboat took them across the lake, and then stagecoaches drawn by mule teams brought them through the jungles to San Juan del Sur, the small port Vanderbilt had built on the Pacific coast, from which another steamship took them up the coast to the gold fields. The trip itself was hard enough; conditions aboard the Vanderbilt ships made it agonizing. A group of passengers who had traveled on his line from California to New York purchased space in the New York Times to vent a number of their criticisms:


There are a few trifling items which we in kindness submit to you as being unworthy of your generally enlarged views and most liberal, humane intentions toward those under your care and protection. For instance, all the meats set before us at our meals were so tainted as to be positively offensive to the smell, and, of course, unfit as food for any civilized creature….Our eyes were never feasted by the appearance of a clean cloth on the table, nor did we, on the voyage…luxuriate upon a clean sheet or pillow case. Not a bathroom on the ship, and a spittoon is not an article of furniture to be found in the establishment. We regret, sir, to mention these little inconveniences as having a tendency toward complaint—yes, even instilling in the minds of passengers a thorough disgust and most perfect contempt toward you, as the controller of the magnificent institution composing this company. In conclusion, our very dear friend, we promise you that we will never burden again your superior steamer Champion with our presence on board; and in preference to another such voyage, we would each get a wheel barrow, carry our provisions on it, and thus plod across the plains back to our homes on the Pacific—and there we will teach our children to revere your name as the most successful, most penurious and most heartless millionaire that ever disgraced our country.51



Those willing to endure these conditions reached California several days ahead of their less stalwart brethren, and for less money. Vanderbilt cut his first-class fare from $500 to $300, eventually reducing the cost of a trip from New York to San Francisco to $50. The line was profitable from the start. His operation carried two thousand passengers a month for nine years, and he made a profit of more than $1 million a year from it.

With the success of his Nicaraguan venture, the Commodore had stashed away a great fortune, and now was just about as rich as anyone, as rich as A. T. Stewart, the department store owner; the Lorillards, who had made their money in tobacco; the Goelets, who owned valuable Manhattan real estate. He was almost as rich as the heirs of John Jacob Astor, the New York City real-estate tycoon. “I have got $11,000,000 better invested than any $11,000,000 in the United States,” he told his good friend Jacob J. Van Pelt in 1853 when he was almost sixty. “It is worth 25 per cent a year and there is no risk on it.” His children would be well provided for if something happened to him. “I have a large family and none of them were brought up to do anything,” he told Van Pelt. “If they have it as I have left it to them they can live on the interest and they will all have plenty as long as they live.”52

Sixty years old. His affairs in order. His children provided for. The Commodore decided to do something he had never tried before. He would take some time off to relax. He left his California route in charge of two trusted directors of his company, Charles Morgan, who had operated a steamship business in the Gulf of Mexico, and Cornelius Garrison, who had established a banking house in Panama during the gold rush, and commissioned a Long Island shipyard to build for $500,000 a 270-foot steam yacht.

The ship was thirty-eight feet amidships, equipped with paddle wheels with a diameter of thirty-four feet, four coal-fed boilers, and two masts for auxiliary sails to help steady it in rough seas. The North Star he called her, the first oceangoing yacht ever built for a private citizen, and in her he would tour the capitals of Europe. As his expedition took shape, the Commodore came to see himself, as did the American press, as something of a diplomat, an example for the European aristocracy of what American businessmen had achieved. “The real character of our people has been misunderstood,” wrote the New York Herald in April 1853, several weeks before the North Star sailed. “What can the Czar of Russia know of our social life—of the general prosperity which prevails throughout the country—of the intelligence and comfortable condition of our industrial classes, and the refinement of those whose enterprise, industry and genius have placed them at the head of the social scale? It is only by personal observation that he and the other crowned heads can obtain a true knowledge of these facts; and though he may not visit us to obtain the required information, yet he will, in a very few months, have the opportunity of seeing one of our most distinguished and wealthy citizens in his own capital….Although it is solely a personal matter, it partakes somewhat of a national character.”53

As befit the yacht of a colossus of capitalism, the North Star was royally outfitted. It had a satinwood-lined grand saloon, rosewood furniture carved in the style of Louis XV and covered with green velvet plush, positioned around a circular crimson-plush sofa that could seat twenty. The walls of the dining saloon were of highly polished marble that glistened like a mirror. Its white ceiling was covered with scrollwork of purple, light green, and gold surrounding medallion paintings of famous Americans: Webster, Clay, Calhoun, Washington, and Franklin. Each of the ten staterooms sported a different color scheme and was furnished with a large French armoire and lace curtains.

To witness his world conquests, the Commodore invited Sophia and his children to accompany him on the grand cruise (Corneel did not receive an invitation; the Commodore did not want to be embarrassed by one of his son’s epileptic seizures) along with six sons-in-law, one daughter-in-law, and one granddaughter, as well as his personal physician, Dr. Jared Linsly, and chaplain, John Choules.

The North Star pulled away from the wharf in the East River at 10:30 on the morning of May 19, 1853. As it passed the shores of Staten Island and the cottage of eighty-six-year-old Phebe Vanderbilt, the Commodore ordered a military salute to his mother, who had made this all possible by loaning him $100 for a periauger years before.54

Burning forty-two tons of coal each day, averaging thirteen knots, the North Star plowed across the Atlantic. Within several days, a routine had established itself. “There was discipline on board that ship, sir,” the Reverend Choules noted. “Each man attended to his own business. The Commodore did the swearing, and I did the praying. So we never disagreed.”55

As would be expected, while everyone attended to his or her own business, the Commodore attended to everyone else’s business. One evening after dinner, he walked up to his thirty-three-year-old son Billy, who was enjoying a cigar on the deck.

“Billy, I wish you would quit that smoking habit of yours. I’ll give you ten thousand dollars if you do.”

“You need not give me money, father. Your wish is sufficient.” And with that, Billy threw his cigar into the sea.56

The Commodore then reached into his side pocket and pulled out a large Havana cigar. Slowly he fondled it and finally lit it, blowing the fine, rich smoke into his obedient son’s face.

Ten days after leaving the East River, the North Star arrived at Southampton, England, greeted by a cheering crowd. England’s aristocracy was curious about this American rustic, but reluctant to get too close. All declined with regret the kind invitation to the banquet to be given in honor of the Commodore on June 13 by Southampton’s merchants and tradesmen. Prime Minister Lord Palmerston remarked diplomatically to a friend that it was unfortunate that a man of the Commodore’s talents had not had more of an education. “You can tell Lord Palmerston from me,” the Commodore responded when this was reported to him, “that if I had learned education I would not have had time to learn anything else!”57

“Trouble is anticipated upon the return of Commodore Vanderbilt,” the New York Herald predicted that summer as the North Star was steaming on from St. Petersburg to Marseilles to Genoa to Constantinople. “It appears that when he agreed to put boats upon the route, the Transit Company contracted to pay him twenty percent of the gross receipts of the Transit across Nicaragua. This payment was made regularly to Mr. Vanderbilt up to the time he left in his yacht for Europe. Since, the Company has refused to make payments to Vanderbilt’s agent, and there is very little doubt but that upon the Commodore’s return, summary measures will be taken to collect his demand.”58 This was a safe prediction.

It did not take the Commodore very long upon reaching New York in September to learn that his agents, Charles Morgan and Cornelius Garrison, had double-crossed him. He penned them a succinct letter, which he published in the papers:


GENTLEMEN

You have undertaken to cheat me. I won’t sue you, for the law is too slow. I’ll ruin you.

C. Vanderbilt59



He organized a new line to California by way of Panama, the People’s Independent Line, and, as usual, initiated a rate war, charging only thirty-five dollars for steerage passage from New York to San Francisco. (“Tor a very small sum passengers will be guaranteed to arrive in San Francisco ahead of the Nicaraguan line,” he promised in his advertisements.60) By September 1854, a year later, Morgan and Garrison had capitulated and paid the Commodore what he demanded, and purchased his ships, including his steam yacht, the North Star, all at the exorbitant prices he set. Within the year, when the price of the stock of Accessory Transit Company dropped due to political unrest in Central America, Vanderbilt bought a controlling interest in the company, got his route back, got his ships back, and threw out Morgan and Garrison. The next year, every other line through Panama agreed to pay the Commodore a total of $40,000 a month not to operate his Nicaraguan line. He was only too glad to enter into this oral agreement to be paid for keeping his ships tied up at the wharf. Shortly thereafter, he came to believe that his withdrawal was worth $56,000 a month to the opposition lines. They quickly saw the wisdom of his reasoning and increased their payments.

By 1862, in the midst of the Civil War, after he had sold the last of his steamships
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