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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation is a cultural biography of merchant banker Stephen Girard that 

explores the origins of the mythology as well as the mechanics of capitalism as it 

functioned on the streets and in the homes of early national Philadelphia.  By tracing 

changes in Stephen Girard’s family, both traditional and improvisational, from the 1770s 

to his death in 1831 and beyond, this project examines how Girard repeatedly capitalized 

on his family to take commercial risks, reinventing what family meant in a transforming 

economy. 

 Telling overlapping stories of Girard’s family and businesses, including trade 

networks reaching from Europe, the Caribbean, and China to the United States, I argue 

that an Atlantic-American culture of capitalism developed at the intersection of the 

family and the market.  Episodes that show the salience and limits of familial bonds in a 

turbulent economy include Girard’s risky commercial strategies during the American 

Revolution that relied on his brother in Saint-Domingue, and tenuous rationalities of the 

market and marriage that collided when his wife supposedly went insane.  After his 

public involvement in Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemics of the 1790s, Girard learned 

that institutions could do the work of families.  Applying this lesson to the national 

political economy, Girard refashioned the Bank of the United States into the Bank of 

Stephen Girard and lent the U.S. Treasury over one million dollars to help fund the War 

of 1812.  Well before his death in 1831, Girard was one of the wealthiest men in the 

nation.  His will altered the shape and flow of Philadelphia, with repercussions for 

inheritance and corporate law through the twentieth century. 
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 By juxtaposing Girard’s personal and public lives, this dissertation integrates 

scholarship on the market economy with that on gender and the family to better 

understand the expansion of a culture of capitalism in the early American Republic.  

Under capitalism, people and relationships were fungible in new and important ways.  In 

telling the story of Stephen Girard, this dissertation follows a central, but overlooked, 

player in the early American and Atlantic economy in order to explain the paradoxical 

relationship between capitalism and liberty. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 MYTHS OF CAPITALISM AND CAPITAL PERSONIFIED 
 

The rich man, who treats poverty with arrogance and contempt, tramples 
upon the ashes of his father or grandfather; the poor man, who nourishes 
feelings of unkindness and bitterness against wealth, makes war with the 
prospects of his children, and the order of things in which he lives. 

- Edward Everett, 1838 
 
 On September 13th, 1838, Edward Everett, Whig politician and orator, delivered 

an address to the Mercantile Library Association in Boston in defense of the tenets of an 

emergent culture of capitalism: accumulation, property, capital, and credit.  In the 

passage above, Everett employed the familiarity of family to discuss the moral economy.  

In the same address, Everett invoked the memory of Stephen Girard, a Philadelphia 

merchant and banker who, at his death in 1831, had been the richest man in the nation.  

Everett applauded Girard as a “great capitalist” and remarked on Girard’s expert ability 

to accumulate capital.  Yet in the same breath he noted that “few persons, I believe, 

enjoyed less personal popularity in the community in which he lived, and to which he 

bequeathed his princely fortune.”  Stephen Girard exemplified the powers and dangers of 

capitalism in the early American Republic.1 

 Capital was cast as both villain and hero in the wake of the financial panics of the 

late 1830s.  Americans struggled with a political economy that promised wealth through 

ever more expansive markets, while such expansiveness and abstraction of value 

threatened to unravel the very fabric of society.  Everett’s defense of capital highlights a 

very real sense of ambivalence towards capitalism at the very moment when many 

                                                 
 1 “Art III. - Accumulation, Property, Capital, and Credit. An Address, delivered before the 
Mercantile Library Association, at the Odeon, in Boston, September 13th, 1838.  By Edward Everett,” The 
Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review 1 (Jul. 1, 1839). 
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historians locate its triumphant birth.2  On that day in 1838, capital needed defending.  

Everett noted that he was “at some loss to account for the odium which at times has been 

attempted to be cast on capitalists.”  He went on to claim that, “It is obvious, that the 

origin of our political communities, and the organization of society among us, furnish no 

basis for a prejudice of this kind against capital,” and that, “Wealth in this country, may 

be traced back to industry and frugality; the paths which lead to it, are open to all.”  For 

most nineteenth-century Americans, however, these virtues of capital were not obvious, 

and paths to success often met dead ends.3  Yet orators, politicians, businessmen and 

historians listened to Everett and men like him who mythologized a system of exchange 

into a culture of capitalism. 

This dissertation is a cultural biography of merchant banker Stephen Girard.  I 

explore the origins of the mythology as well as the mechanics of capitalism as it 

functioned on the streets and in the homes of early national Philadelphia.  In the decades 

following his death, Americans remembered Girard as a “great capitalist,” and narratives 

of his life were printed as examples of what could be accomplished by hard work and 

                                                 
 2 On the ambiguity towards capitalism in Jacksonian America, see John Ashworth, ‘Agrarians’ & 
‘Aristocrats’: Party Political Ideology in the United States, 1837-1846 (London: Royal Historical Society, 
1983).  For the triumphant capitalist approach, see Joyce Appleby, The Relentless Revolution: A History of 
Capitalism (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2010); Appleby, “The Vexed Story of Capitalism Told by 
American Historians,” Journal of the Early Republic 21 (Spring 2001), 1-16; Gordon S. Wood, “The 
Enemy is Us: Democratic Capitalism in the Early Republic,” in Wages of Independence: Capitalism in the 
Early American Republic, ed. Paul Gilje (Madison, WI: Madison House, 1997), 137-153. 

 3 “Art II. - Accumulation, Property, Capital, and Credit.”  An excellent discussion of the nature of 
mythology to which I am referring is in the Prologue and Introduction to Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age 
of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth (New York: Vintage Books, 2001), 
3-8, 11-17.  In her analysis of the “mythology of homespun,” Ulrich explains that, “My purpose is not to 
debunk the sentimental vision of the late nineteenth century, but to trace its origins, exploit its 
contributions, and perhaps in the process explain its persistence” [Ulrich, Age of Homespun, 7].  This 
dissertation has similar goals for the mythology of capitalism and its determined persistence. 
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frugal living.4  The myth persists.  Recently, a pair of historians of early American 

capitalism portrayed Stephen Girard as a “saint.”  Girard was a leading merchant and an 

innovative banker in early national Philadelphia and the streets and schools named after 

him attest to his legacy of benevolence.  These historians, by crediting Girard with the 

birth of investment banking and unprecedented goodwill, paint a portrait of benevolent 

capitalism personified.5  Yet such a view of capitalism neglects the power relationships 

that were characteristic of the economic system of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. 

 Girard was a character to be reckoned with.  When he arrived in Philadelphia in 

1776, just weeks before the Declaration of Independence was signed, he was a twenty-six 

year old French merchant from Bordeaux with little capital or connections.  Although 

landing in Philadelphia was unplanned, Girard was caught in the midst of revolution and 

made the city his permanent home.  Girard’s first two decades of trade were defined by 

                                                 
 4 The editor of the same periodical in which Everett’s speech was published in its first issue, set 
out to narrate the lives of the nation’s most successful and influential men of business to serve as examples 
or models of success.  In 1841, ten years after Stephen Girard’s death, Freeman Hunt published the first of 
several short accounts of Girard’s life, see “Art. V. Stephen Girard,” The Merchants’ Magazine and 
Commercial Review 4 (Apr. 1, 1841), 359; “Girard, the Merchant, and the Man Who Minded His 
Business,” The Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review 39 (Aug. 1, 1858), 269; “Girard, the 
Money-Maker,” The Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review 40 (Jan. 1, 1859), 137; “Anecdote of 
Stephen Girard,” The Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review 43 (Nov. 1, 1860), 654.  Other early, 
full-length biographies include, Stephen Simpson, Biography of Stephen Girard, With His Will Affixed; 
Comprising An Account of His Private Life, Habits, Genius, and Manners; Together with A Detailed 
History of His Banking and Financial Operations For The Last Twenty Years.  Accompanied With 
Philosophical And Moral Reflections, Upon The Man, The Merchant, The Patriot, And The Philanthropist 
(Philadelphia: Thomas L. Bonsal, 1832); and Henry Atlee Ingram, The Life and Character of Stephen 
Girard, Of the City of Philadelphia, In the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Mariner and Merchant, With 
An Appendix Descriptive of Girard College (Seventh Ed. Rev., Philadelphia, 1896).  The Simpson 
biography is fascinating because of his critical tone and his interest in both Girard’s personal and business 
lives. 

 5 Robert E. Wright and David J. Cowen, “7. The Saint: Stephen Girard (1750-1831),” in Financial 
Founding Fathers: The Men Who Made America Rich (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 141-
163. 
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risk and failure in a turbulent world of Atlantic trade.  But by the end of the first decade 

of the nineteenth century, Girard began to climb the new nation’s economic ladder, 

creating a new stratum of wealth.  Well before his death in 1831, Girard was one of the 

wealthiest men in the United States.  Girard transformed Philadelphia and the nation in 

his death as he changed it during his life: his Will altered the shape and flow of the city, 

adding significantly to its infrastructure and to changing legal attitudes toward 

philanthropy and corporations.  However, while Girard accumulated capital and spread 

benevolent goodwill, an examination of his everyday relationships with individuals in his 

household tells a far more complicated story.   As Girard built his mercantile and banking 

empire, his marriage failed, his slaves and servants ran away, and his mistresses came 

and went.   Without any children of his own, Girard forged lasting friendships and 

business partnerships with apprentices whom he treated like sons.  Girard’s legacy as 

benevolent institution-builder and “great capitalist” cannot be divorced from his less 

flattering daily life.  By telling the story of both the public and private Girard, this 

dissertation shows how an early American culture of capitalism was shaped by gender 

and familial relationships.6 

 Girard is a particularly useful vehicle for this study for many reasons.  First, not 

only did he live during the period that many historians agree was a pivotal moment in the 

                                                 
 6 Harry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & 
Rinehart, Inc., 1943), 24-27.  On Girard’s will and the Supreme Court case that ensued, see Robert A. 
Ferguson, “Charity in the City of Brotherly Love,” in Reading the Early Republic (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2004), 234-253.  For someone who became quite an important figure in U.S. 
history, few biographies have been written on Girard.  See John Bach McMaster, The Life and Times of 
Stephen Girard: Mariner and Merchant (2 vols., Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1918).  Since Wildes 
published Lonely Midas in 1943, the only large-scale biography published was by journalist George 
Wilson.  See George Wilson, Stephen Girard: The Life and Times of America’s First Tycoon 
(Conshohocken, PA: Combined Publishing, 1995). 
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history of capitalism, he was a central figure in that economy.  Second, Girard spent the 

majority of his life in Philadelphia, the nation’s first capital and the financial center of the 

early Republic before it was surpassed by New York City in the early nineteenth century. 

Third, as a merchant, Girard traded with various ports throughout the Americas, Europe, 

and China.  Trade relationships that spanned the globe shaped Girard’s business strategy, 

challenging an exceptionalist or isolated vision of American capitalism.7  Fourth, using 

the capital gained from those endeavors, Girard invested in the failing Bank of the United 

States, purchased a majority of its shares, and in 1812 reopened it as the Bank of Stephen 

Girard.  The field tends to focus on either merchant capitalism or finance capitalism, 

rarely conveying that there was not a clean break between the two practices and that from 

the 1790s through the 1830s they coexisted and depended on one another.  Girard 

represents this well as a successful merchant-turned-banker who continued both 

endeavors until his death.8  And finally, while Girard’s financial worth and his influence 

on the early national economy grew, he expanded his household.  Historians have 

identified the roles that status and reputation played in the success or failure of 

merchants, and some work has been done on the role of family relationships and 

                                                 
 7 On Girard, the China trade, and its influence on the American political economy, see James R. 
Fichter, So Great A Proffit: How the East Indies Trade Transformed Anglo-American Capitalism 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); and Jonathan Goldstein, Stephen Girard’s Trade With 
China, 1787-1824: The Norms Versus the Profits of Trade (Portland, ME: MerwinAsia, 2011).  See also 
Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). 

 8 On merchants, see Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Sprit of Enterprise: Merchants and 
Economic Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1986); Cathy Matson, Merchants & Empire: Trading in Colonial New York (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1998); David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants and the 
Integration of the British Atlantic Community, 1735-1785 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1995).  On Philadelphia as the center of early American banking, see Robert E. Wright, The First Wall 
Street: Chestnut Street, Philadelphia, and the Birth of American Finance (Chicago, University of Chicago 
Press, 2005). 
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marriage.  Girard’s family, though unconventional, provides an opportunity to dig deeper 

into how gender and the family shaped the early American economy and were in turn 

shaped by it.  The Girard household was one of production and exchange, rather than 

reproduction or separation from the market — a free market family.9 

The myth of capitalism as an institution built on exceptional individuals persists, 

even today.  Capitalism should instead be defined as the emergence and expansion of an 

economic culture that more rigorously calculated the value placed on relationships, often 

rooted in family.  Capitalism, therefore, is not purely an economic system; to fully 

understand it in the context of the American Revolution and the early American 

Republic, historians must also see its role as a social system that commodified labor, 

relationships, and people along lines of race, class, and gender.10  While this project 

focuses on a particular individual and his family, the Girards’ story demonstrates how a 

particular valuation and utilization of family shaped economic decision-making. 

                                                 
 9 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 29-30; Wilson, Stephen Girard, 65-70, 82, 88-111, 174-176.  On kinship 
and the mercantile economy, see Peter Mathias, “Risk, Credit and Kinship in Early Modern Enterprise,” in 
The Early Modern Atlantic Economy, eds. John J. McCusker and Kenneth Morgan (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000); Rachel Tamar Van, “Free Trade & Family Values: Kinship Networks 
and the Culture of Early American Capitalism,” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2011). 

 10 The thinking behind this articulation of value and an economic culture of calculation relies 
heavily on Mary Poovey’s A History of the Modern Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences of Wealth 
and Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998).  Poovey reads double-entry bookkeeping as a 
systematic tool in the creation of value as well as the physical evidence of that creation.  Her explanation 
that, “even behaviors that seem to be ‘merely’ economic have always depended on mechanisms that 
solicited belief ... [and] that (what we call) psychological attitudes have always had material and political 
ramifications” largely informs the use of culture here to describe the economy [Poovey, Modern Fact, 27].  
See also Toby L. Ditz, “Secret Selves, Credible Personas: The Problematics of Trust and Public Display in 
the Writing of Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia Merchants,” in Possible Pasts: Becoming Colonial in Early 
America, ed. Robert Blair St. George (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000).  On capitalism as a 
culture, see also Michael Zakim and Gary J. Kornblith, eds., Capitalism Takes Command: The Social 
Transformation of Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), esp. 
“Introduction: An American Revolutionary Tradition,” 1-12.  On numeracy in early America, see also 
Patricia Cline Cohen, A Calculating People: The Spread of Numeracy in Early America (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1982). 
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This project therefore builds on previous histories of women, gender, and the 

family that examine changes in households alongside macroeconomic transformations of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Works by John Demos and John R. Gillis for the 

eighteenth-century locate the deep connections between family and property and their 

impact on economic culture, while Mary P. Ryan analyzes transformations in family that 

indicate the emergence of a middle class in the nineteenth century.  However, as 

economic historian Cathy Matson explains, “Culturally, the narrative of family and 

community survival was replaced by the dream of individual advancement.”  As such, 

capitalism increasingly obscured the “economic function of the family,” but that did not 

mean that the family ceased to exist or ceased to matter.  By digging into the daily, 

intimate life of one such emerging capitalist, it becomes apparent that major and minor 

economic decisions alike had more to do with family ties than with political ones.  That is 

not to say, however, that such family relationships were always or necessarily strong; 

such relationships were often tense and never predictable.  How an individual interacts 

with his or her family explains much about what that individual values and how he or she 

determines worth in many other aspects of life.  Historical transformations in familial ties 

were therefore symptomatic of and ran parallel to larger economic change.11 

 Recent family history, especially C. Dallett Hemphill’s study of siblings in early 

America, illustrates how the most intimate of interactions shaped economic decision-

                                                 
 11 John Demos, A Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Colony (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1970), 61; John R. Gillis, A World of Their Own Making: Myth Ritual, and the Quest for 
Family Values (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 64; Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle 
Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1981), 230; Cathy Matson, “Introduction: The Ambiguities of Risk in the Early Republic,” The Business 
History Review 78 (Winter 2004), 603-606.  See also, Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family, and Personal 
Life (New York: Harper & Row, Pub., 1986 [1976]), 9, 12.  On nineteenth-century family history, see 
Annette Atkins, We Grew Up Together: Brothers and Sisters in Nineteenth-Century America (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2001). 
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making in the early nation.  Hemphill shows how frequent social interactions between 

siblings were transformed by and thus shaped larger cultural and economic change.  

Historiography on capitalism often leaves out this intimacy, giving preference to 

professional business relationships between great men of big business and their partners.  

Another recent exception is Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor’s The Ties That Buy.  Hartigan-

O’Connor, by focusing on urban commercial circulation, rather than the supposedly 

masculine world of commerce, brings the intimate gendered and familial economies of 

American Revolutionary-era women to the fore.  Moreover, Hartigan-O’Connor’s use of 

the “houseful” as opposed to the nuclear family as the unit of analysis for urban families 

is central to understanding the fluidity of urban families and their embeddedness in the 

Atlantic economy.12  Stephen Girard’s complex familial networks illustrate how male and 

female commerce, formal and informal exchange, familial and impersonal networks all 

contributed to the conditions by which capitalism transformed value and worth in 

American culture. 

                                                 
 12 C. Dallett Hemphill, Siblings: Brothers & Sisters in American History (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor, The Ties That Buy: Women and Commerce in 
Revolutionary America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009).  Hartigan-O’Connor 
defines the “houseful” as the “coresidence of households that might or might not be related by family ties.” 
She continues to describe how it functioned, explaining that, “The houseful was the smallest knot in a web 
of economic ties that reached into the city, up and down the coast, and out to the larger Atlantic world.  It 
organized space and constituted relationships marked by contention rather than obedience.  It was forged 
from the most personal, local circumstances and yet also functioned as a pivotal actor in global commerce” 
[Hartigan-O’Connor, Ties That Buy, 14].   On family, gender, and the economy, see Jeanne Boydston, 
Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1990); Susan Branson, “Women and the Family Economy in the Early Republic: The 
Case of Elizabeth Meredith,” Journal of the Early Republic 16 (Spring 1996), 47-71.  On family and the 
economy in the British Atlantic, see Emma Rothschild, The Inner Life of Empires: An Eighteenth-Century 
History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011).  For an examination of the relationship between 
family and the mercantile economy in New England, see Van, “Free Trade & Family Values”; Lynne E. 
Withey, “Household Structure in Urban and Rural Areas: The Case of Rhode Island, 1774-1800,” Journal 
of Family History 3 (Mar. 1978), 37-50; and Toby L. Ditz, Property and Kinship: Inheritance in Early 
Connecticut, 1750-1820 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986). 
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By employing the family as its central framework, this dissertation also examines 

how gender and sexuality structured power and how that power translated into economic 

success (or failure).  Historians of capitalism, answering Jeanne Boydston’s call to find 

“the woman who wasn’t there” are increasingly investigating how women and children, 

as well as ideas and practices of femininity and masculinity, were central to the economic 

transition to capitalism.  Economic relationships, and the nature of capitalism as a social, 

economic, and cultural system were gendered.  Historical accounts of success, failure, 

and risk can combine the methods of economic and gender histories.  Carroll Smith-

Rosenberg’s work on nationalism zeroes in on how gender and commerce fused when 

forming a new system of political representation in the early American Republic.  In 

addition to providing a greater understanding of how an urban household worked in early 

Philadelphia, this project will investigate the work (both real and rhetorical) that sex and 

reproduction performed to define the relations of men and women and their respective 

relations to capital.13 

                                                 
 13 Jeanne Boydston, “The Woman Who Wasn’t There: Women’s Market Labor and the Transition 
to Capitalism in the United States,” in Wages of Independence, 23-47; Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, This 
Violent Empire: The Birth of An American National Identity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2010).  On failure, risk, and gender, see Toby L. Ditz, “Shipwrecked; or, Masculinity Imperiled: 
Mercantile Representations of Failure and the Gendered Self in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” Journal 
of American History 81 (Jun. 1994), 51-80; Jane Kamensky, The Exchange Artist: A Tale of High-Flying 
Speculation and America’s First Banking Collapse (New York: Viking, 2008); Gunther Peck, “Manly 
Gambles: The Politics of Risk on the Comstock Lode, 1860-1880,” Journal of Social History 26 (Summer 
1993), 701-723.  On risk especially, see Cathy Matson, “Accounting for War and Revolution: Philadelphia 
Merchants and Commercial Risk, 1774-1811,” in The Self-Perception of Early Modern Capitalists, eds. 
Margaret C. Jacob and Catherine Secretan (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 183-202.  Matson’s 
essay is especially helpful for challenging the looming notion that Girard’s financial success was a given 
and for examining the centrality of risk, especially in the case of Girard.  On gender and the economy, see 
Nancy Folbre, Greed Lust, & Gender: A History of Economic Ideas (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009); Folbre, The Invisible Heart: Economics and Family Values (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 
2001); Hartigan-O’Connor, Ties That Buy; Serena R. Zabin, Dangerous Economies: Status and Commerce 
in Imperial New York (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009); Susan Branson, Dangerous 
to Know: Women, Crime, and Notoriety in the Early Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2008). 
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By integrating scholarship on the market economy and capitalism with that on 

gender and the family, this project uncovers a system of capitalism characterized by 

control and exercised through a culture of commodification.  By culture of 

commodification I mean the overwhelming tendency to apply monetary values to 

everything from goods and services to personal and public relationships.  In an economy 

that was increasingly reliant on new forms of credit, this culture of commodification 

suffused social and economic interactions.14  Girard provides an example of how control, 

exercised through a systematic collection of information, led to economic success.  Yet 

Girard did not simply exercise such control in business; control and mastery permeated 

every aspect of his life, shaping both his formal and intimate relationships.15  As such, the 

                                                 
 14 Much of the historiography that relies on the framework of a culture of commodification does so 
in the context of studying slavery.  This project draws method and theory from this literature and applies it 
to gender and the family.  See Seth Rockman, “The Unfree Origins of American Capitalism,” in The 
Economy of Early America: Historical Perspectives & New Directions, ed. Cathy Matson (University Park, 
PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 335-0361; David Waldstreicher, Runaway America: 
Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution (New York: Hill and Wang, 2004), esp. “4. 
People and Capital,” 87-114; David Waldstreicher, “The Vexed Story of Human Commodification Told by 
Benjamin Franklin and Venture Smith,” Journal of the Early Republic 24 (Summer 2004), 268-278; Walter 
Johnson, Soul By Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1999); Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2013).   

 This project also relies heavily on Rockman’s working definition of capitalism in Scraping By: 
Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 
5, 8.  Here, Rockman writes that, “Too often capitalism appears as a synonym for market exchange and not 
as a political economy that dictated who worked where, on what terms, and to whose benefit” [Rockman, 
Scraping By, 5].  A definition of capitalism is also troublingly reliant on what came before.  Yet a serious 
problem arises when one recognizes that market participation and the profit motive can be traced back in 
time almost indefinitely.  Moreover, this project does recognize that the transition to capitalism did not just 
happen in cities, but in towns and rural areas as well.  On the rural capitalism debate, see Winifred Barr 
Rothenberg, From Market-Places to a Market Economy: The Transformation of Rural Massachusetts, 
1750-1850 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Daniel Vickers, “Competency and Competition: 
Economic Culture in Early America,” William and Mary Quarterly 47 (Jan. 1990), 3-29; Allan Kulikoff, 
“Households and Markets: Toward a New Synthesis of American Agrarian History,” William and Mary 
Quarterly 50 (Apr. 1993), 342-355; Kulikoff, “The American Revolution, Capitalism, and the Formation of 
the Yeomen Classes,” in Beyond the American Revolution: Explorations in the History of American 
Radicalism, ed. Alfred F. Young (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 1993), 80-119.   

 15 On control and rational economic decision-making, see Naomi R. Lamoreaux, “Rethinking the 
Transition to Capitalism in the Early American Northeast,” Journal of American History 90 (Sep. 2003), 
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title for this project – “free market family” – is intended to force a critical examination of 

how free the market really was and for whom.  This project, therefore, examines Girard’s 

commercial strategies through the framework of family and finds that more often than not 

both the family and the market were far from free. 

Influential historians of early American capitalism persist in emphasizing the 

overwhelmingly positive role that the transition to capitalism played in catapulting the 

postcolonial U.S. economy into unprecedented growth.  This historiography rests on two 

significant claims that merit further reexamination.  The first is that economic growth was 

quick in coming to the early Republic in the wake of the American Revolution and that 

America’s innovative form of capitalism was key to such growth.  The second is that the 

new Americans’ “spirit of capitalism” was a wholly positive force that provided the most 

good to the greatest number of people.  These two tenets of a heroic capitalist approach 

have their roots in Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.  First 

published as essays in German in 1904-1905, and later published in English in 1930, 

Weber’s theories on capitalism have had a major effect on the historiography.  Grounded 

firmly in the belief that there was something inherent in Calvinist religion that pushed 

western civilization on the road to capitalism, Weber’s Protestant ethic comes out of a 

productive mix of the traditional and the modern.  When historian Bernard Bailyn sought 

to explain the capitalist impulses of New England’s merchants in the seventeenth century, 

he borrowed from Weber, arguing that Puritan merchants must be understood through the 

                                                                                                                                                 
437-461.  Lamoreaux makes a helpful point about the embeddedness of economic actors, writing that they 
“never make decisions solely on the basis of prices and quantities in the market; their choices are always 
shaped by their preferences and their perceptions of available options, which in turn are largely structured 
by the cultural systems in which they operate.”  Lamoreaux uses this point to challenge the idea that 
capitalists were defined as “rational economic men” [Lamoreaux “Rethinking,” 440, 449-450]. 
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logic of Calvinism.  Although laced with the fractional politics of church and profit, 

Bailyn’s history found the “spirit of capitalism” at the very origins of American colonial 

settlement.16 

 The legacy of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism has further 

contributed to the privileging of Britain and the U.S. in the transition to capitalism.  

Weber has continued to hold the attention of the historiography of early American 

capitalism, especially for those historians who seek to explain the productive work of 

capitalism and democracy in the early American Republic.  Historians Joyce Appleby 

and Gordon Wood provide helpful ways to conceptualize the ideology and political 

economy of capitalism, yet they fail to consider its social cost.  Appleby’s most recent 

contribution to the history of capitalism portrays the transition as a “relentless revolution” 

spanning four centuries that had its roots in the economic innovations of England.  

Appleby’s Relentless Revolution bears the same burden as any examination of a large and 

unwieldy historical transformation; it is difficult to track the overall effect of small-scale 

change over a long period, especially if the end result is seen as overwhelmingly positive.  
                                                 

 16 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), ix, 17, 172; Bernard Bailyn, The New England Merchants in the 
Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1955), 19-20.  For a more nuanced 
application of Weber’s theories to New England, see Stephen Innes, Creating the Commonwealth: The 
Economic Culture of Puritan New England (New York: Norton, 1995).  For helpful critiques of Weber, see 
Fernand Braudel, Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism, trans. Patricia M. Ranum 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977); Immanuel Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism With 
Capitalist Civilization (London: Verso, 1983).  Braudel points out the problematics of anachronism that are 
often difficult to escape when writing about capitalism in history, explaining that, “An even greater 
disadvantage is that the word [capitalism] is loaded with meanings acquired in our day.”  Braudel then 
continues, “All things considered, I believe Max Weber’s error stems essentially from his exaggeration of 
capitalism’s role as promoter of the modern world” [Braudel, Afterthoughts, 46, 67].  Wallerstein has a 
similar critique about capitalism’s fraught relationships with modernity writing that, “Capitalist civilization 
was extraordinary in that it laid claim to being able to get ‘beyond history’ within history, to resolve the 
dilemmas of inevitable evils, to create the kingdom of God upon earth, in short, to overcome the menace of 
the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” [Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism, 117].  See also James A. 
Henretta, The Origins of American Capitalism, Collected Essays (Boston, Northeastern University Press, 
1991), esp. ch. 2, “The Weber Thesis Revisited: The Protestant Ethic and the Reality of Capitalism in Early 
America,” 35-70. 
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By tracing economic growth and transformation over four centuries, Appleby attempts to 

map the positive social and economic benefits of a culture of capitalism, even while 

identifying its origins in slave economies.  Although Appleby spends a good deal of 

energy in the book stating that the transition to capitalism was historically contingent, she 

loses sight of what exactly those contingencies were.17  This dissertation, by contrast, 

hones in on the years between 1772 to 1831, and finds that the period of the early 

American Republic was a particularly productive moment during which an ambivalent 

but powerful culture of capitalism took hold of American imaginations.18 

 Party in concert with Appleby’s call for a more cultural understanding of 

capitalism in the early Republic, Gordon Wood’s 1997 essay, “The Enemy is Us,” sought 

to beat back the anti-capitalist historiography.  Writing as if the Second Great Awakening 

reawakened the spirit of capitalism in the souls of Americans, Wood attempted to 

reinvigorate the Protestant ethic in the wake of the historiographical debates on 

capitalism in the United States.  In response to those historians who seek to find less-

                                                 
 17 Appleby, Relentless Revolution.  Although Appleby does spend a part of the book discussing the 
implications of economic transformations and slavery, on the first page of the book she indicates that an 
overall cost-benefit analysis of the transition to capitalism should be positive.  At the root of the transition 
was that, “more effective ways to raise food slowly started to release workers and money for other 
economic pursuits, such as processing the sugar, tobacco, cotton, tea and silks that came to Europe from the 
East and West Indies and beyond” [Appleby, Relentless Revolution, 3].  In that description, Appleby takes 
the slaves out of the slave economies that were at the center of the transition to capitalism.  See also, 
Appleby, Liberalism and Republicanism in the Historical Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1992); Appleby, Capitalism and a New Social Order: The Republican Vision of the 1790s 
(New York: New York University Press, 1984); Appleby, Inheriting the Revolution: The First Generation 
of Americans (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000). 

 18 On the ambiguity of economic thought in the early American Republic, see Cathy D. Matson, 
“Capitalizing Hope: Economic Thought and the Early National Economy,” in Wages of Independence, 117-
136.  On the “new” history of capitalism, see Seth Rockman, “What Makes the History of Capitalism 
Newsworthy?” Journal of the Early Republic, forthcoming.  Rockman’s review essay does an excellent job 
of summarizing the current state of the history of capitalism.  Among other themes, Rockman discusses the 
shifting periodization of the field, noting that much of the recent scholarship on U.S. capitalism goes far 
beyond the early Republic, see Jonathan Levy, Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging World of Capitalism and 
Risk in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012); Scott Reynolds Nelson, A Nation of 
Deadbeats: An Uncommon History of America’s Financial Disasters (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012).  
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than-honest impulses within capitalism, Wood writes that, “Those who assume that a 

capitalist society requires mainly selfish individuals pre-occupied with the bottom line do 

not understand the sources of America’s capitalism in the early Republic.”  

Unfortunately, a culture of capitalism seen only as Protestant ethic, combined with an 

equation of capitalism with democracy, neglects the inequalities that the culture of 

capitalism in the United States produced and sustained.  This version of American 

capitalism left out the majority of the population - women, children, slaves, and free 

blacks - with the least access to capital.19 

Although Weber’s vision has urged historians to think about capitalism as a 

culture and not merely an economic impulse, such an emphasis has diverted attention 

away from the structures of inequality in capitalism that encouraged exploitation.  A 

corrective can be found in the work of three literary historians, Ian Baucom, Stephen 

Shapiro, and Sean Goudie, who have argued that the political economy and capitalist 

system of the early American Republic were inexorably tied to the British and even the 

French colonies in the Caribbean and directly reliant on the slave economies there.20  

Seen in this light, as a transnational, or creole, figure, Girard provides yet another layer to 

the story of the transition to capitalism in this context.  As a Franco-American, with 

                                                 
 19 Wood, “Enemy is Us,” 140, 148.  Similarly, Appleby refers to the social historians’ interest in 
ordinary people as part of the Beardian “anticapitalist bias” [Appleby, “Vexed Story,” 4].  For a refutation 
of this position, see especially Waldstreicher, “Vexed Story,” 268-278. 

 20 Ian Baucom, Specters of the Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy of History 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 59; Stephen Shapiro, The Culture and Commerce of the Early 
American Novel: Reading the Atlantic World System (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2008), 4-5, 89; Sean X. Goudie, Creole America: The West Indies and the Formation of Literature 
and Culture in the New Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 96. 
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strong business ties to the French Caribbean, Girard confounds the historiography’s 

nationalist emphasis.  

Complicating capitalism as a transnational, Atlantic, or global phenomenon also 

forces a reexamination of success and failure on individual, local, and national contexts.  

Historians and biographers who have studied Girard in the past have tended to portray his 

wealth and success as a given.  Yet, for two decades, Girard struggled as a merchant in 

early national Philadelphia.  In many ways, this treatment of Girard parallels an important 

problem in the history of early American capitalism.  The early U.S. economy grew 

slowly and brought with it much anxiety.  Similarly, postcolonial scholarship has 

struggled with the early United States for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is 

the formation of America’s own form of empire to the West following independence.  

This does not mean, however, that historians of the early Republic cannot benefit from 

considering postcolonial theory.  Postcolonial theory and economic and cultural history 

compliment each other when thinking about the meaning of risk in the early American 

Republic.  Some of the recent historiography suggests that men like Girard took risks not 

because they were unconventional gamblers, but because the harshness and instability of 

the economic climate in the postcolonial context left few other options.  Moreover, this 

line of investigation lends itself to gender analysis.  Postcolonial theory also helps to 

provide a more complicated understanding of early national identity formation.  This 

project does not suggest that Girard suffered in any way from the violence of colonization 

and its aftermath: he instead profited from the legacy of multiple colonial contexts.  

Girard was an individual whose national ambiguity, embedded in a culture of uncertainty 

between postcolonial Philadelphia, imperial France, and revolutionary Haiti, underlines 
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how deep such ties were and how such transnational or transcolonial relationships 

reinforced racial violence throughout the revolutionary Atlantic.21 

 A “new” history of capitalism builds on earlier social history with an insightful 

look at a culture of capitalism as a system that promoted material inequality along lines 

of race, class, and gender.  Leading this resurgence in the debate over the meaning of 

capitalism in the early American Republic is the work of Seth Rockman.  Capitalism, to 

Rockman, is a system that commodifies the labor of workers whether they are formally 

free or unfree.  Focusing on early Baltimore, Rockman argues that slavery and wage 

labor, as well as male and female labor, worked with and against one another within a 

capitalist system that commodified their labor to reinforce structures of material 

inequality.  Where Rockman productively uncovers the lives and struggles of workers at 

the bottom-most ranks of society, this project interrogates the life of Stephen Girard, and 

the lives of men and women around him, in a similar way.22   

To tell the story of Girard’s life, this project relies primarily on the Stephen 

Girard Papers at the American Philosophical Society, which fill over six hundred rolls of 

microfilm.  The collection includes letters to and from Girard, receipts and account 

books, memorandum books, shipping papers, and miscellaneous documents from 1772 

                                                 
 21 On postcolonial theory and its applicability to early U.S. history, see Kariann Yokota, 
Unbecoming British: How Revolutionary America Became A Postcolonial Nation (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Jack P. Greene, David Armitage, Eliga H. Gould, Michael Zuckerman, Kariann 
Yokota, Adam Rothman, and Robin L. Einhorn, “Roundtable: Colonial History and National History: 
Reflections on a Continuing Problem,” William and Mary Quarterly 64 (Apr. 2007), 235-286; Peter 
Hulme, “Postcolonial Theory and Early America: An Approach from the Caribbean,” in Possible Pasts, 37; 
Goudie, Creole America; Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent Empire. On race and postcolonial theory, Smith-
Rosenberg explains that, “sharing racial and cultural identities with their former colonizers, distinguishing 
themselves racially from those other (Native) Americans, eighteenth-century European Americans 
embodies a complex form of postcoloniality” [Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent Empire, 6]. 

 22 Rockman, Scraping By; Rockman, “Unfree Origins,” 339, 351; Rockman, “History of 
Capitalism.” 
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until his death in 1831.  To compliment the Stephen Girard Papers, additional sources are 

included from the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, the Library Company of 

Philadelphia, and the Wagner Free Institute of Science.  Further context is provided using 

local and national newspapers and magazines, as well as the diaries and papers of other 

Philadelphians.   

 The organization of the dissertation also reflects its central purpose: to critically 

examine the culture of capitalism through the lens of gender and the family.  Though this 

is a biography of Stephen Girard, the narrative here is largely shaped by the men, women, 

and children who surrounded him.  To accomplish this, each of the six chapters is 

thematically based on a different familial relationship ranging from siblings and spouses 

to apprentices and nieces.  The six chapters progress chronologically and thematically 

from more traditional forms of family to less traditional familial ties that resembled 

business institutions more than nuclear families. 

 Stephen Girard’s risky commercial behavior, reliant on the bonds of brotherhood, 

is the subject of the first chapter.  Girard left Bordeaux as a young teenager to learn the 

ins and outs of mercantile commerce, but after an unsuccessful venture, fled his creditors 

and developed partnerships in New York and then Philadelphia.  During the American 

Revolution, Girard continued to maintain a commercial relationship with his brother in 

Saint-Domingue, demonstrating the strength and importance of familial ties in a turbulent 

economy.  The brotherly bond also shows the significance of gendered constructions of 

masculinity on commerce.  Chapter One argues that through this fraternal, commercial 

relationship, Girard experimented with commercial risk and was more concerned with 

profit than loyalty to family.   
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 Chapter Two investigates Girard’s marriage in 1777 to the young, Irish servant 

Mary Lum.  In marrying Mary, Girard further rejected more traditional mercantile 

practices of forming alliances through marriage.  However, by risking that traditional 

source of credit, Girard likely gained a partner in Mary who could more effectively 

provide him with local information necessary to begin a career in Philadelphia without 

the support of his family.  As newlyweds, the couple appeared happy until Mary 

supposedly succumbed to madness in the mid-1780s and Girard confined her to 

Pennsylvania Hospital in 1790, where she remained for the last twenty-five years of her 

life.  The literal and metaphorical madness in both marriage and the market is the subject 

of Chapter Two. 

 With his wife confined to Pennsylvania Hospital, Girard took on a mistress, Sally 

Bickham.  Chapter Three follows Girard through his very public involvement in 

Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemic of 1793, his tense and increasingly fractured 

relationship with his brother during the French and Haitian Revolutions, and his 

improvisation of a new family that reflected the creative calculus of the free market.  

While assisting families during the yellow fever epidemic, Girard learned that institutions 

backed by capital did a much better job of protecting and providing for citizens than did 

the traditional, patriarchal family.  His choice of Sally, his housekeeper, as a partner also 

reflected how Girard valued women’s productive labor.  This chapter, therefore, argues 

that 1793 was a turning point for Girard as he further departed from the patriarchal family 

model and built his household on production and exchange, rather than reproduction.  

Here, Girard began to experiment with the benefits of a free market family. 
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The fourth chapter moves on to Girard’s personal and business strategies in the 

second half of the 1790s, by examining gender and dependence in the political economy 

in its local, national, and international contexts.  Girard’s service during the yellow fever 

epidemic catapulted him into the top ranks of Philadelphia’s merchant community, if not 

in actual wealth, at least in reputation.  However, conflicts between England, France, and 

the United States in the late 1790s resulted in the capture of most of Girard’s ships.  At 

the same time as Girard defended national commercial sovereignty at sea, he faced 

challenges to his authority at home.  Even though he had no biological children, Girard 

had many dependents.  While Girard was engaged in public battles over the implications 

of foreign trade and John Jay’s negotiations with Britain, two young men – Crispin (a 

mixed-race, East Indian servant) and Martin (a white apprentice and younger brother of 

Girard’s mistress Sally) – left his household.  Just as he fought to protect and control the 

property on his ships, Girard’s responses to these dependents as they transitioned out of 

his household reveal what (and who) he valued in family and business.  These values 

informed Girard’s claim to an American marketplace manhood, shaped by family, race, 

and gender. 

The fifth chapter follows Girard into the nineteenth century as his commercial 

risks became more profitable.  Girard branched out into banking, refashioning the failing 

Bank of the United States into the Bank of Stephen Girard in 1811, and lent the U.S. 

Treasury over one million dollars to help fund the War of 1812.  

 At the same time, Girard tried to divorce Mary, all while expanding his household 

despite his lack of biological offspring.  Girard’s house was not empty.  Girard’s brother 

Jean and Jean’s wife, Eleanor, both died in the first decade of the nineteenth century, 
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leaving Stephen to care for their nephew and three nieces.  The growth of his household 

further informed Girard’s attitudes to childhood education and the role of institutions in 

nurturing capital.  Moreover, Chapter Five illustrates how Girard’s calculating business 

strategies influenced his family life and how family, more generally, shaped and was 

shaped by changes in conceptions of worth and value that accompanied the culture of 

capitalism. 

By his death in 1831, Girard was one of the wealthiest men in the nation and 

when he died, Girard wanted his estate to be put to work.  His will and its legacy, the 

subject of the sixth and final chapter, demonstrate that Girard valued labor and 

productive, institutional investment of capital above all else.  Ironically, the first 

individual mentioned in his will was not a biological family member, but his former slave 

Hannah, while the money that went into the construction of Girard College, a school 

intended for white, orphan boys, helped shape the institutional and racial history of 

Philadelphia through the modern civil rights movement.  Thus, as Chapter Six argues, 

Girard’s will was shaped by the same categories of race and gender that mediated access 

to capital.  Girard’s primary heirs were not members of his biological family, but rather, 

an imagined family of future Philadelphians in need.  However, Girard’s Bordeaux 

relatives felt that they deserved more than what was bequeathed and challenged the will 

in two separate, prominent court cases.  The overall effect was that Girard’s will helped 

to reshape corporate trust law and attitudes toward philanthropy.  In so doing, Girard’s 

legacy as a “great capitalist” was to wed corporate capitalism with philanthropy, fueling 

myths of capitalism. 
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 The life of Stephen Girard, therefore, illustrates a gradual, but clear shift in the 

ways individual relationships influenced and were influenced by economic change.  As 

noted earlier, scholarship on capitalism tends to present a system of exchange devoid of 

personal interactions as geographic and social distances grew between economic actors.  

This understanding of the expansion of capitalism suggests a false, linear transition from 

pre-capitalist economies based on personal exchange to capitalist economies in which 

such personal relationships cease to matter but separate spheres of domesticity and 

philanthropy came to compensate.  Though this shift towards an impersonal economy is 

partially accurate—even Girard gave most of his money to children he would never 

know—it does not help us understand how economic decisions were made on the ground.  

While the arc of Girard’s life presents a shift from risky mercantile strategy reliant on 

traditional family to investment banking reliant on institutions, intimate relationships 

remained central. 
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CHAPTER 1 
LES DEUX FRÉRES: STEPHEN AND JEAN GIRARD’S  

MERCANTILE FRATERNITY 
 
 

 In 1772, Stephen Girard and his brother Jean, sons of a Bordeaux merchant, 

embarked on a commercial voyage commissioned by their father to the French 

Caribbean.  When the crew of the Superbe was caught smuggling, a common but risky 

practice, Jean was left in Cap Français, Saint-Domingue to act as a strategic contact, 

while Stephen returned to France.  Ironically, when Stephen left the island, he did so on 

the vessel Les Deux Fréres, but without his brother.  This was just the first of many 

instances when Stephen and the Girard family were tested by competing allegiances to 

commercial risk and family.  Risk, failure, and distance would characterize Stephen and 

Jean’s fraternal and commercial relationship over the following three decades.1 

 These two brothers, les deux fréres, kept in close commercial contact across an 

ocean during political, social and economic revolutions.  Rarely in the same country, let 

alone the same city, Stephen and Jean relied on the ships that transported their livelihoods 

in commodities to correspond.  While relying on a complex network of mercantile 

relationships to maintain correspondence and business, their sibling tie was the original 

link.  However, like many intimate relationships, perhaps especially those between 

siblings, theirs was fraught with quarrels as well as agreements.  One central difference 

between these two brothers, as merchants and as individuals, was each’s capacity for risk.  

Risk was at the center of the Atlantic world of commerce, and while family relationships 

                                                 
 1 Harry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & 
Rinehart, Inc., 1943), 13-14.  It is also necessary to note here that this chapter, and the dissertation as a 
whole, spells Stephen’s brother’s name as Jean.  However, in the primary and secondary source material, 
his name is also sometimes spelled “John,” and the two spellings are used interchangeably. 
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generally served as additional security in times of uncertainty, Stephen and Jean 

disagreed over the extent to which gambling with goods, money, and family ties was 

acceptable.   

 At stake for the Girard brothers in the midst of the American Revolution was a 

crucial disagreement over the role of fraternity.  Quarrels often emerged from 

disagreement over the fine line between commercial risk supported by family and risk 

that capitalized on kinship.  Similar disagreements over the role of fraternity, or 

community and the rules of the mercantile game, also played out in the broader conflict 

between Great Britain and her colonies.  As Stephen capitalized on strategic deployment 

of the fraternal bond, the Patriot cause struggled with similar tensions inherent in the 

moral and political economy of Revolution.2 

 

 Born on May 20, 1750, in Bordeaux, France to Anne Odette Lafargue and Pierre 

Girard, Stephen was the oldest of eight children, all born between 1750 and 1761.  With a 

defective right eye that worsened until Stephen had no sight from that side, Stephen was 

forced to overcome challenges from a very young age.  The eye was further injured when 

Stephen was hit with a snowball, creating chronic ocular difficulty.  All accounts on 

Stephen’s appearance agree that the eye was a source of embarrassment and ridicule that 

                                                 
 2 On the community or “neighborly” nature of the Patriot cause before 1780, see Barbara Clark 
Smith, The Freedoms We Lost: Consent and Resistance in Revolutionary America (New York: The New 
Press, 2010), 56-61, 70-71, 109-110, 118.  Smith explains that, “The networks they [colonists] built 
expressed the domestic origins of American independence, using the term ‘domestic’ in its double sense, to 
describe commitments that were to an appreciable extent ‘homegrown’ within American societies, and to 
located the grounds of such commitments in common practices of household production and neighborhood 
economy” [Smith, Freedoms We Lost, 110].  See also Terry Bouton, Taming Democracy: “The People,” 
the Founders, and the Troubled Ending of the American Revolution (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
2007). 
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gave Stephen a “harsh expression,” but Stephen’s ocular disability may have also had 

further implications for his role in the market economy since such speculation implied 

risk based on both literal and figurative vision.  The trade upon Les Deux Fréres, like the 

trade that Stephen would engage in over the next half century, was speculative at its core 

and, as Peter John Brownlee notes, “In the economy of boom and bust, fortunes were 

won and lost in the blink, or the squint, of an eye.”  Moreover, as biographer George 

Wilson explains, “The defective eye in a roundabout way was not entirely a liability.  It 

became a source of inner strength.”  Despite the potential for the disability to negatively 

influence future business partners, it seemed not to interfere in Stephen’s mercantile 

successes or failures.  Perhaps he was better able to negotiate business dealings in the 

increasingly expanding Atlantic economy because he was more effective in negotiations 

that did not happen face-to-face.3 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 3 Stephen Simpson, Biography of Stephen Girard, with his will affixed; Comprising an Account of 
his Private Life, Habits, Genius, and Manners... (Philadelphia: Thomas, L. Bonsal, 1832); George Wilson, 
Stephen Girard: The Life and Times of America’s First Tycoon (Conshohocken, PA: Combined Publishing, 
1995), 16-23; Peter John Brownlee, “Francis Edmonds and the Speculative Economy of Painting,” 
American Art 21 (Fall 2007), 30-53.  It is interesting that most accounts of Girard’s deformed eye were 
published after his death.  Indeed, very little mention of the eye is made in the primary source collections.  
However, that does not mean that it is not worth considering the significance it may have played in Girard’s 
self-perception.  Moreover, this suggests a further periodization of disability that falls in line with recent 
work in disability studies in American literature.  See especially Sari Altschuler, “‘Ain’t One Limb 
Enough?’: Historicizing Disability in the American Novel,” American Literature 86 (Jun. 2014), 245-274.  
As Altschuler notes, early American novels rarely focused on disability compared to their mid-nineteenth-
century counterparts.  Perhaps Girard’s eye can be read as spectacular alongside the late-eighteenth-century 
characters Altschuler writes of with “physical excesses associated with disability... [who] are not so much 
impaired as enabled” [Altschuler, “One Limb,” 253]. 
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Illustration 1: Portrait of Stephen Girard.  Posthumous oil on wood panel portrait painted by Bass Otis 
(1784-1861) in 1832.  This portrait is one of a group of four Otis painted after Girard’s death.  Considered a 
very good likeness, this portrait starts the convention of depicting Girard facing the viewer’s left, 
minimizing the unusual appearance of his sightless right eye.  Property of Girard College. 
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 Stephen would need that “inner strength” when his mother died in 1762 and when 

he began his career at sea two years later.  Stephen followed in his father’s footsteps as a 

sailor and merchant; both went to sea at the age of thirteen, seemingly young to be at sea, 

but not an unusual age to leave home or begin an apprenticeship in the mid-eighteenth 

century.  Between Stephen’s first voyage to Saint-Domingue in 1764 and the voyage of 

the Superbe in 1772, he traveled to the West Indies four other times.  During that time, 

Pierre also remarried.  Stephen’s stepmother, Marie Jeanne Geraud was also from a 

French merchant family, but she was born in the West Indies.  Stephen was, therefore, 

not simply connected to the French colonies in the Caribbean through business, but 

through kinship as well.  Stephen spent a significant portion of his time at sea; in many 

ways, Stephen’s home was the French Atlantic.  Unlike most of his brothers and sisters 

who stayed in Bordeaux, Stephen was shaped by a larger imperial France.  He witnessed 

longstanding mercantile traditions of Bordeaux and continental Europe, but he also knew 

how intimately such traditions were tied up with the West Indian colonies and the slave 

economies that supported them.  The disparities between Bordeaux and Saint-Domingue 

were the norm for Stephen and he would continue to rely on the web of Atlantic 

economies, enslaved peripheries, and largely free centers for his entire mercantile career.4 

 After that narrow escape in 1772 that left Jean in Saint-Domingue, Stephen 

continued to trade on behalf of his father over the next two years.  He was made an 

officer and began to have his own interest in the West Indies trade.  Pierre Girard 

                                                 
 4 Wilson, Stephen Girard, 31-35.  On the links between the slave economies of the West Indies, 
“cosmopolitanism,” and the American Revolution, see Christopher Iannini, “‘The Itinerant Man’: 
Crévocoeur’s Caribbean, Raynal’s Revolution, and the Fate of Atlantic Cosmopolitanism,” William and 
Mary Quarterly 61 (Apr. 2004), 201-234; and Andrew Jackson O’Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided: The 
American Revolution and the British Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000). 
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provided the credit and means for insurance policies that reduced the financial risk of 

sending cargo across the ocean.  The familial connection and the risk of a failed 

reputation was intended to keep Stephen, like other merchants and their networks, in line 

and true to his creditors.  As economic historian Peter Mathias explains, credit and trust 

were built upon close familial and friendly business ties.  Mercantile networks in the late-

eighteenth-century Atlantic economy were held together by “non-economic imperatives” 

even “at the expense of economic rationality.”  Failing to repay a debt, especially one 

backed by family, could cause enormous damage to any merchant’s reputation and 

credit.5 

 In 1774, however, Stephen’s luck ran out.  On a voyage to Port-au-Prince, Saint-

Domingue, on La Julye, the sale of goods resulted in a loss.  Fearing the failure 

associated with such a debt, Stephen refused to return to Bordeaux.  A note of the 

insurance policy showed an interest of five other creditors from Bordeaux on the 

shipment.  In the policy, the under-signers agreed that they take “the risk upon ourselves 

from the moment that the said merchandise has been or shall be taken to be shipped from 

the shore on board of the above mentioned ship and to continue until she has arrived safe 

at San Domingo.”  The ship arrived safely, but the goods sold at so low a price that 

Stephen could not pay off his debts.  Stephen knew that he would be held legally 

responsible for the loss if he returned to Bordeaux.  Surely the threat of deceit should 

                                                 
 5 Peter Mathias, “Risk, Credit and Kinship in Early Modern Enterprise,” in The Early Modern 
Atlantic Economy, eds. John J. McCusker and Kenneth Morgan (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 16-17, 31-32.  See also Allan Silver, “Friendship in Commercial Society: Eighteenth-Century 
Social Theory and Modern Sociology,” American Journal of Sociology 95 (May 1990), 1474-1504.  
Silver’s analysis is helpful in the sense that it identifies the importance of friendship in commercial 
relations; however, he fails to recognize the role that gender plays in friendship.  Silver writes that, 
“Friendship may ignore gender” [Silver, “Friendship,” 1476].  However, though gender relations looked 
differently in the eighteenth-century, such ignorance is impossible. 
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have been enough to prevent Stephen from absconding from his creditors.  However, 

Stephen was caught up in the turbulence of the Atlantic during an age of revolutionary 

turmoil.  These revolutions not only transformed the political and imperial worlds of the 

Atlantic, they drastically altered the routes of trade and the culture of trade itself.  In 

response to the threat of failure, Stephen Girard chose to ignore his creditors and his 

familial loyalties.6 

 Stephen could have been held responsible for the debt from across the Atlantic, 

but even after running away, his family supported him.  If they had not, surely Stephen 

would have been held accountable.  As historian Bruce Mann notes in his investigation of 

bankruptcy and the culture of debt in early America, “Whether a society forgives its 

debtors and how it bestows or withholds forgiveness are matters of economic and legal 

consequence.  They also go to the heart of what a society values.”  The insurance policy 

and support from Stephen’s father were common protections against risk dependent upon 

personal ties.  Indeed, Mann explains that this type of “suretyship rested on blood, 

affection, and honor, not profit.”7  But even from such a young age, Stephen always had 

his eye on the bottom line and he could not face such failure.  Stephen was less inclined 

to value family; Stephen Girard valued profit.  His refusal to place his biological family 

first was the first of many similar decisions that defined Stephen’s approach to trade.  

This decision not to repay his debts, not to uphold the credit of his family, and not to 

                                                 
 6 John Bach McMaster, The Life and Times of Stephen Girard: Mariner and Merchant (2 vols., 
Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1918), I: 3-4; Copy of letter to Pierre Girard, Letters Received 1774:          
3, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS. 

 7 Bruce H. Mann, Republic of Debtors: Bankruptcy in the Age of American Independence 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 2, 16.  On marine insurance and risk, see A. Glenn 
Crothers, “Commercial Risk and Capital Formation in Early America: Virginia Merchants and the Rise of 
American Marine Insurance, 1750-1815,” The Business History Review 78 (Winter 2004), 607-633. 
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return to Bordeaux in 1774 could be explained as an irresponsible choice by a youth; 

however, this opportunism, utilitarianism, and exploitation would characterize how 

Stephen dealt with family in business for the rest of his long career.  Indeed, Stephen, 

quite literally, capitalized on family. 

 

 With seven siblings, the size of the Girard family was not exceptional, but it also 

did not make it easy to maintain close bonds.  Stephen did not remain close with most of 

his brothers and sisters.  Stephen maintained the closest relationship with his brother 

Jean, probably because he was close in age and the only other sibling who ventured 

across the Atlantic.  As historian Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor notes in her analysis of the 

urban household economy, “Connection and circulation created this [commercial] 

culture; they are also the lenses through which to understand it.”  The correspondence 

and connections forged by Stephen and Jean Girard are reminders that even the 

masculine world of Atlantic commerce should be examined through the same lenses of 

connection, circulation, and gender.  Stephen Girard’s relationship with his brother Jean, 

especially his strategic employment of fraternity, ran parallel to broader changes in the 

revolutionary economy that signaled transformations in value and worth accompanying a 

newly capitalized American commercial culture.8 

 Stephen Girard’s relationship with his brother Jean during the 1770s and 1780s 

was representative of the turbulence of Atlantic trade more generally and the centrality of 

                                                 
 8 Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor, The Ties That Buy: Women and Commerce in Revolutionary America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 20110, 11.  On siblings and the family, see C. Dallett 
Hemphill, Siblings: Brothers & Sisters in American History (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011); 
and Annette Atkins, We Grew Up Together: Brothers and Sisters in Nineteenth-Century America (Urbana, 
IL: University of Illinois Press, 2001). 
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family to credit more specifically.  Risk and failure were unavoidable in late-eighteenth 

and early nineteenth-century trade.  As historian Toby L. Ditz argues, gender anxiety 

associated with failure in the late eighteenth century was a defining characteristic of 

trade.  Masculinity and self-worth were defined by commercial success and merchants 

carefully constructed personas in their correspondence that needed to exude confidence 

and trust.  On the other hand, failure, an often unavoidable reality in revolutionary 

commerce, needed to be presented carefully in such correspondence to preserve 

masculine credit and confidence.9 

 Tensions between dependence and independence shaped the credit of individual 

merchants and the credit of the emergent nation.  Early eighteenth-century novelist and 

political writer Daniel Defoe’s “Lady Credit,” allegorized in his early writings, gained 

renewed meaning as it related to commerce in the revolutionary Atlantic and the early 

American Republic.  The feminine and seductive Lady Credit represented the dangers 

merchants faced in an unpredictable world of revolutionary commerce.  Merchants’ 

ability to do business was reliant on credit, but by casting credit in the form of a woman, 

Defoe drew from a culture where female economic actors, and their stereotypical 

tendency to overspend, threatened the safety of male capital.  But even Daniel Defoe’s 

allegorical Lady Credit meant little without also illustrating where she fit in her 

allegorical family.  Defoe’s Credit was the daughter of Probity and Prudence, and her 

cousin Reputation was her counterpart in the non-economic realm.  Credit and Reputation 

were so close “that to speak of one describes the other.”  Therefore, even in eighteenth-

                                                 
 9 Toby L. Ditz, “Shipwrecked; or, Masculinity Imperiled: Mercantile Representations of Failure 
and the Gendered Self in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” Journal of American History 81 (Jun. 1994), 
51. 
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century allegory, familial relationships helped economic actors understand the bonds and 

values built into commerce.  However, these generally accepted meanings of credit, 

reputation, and familial loyalty began to face challenges in an ever more expansive and 

diverse market economy.10 

 Pulling the allegory into the revolutionary conflicts of the end of the eighteenth 

century, what happens when Lady Credit rebels against her parents?  Credit loses 

meaning without the values of Probity and Prudence.  “The American founders occupied 

a ‘Machiavellian moment’,” as identified by J. G. A. Pocock, which was “a crisis in the 

relations between personality and society, [and] virtue and corruption.”  This crisis 

played out in a commercial culture of personality that was reliant on irrational and 

fluctuating values, or credit.  Such irrationality was also increasingly characterized as 

feminine, and therefore threatened the masculine world of commerce.  These shifting 

relations may be better understood as a crisis over both the literal and metaphorical roles 

of family and community in a new and unpredictable American and Atlantic commercial 

economy.11 

                                                 
 10 Paula Backscheider, “Defoe’s Lady Credit,” Huntington Library Quarterly 44 (Spring 1981), 
90-91.  For further analysis on economy in Defoe’s writing, see James Thompson, Models of Value: 
Eighteenth-Century Political Economy and the Novel (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996), esp, “3. 
Defoe and the Narrative of Exchange,” 87-131. 

 11 J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic 
Republican Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975); 462-463; Backscheider, “Defoe’s 
Lady Credit,” 90-91.  On gender and credit, see David Waldstreicher, Runaway America: Benjamin 
Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution (New York: Hill and Wang, 2004), esp. “4. People and 
Capital,” 87-114; Ditz, “Shipwrecked,” 57; David Anthony, “‘Gone Distracted’: ‘Sleepy Hollow’, Gothic 
Masculinity, and the Panic of 1819,” Early American Literature 40:1 (2005), 112; and Mann, Republic of 
Debtors, 121.  As Waldstreicher explains in his analysis of Benjamin Franklin’s understanding of capital 
and gender, “Women remain the epitome of dangerous consumption, yet they become the perfect 
exemplars of saving money by staying out of the cash economy as much as possible” [Waldstreicher, 
Runaway America, 106].   
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 Merchants in the eighteenth-century Atlantic could look towards brothers and 

fathers as less risky sources of credit, yet the culture of revolution dramatically changed 

the ways these relationships worked.  A masculine language of sympathy was also at play 

in the bulk of Stephen’s incoming commercial correspondence.  Such language was key 

to crafting and maintaining business friendships.  Most importantly though, Stephen’s 

relationship with his brother Jean indicated Stephen’s calculated utilization of family.  

Although he was not yet the successful capitalist he would become in the early nineteenth 

century, Stephen Girard’s use of family, not simply for trust, but to mitigate risk as well, 

was symptomatic of his lifelong business strategy as it developed alongside the transition 

to capitalism during the late-eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

 After the failure of La Julye in 1774, Stephen decided to redirect his ship to New 

York and try to reestablish himself in North America.  He quickly formed a partnership 

with a New York commercial firm, Thomas Randall & Son.  Under Randall’s guidance, 

Stephen became a captain, directed several voyages between New York and Cap 

François, and continued to ignore his debts to his father.  Jean also continued to forge 

connections for his brother in the West Indies.  Interested in a partnership, another 

merchant Richard Cadet wrote to Stephen in May 1774 that, “Thy brother sends me thy 

letter which gave much pleasure by telling me that thou art well.  I hope thou mayest 

continue so; also that they business may prosper.”  Cadet’s formal introduction, playing 

up the benefits of brotherhood, is wholly unexceptional, except when read in the context 

of Girard’s correspondence during these early years.  Whereas all correspondence would 

depend upon a network of trade, often ones that included siblings, nearly all of Stephen’s 

network during the 1770s and 1780s grew out of that brotherly link.  The strategy of 
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forging business networks and friendships through the brotherly relationship was an 

important constant.  Stephen’s almost complete reliance on Jean also suggested how truly 

alienated Stephen was from other networks of trade that surely his father would have 

helped to introduce.  Although Stephen and Jean did not always work together, the 

partners that Stephen worked with often originated from that brotherly contact.12 

 Although Stephen’s primary familial correspondent was Jean, a letter from 

Stephen’s sister further illustrated the language of sensibility and the importance of 

siblings during this period.  Madelaine began the letter with outward affection: “I 

received thy charming letter ... in which thou makest known to me the difficulty which 

thou findest in sending me the sentiments of tenderness and love which thou hast for me, 

this I appreciate very much.”  The sentimentality in this letter was nothing special in the 

late-eighteenth-century Atlantic world.  Sensibility, the overt expression of emotion, 

formed a gendered language of power that structured the world of Stephen, Madelaine, 

and Jean.  Passion, both love and anger, demonstrated an “emotional freedom” that 

historian Nicole Eustace argues was central to the “revolutionary rhetoric” of the Anglo-

American world.  Because this culture of sensibility was so central to understanding 

one’s place in a changing world, where families struggled to maintain close bonds across 

oceans, its rules of honor and etiquette were necessary to navigate both personal and 

commercial relationships.  Sentimental letter writing was a necessary skill in establishing 

both personal trust and commercial credit.  So, while Stephen’s relationships with his 

                                                 
 12 McMaster, Life and Times, I: 4-5; Richard Cadet to SG, May 4, 1774, Cap Français, Letters 
Received 1774: 9, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS.  It is important to note here the nature of the Girard 
correspondence in the archive.  All incoming letters in French were translated when the collection was 
microfilmed in the early twentieth century.  The level of formality or informality in the translations, 
therefore, is not my own.  Outgoing letters are my own translation unless otherwise noted. 



 

13 

brother and sister were quite different, the emotionally charged language they both used 

indicated intimacy with purpose.13 

 Madelaine’s letter also displayed the flexibility of gender roles in sibling 

correspondence as well as the role that guilt played in attempts to maintain familial 

bonds.  Intriguingly, Madelaine mentioned Stephen’s debt to their father.  She explained 

that their father, “appears to desire thy advancement, also he told me that he was in 

trouble about the debts that you have here without seeming to wish to satisfy them.”  

Madelaine’s discussion of their father and the debt at once seemed to challenge the 

usually assumed applicability of separate spheres, while also employing guilt in an 

attempt to appeal to Stephen’s loyalty to familial credit.  This supports the findings of 

historian C. Dallett Hemphill in her analysis of siblings in early America.  By contrasting 

same-sex and opposite sex sibling interactions, Hemphill finds that the latter provided an 

important escape from prescriptive gender constraints.  Madelaine’s inquiry showed that 

she clearly felt comfortable enough with Stephen to overstep prescriptive gender norms 

and discuss commercial matters like Stephen’s debt.  In her closing, Madelaine continued 

to comment on Stephen’s predicament writing, “What happiness I shall have in seeing 

thee again, for they own good I prefer that thou shouldst be away where thou art, thou art 

sent to straighten out thy affairs, I bless the Lord for it.”  Hinting further at the 

importance of maintaining a close and amiable relationship with her eldest brother, 

                                                 
 13 Sister Madelaine Pelagie nee Girard to SG, May 14, 1775, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1775: 
27, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS; Nicole Eustace, Passion is the Gale: Emotion, Power, and the Coming of 
the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 8, 148; Stephen 
Shapiro, The Culture and Commerce of the Early American Novel: Reading the Atlantic World System 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008), 40; Konstantin Dierks, In My Power: 
Letter Writing and Communications in Early America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2009). 
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Madelaine also suggested that Stephen should remember her and their sisters in case of 

their father’s death since they “will find themselves unprovided for.”  This 

acknowledgement that Stephen would be responsible for his sister’s fiscal well-being if 

their father died put the role of families as protectors of capital to the fore.  This added 

another layer of meaning to Madelaine’s concern over Stephen’s debts, demonstrating the 

importance of the sibling tie in commerce and otherwise.  Stephen’s general neglect 

towards his family back in Bordeaux, evidenced most clearly by his failure to repay the 

debt he incurred with La Julye, but also by the infrequency with which he corresponded 

with his French relatives, demonstrated that even as a young man Stephen Girard was 

skeptical about the benefits of traditional family.14 

 

 Stephen Girard continued to forge trade contacts throughout North America, but 

in 1776, just weeks before the Declaration of Independence was signed, he was forced to 

deal with the reality of rebellion in the American colonies.  In the early spring of 1776, 

Girard attempted to take some precautions to avoid involvement in the mounting conflict.  

To mask his allegiances, he fabricated a “fictious” sale of his ship as “a formality made to 

avoid the risk which he fears by meeting some vessels of the King of England.”  This 

strategy did not take into account, however, the unpredictability of the weather on the 

high seas.  On a return voyage from the West Indies, Girard and his crew faced dangerous 

weather and a rapidly depleting supply of fresh water.  After his crew repeatedly 

                                                 
 14 Sister Madelaine Pelagie to SG, May 14, 1775; Hemphill, Siblings, 48-56, 76-77, 85-86.  On the 
culture of sensibility, see G. J. Barker-Benfield, The Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-
Century Britain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Eustace, Passion is the Gale; Sarah Knott, 
Sensibility and the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).  
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reminded Girard that the water “would not be sufficient for the remainder of our voyage,” 

Girard decided to redirect his ship towards Philadelphia with a plan that they “would 

meet with some vessels of the King of England which would supply me with water or 

grant me protections in entering some port.”  Girard thought that this plan would keep 

him and his vessel “under shelter from dangers incident to this country, which they say 

has rebelled against its prince.”15   

 Fortunately, Girard and his crew met up with a British frigate that had been 

“coasting between Philadelphia and the Carolinas to seize any vessel,” hoping to get 

water so as to “prevent my putting into harbor which would be very expensive.”  

Unfortunately, the English captain, who Girard described as “a very gallant man,” 

supplied no water and impressed one of Girard’s Irish crew members.  Girard and his 

crew were forced to sail on to Philadelphia, arriving in that port on June 5, 1776.  

However, the unexpected detour did not disrupt Girard’s determination to make a profit.  

Using his French origins, his conveniently place brother in Saint-Domingue, and a quick 

display of loyalty to the American cause, Stephen Girard engaged in wartime trade.16 

 Philadelphia in 1776 was a center of both Atlantic trade and revolution.  The city 

was crowded at the edge of the Delaware with merchants and markets, dealing in 

physical goods, and debating currency and credit.  Only five blocks west, delegates to the 

Continental Congress debated the politics of independence.  When Girard landed in 

Philadelphia, he initially thought of himself as a Frenchman, separate from the turbulence 

of Revolution.  Indeed, he thought that he could capitalize on his outsider status by 
                                                 
 15 Lappinot to SG, Mar. 1, 1776, Mississippi, Letters Received 1776: 30, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Stephen Girard’s Log Book, 1776, Roll 482, Series 2, SGP, APS; McMaster, Life and Times, I: 6-8.  

 16 Log book 1776. 
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remaining neutral.  Girard quickly learned, however, that in Philadelphia his French 

citizenship would not keep him from being drawn into the conflict.  His ship was 

confiscated for use in the Continental forces and he took an oath of allegiance to 

Pennsylvania.  Girard also linked himself to Philadelphia in a much more permanent way 

in the spring of 1777 when he met and married the young servant girl Mary Lum.17 

 Girard’s oath-taking and marriage, however, cannot be read as an unequivocal 

commitment to Pennsylvania or the Patriot cause.  Landing in the midst of Revolution 

allowed Girard to experiment with strategies of loyalty.  Just as he chose when and how 

to communicate with his family, or to employ a familial bond, Girard chose when he was 

American and when he was French.  Girard was an excellent example of Thomas 

Jefferson’s observation that, “Merchants have no country.”  Scholars have recently 

questioned the usefulness of binary categories during wartime, finding that a significant 

portion of individuals sided with neither the British nor the Americans.  Girard’s strategic 

ambiguity was already at work, even before he landed in Philadelphia, when he 

fabricated the fictitious sale of the ship to hide his loyalties.  Girard’s oath, and perhaps 

even his marriage, should be understood a similar vein.   The “fidelity” that he declared 

to Pennsylvania was much the same as that which he committed to his family in 

Bordeaux.  It was telling that he still had not repaid those debts.18 

                                                 
 17 Oath of Allegiance, Oct. 27, 1778, Letters Received 1778: 44, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Stephen Girard’s marriage to Mary Lum, Records of Marriages, St. Pauls Church, Jun. 6, 1777, Roll 482, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 26; McMaster, Life and Times, I: 14-16.  On Philadelphia 
during the Revolution, see Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and 
Economic Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1986), 
167-280; and Benjamin L. Carp, Rebels Rising: Cities and the American Revolution (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 172-212. 

 18 Thomas Jefferson quoted in Smith, Freedoms We Lost, 116-177.On oaths as tools to prevent 
dissent rather than proof of ideology, see Aaron Sullivan, “In But Not Of the Revolution: Loyalty, Liberty, 
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 During the British occupation of Philadelphia from the fall of 1777 until the 

spring of 1778, the newlyweds were forced to flee to Mount Holly, New Jersey, but this 

did not hamper Girard’s trade with the Continental forces.  During this time it also 

appeared that the damaged relationship Stephen had with his father began to mend.  In a 

demonstration of strategic familial loyalty, Stephen requested recommendations from his 

father and blamed his continued absence on the rebellion writing that, “owing to the 

dangers of the sea, there being no possibility of insuring here, I shall be forced to stay 

here at least until the end of the war, and meanwhile intend to do some business in this 

country.”  Employing the prescribed language of familial sentiment, Stephen appealed to 

“your fatherly love and friendship,” but wasted little more paper, quickly requesting 

business recommendations, insurance, and an armed vessel.  Stephen explained that, “I 

believe ... there ought to be a big profit in view.”  With that, Girard continued to 

experiment in a mercantile strategy of capitalizing on revolution and family.19   

 In his response of May 1778, Pierre recommended a merchant from Bordeaux 

who was setting up a “commercial house” in New England.  Pierre instructed Stephen to 

“Show him the resources of the country, the nature of its commodities, and give him any 

other advice which he may need.”  Pierre also emphasized the importance of family in 

merchant connections writing that, “as any things may occur during his journey, if 

anything should happen to him it will be necessary, my son, for you and your friends to 

redouble your services so that the family in Bordeaux may hear of it.”  Though the letter 

                                                 
and the British Occupation of Philadelphia,” (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2014), 29-34, 47-48, 182, 
240. 

 19 SG to Pierre Girard, quoted in McMaster, Life and Times, I: 16-17.  Further insight about 
Girard’s loyalties may also be read from his interest in profiting from revolution.   
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was kind and encouraging, Pierre added, “I have been omitted from your letters,” 

scolding his son for the infrequent communication.  It seemed that Stephen’s short nod to 

deference was not enough as the young Girard tested the limits of familial surety.20 

 Pierre’s letter to Stephen also hinted that the kin-keeping of brothers was at work.  

Though Stephen’s letters were infrequent, Pierre continued to receive news on Stephen’s 

business and whereabouts from Jean.  Pierre wrote, “Your brother has told me that you 

have made a personal change of which you have not informed me, but of which I desire 

to know all the circumstances as soon as possible.”  This “personal change” was likely 

Stephen’s marriage to Mary.  It is instructive that even such a momentous event as 

marriage did not bring the father and son back into regular contact and that Stephen had 

not even mentioned it in any of his correspondence to his father.  Pierre concluded his 

letter with wishes of “health, a great deal of wisdom, industry, uprightness and 

prudence,” adding, “I embrace you with a paternal heart.”21  From Pierre’s perspective, it 

seemed that the obligations of family were stronger than those of commerce, but 

Stephen’s motives and family values remained unclear. 

 Despite the letter of paternal affection, Stephen’s correspondence did not reflect a 

sincere commitment to his family in Bordeaux or the repayment of his debts.  In his 

                                                 
 20 Pierre Girard to SG, May 30, 1778, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1778: 41, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, 
APS. 

 21 Pierre Girard to SG, May 30, 1778.  Hemphill defines kin-keeping as “the various practices - 
exchanging news and information, planning get-togethers, and rendering aid - whereby nuclear families 
maintained ties within larger clans” [Hemphill, Siblings, 7].  Doerflinger, writing on the “economic 
usefulness of religious and family ties” noted with some surprise Girard’s expressions of “filial loyalty” in 
this set of correspondence with his father.  Familial surety was certainly important for merchants during 
this period; Girard’s very limited, and questionably sincere, commitment to family was an anomaly among 
merchants [Doerflinger, Vigorous Spirit, 61].  On the longstanding importance of family in the merchant 
community, see also Bernard Bailyn, The New England Merchants in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1955), 35; and Mathias, “Risk, Credit and Kinship.” 
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response to his father, Stephen shared the news of his marriage, this time blaming his 

failure to write on “the natural bashfulness of a son, who, though far from his father, fears 

to incur his displeasure.”  Again employing just enough deference to remain respectful, 

Stephen noted that, “I have not forgotten the debt I contracted at Bordeaux, and intend to 

do all I can ... to make good my engagements as soon as the risks of the sea are a little 

less dangerous.”  But again, these were just words, not money, and Stephen would not 

repay the debts or write again for some time.22 

 After the British left Philadelphia, Stephen returned to the city and rented a house 

and three adjoining stores on Water Street.  Just yards away from the Delaware, Girard’s 

location was prime.  For the rest of his life, Girard would operate his mercantile business 

out of properties on Water Street.  Brothers Jean and Stephen also began to discuss a 

partnership, a negotiation that would continue for the next two and a half decades.  

Stephen did not simply consider a partnership with Jean because he was his brother: Jean 

received many recommendations.  A merchant from Fredericksburg wrote glowingly 

about Jean in 1779, explaining that the younger Girard was “in a very fortunate position, 

he his making great strides to fortune .... His conduct which is very unusual at his age, is 

dictated by prudence and wisdom; it has won for him the esteem of all worthy men.”  The 

correspondent also added that Jean, “has the power of attorney from your father, this very 

natural confidence is an advantage for your family.”  Jean had proved his loyalty to their 

father by maintaining contact and doing the work of maintaining familial credit above his 

own selfish interests.  As such, it was Jean, not Stephen, who was the emerging leader in 
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the Girard merchant network.  However, Stephen hoped that the high value and credit 

placed on his brother would benefit him as well.23 

 Over the following decade, Stephen and Jean’s correspondence and networking 

demonstrated how the brotherly bond could be beneficial, especially when trading across 

oceans and between competing imperial powers.  Hemphill’s analysis of siblings 

confirms the importance of brothers in business, arguing that, “Brother partners were 

crucial, coming as they did in this intervening period between a patriarchal system 

wherein fathers set up their sons, and the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century growth of 

state regulation and worker protections.”  In line with what Hemphill finds in the 

correspondence between brothers during this era, the revolution in sentiment that 

coincided with the American Revolution served to bring many brothers closer.  As 

Hemphill explains, “there was little change over the Revolutionary era in relations 

between sisters.  But the emotional tenor of relations between brothers and between 

brothers and sisters did change in important ways, mostly in the form of increasing 

expression of affection.”  Whereas the polite exchange of pleasantries common to most 

correspondence during this era was definitely present in the Girard brothers’ 

correspondence, wartime letters between this set of brothers displayed an efficiency that 

often left out excess sentiment.24  Stephen and Jean’s correspondence during war was 

much more businesslike than what came after, though affection was often lacking as the 

brothers constantly bickered over how to run their partnership. 
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 Just how much Stephen needed his brother became clear in 1779 and 1780 as he 

already experienced firsthand the failures associated with revolutionary commerce.  

Stephen failed at his first attempt to capitalize on revolution through privateering with the 

schooner Minerva.  The crew and their leaky ship met bad weather and no British prizes.  

The ship’s master, Arthur Helme, reported the bad news, explaining that, “every article is 

scarce & dear.  I must ride 10-15 & 20 miles for the most Trifling Articles.”  Helme 

added that, “I even then meet with a disappointment as Fool I shall mention to you the 

prices that they ask here & sell for.”  Without any prize money to entice them, the crew 

defected and stole anything of value on board.  When Helme was eventually able to 

attempt his return to Philadelphia, he wrecked the ship completely for a total loss.25   

 The scarcity of necessities that Helme described, as well as the crisis over rapidly 

depreciating currency, were frequent topics in correspondence between Stephen, his 

brother, and their mercantile network.  Many merchants from the French Caribbean 

recommended Jean and his strategic location in a French colony was important, 

especially because of the risks associated with wartime trade.  Writing from Cap 

Français, Saint-Domingue, one merchant noted that, “I have had the honor of knowing 

your brother ... for a long time which has given me the honor of writing to you.”  A 

Virginia merchant similarly referred to the brotherly bond between Stephen and Jean and 

echoed the scarcity that Helme had noted, writing that, “everything is needed here.”  The 

commercial conditions at that place were precarious, “Paper is discredited, the exchange 

as I have heard, in the month of November last was 4 to 1, it has risen since 20 to 1, 
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successively they propose even 30 for one.”  Virginia, like most of the rebelling colonies, 

was dependent on unreliable commerce and failing currency; on the devalued currency, 

the merchant exclaimed: “we are now in the kingdom of imagination.”26 

 With little access to hard money and the devaluation of currency, revolutionary 

Americans were consumed by risk and failure; Stephen Girard was no different.  Failure 

was a problem for the Patriots and Girard.  It was significant that they both used strategic 

deployment and retraction of fraternity to solve their fiscal problems.  As historian Bruce 

Mann notes, “the fundamental dilemma was that debt and insolvency were antithesis of 

republican independence, yet they pervaded all reaches of American society.”  The long 

eighteenth-century of imperial power struggles in Europe and North America effectively 

drained the already struggling colonies of currency.  These currency shortages became 

only more severe during the American Revolution.  Paper currency was a necessity and, 

as historian Barbara Clark Smith argues, paper money during the early phases of the war 

served as a more expansive way to encourage Patriotic political participation.  As Smith 

explains, “with each transaction, people would reenact their commitment to independence 

and their trust in Revolutionary authorities.”  This revolutionary “interdependence” was 

reliant on bonds of community and fraternity.  However, as paper money rapidly 

depreciated in value, so too did those bonds.  As one observer noted, “it is in the interest 

of the people to support the credit of a paper-currency; its depreciation is a grievous and 

unequal tax.”  The devious opportunities that paper currency provided also gave “rise to a 

spirit of speculation, by which every man endeavored to advance his own fortune, at the 
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expense of the community.”  No strangers to such speculation, the Girard brothers both 

sought to profit off of the dissolution of value, both fiscal and personal.27 

 Through their fraternal correspondence, Jean Girard was well aware of the wider 

effects of the depreciation of Continental currency.  In the spring of 1779, Jean requested 

that Stephen “collect (in a good letter of exchange or otherwise) some money which is 

due me on the coast of Casxo Bay, Boston.”  Jean then instructed his brother to use the 

money to “purchase a good small farm in the vicinity of Philadelphia, about 20 or 30 

miles from there, my intention being to go there after the war.”  Jean’s rationale for this 

was telling; he explained that, “I know that the heavy taxes will force many poor people 

to sell and to settle on new land further away.”  For the most part, this is what happened.  

Continental money depreciated and states began to privatize their fiscal regimes, 

chartering banks that gave preference to urban merchants at the expense of rural farmers.  

As historian Terry Bouton argues in his analysis of the effects of fiscal privatization in 

the 1780s, farmers were hardest hit by the crisis associated with depreciating currency.  

“The story of privatization’s success,” Bouton explains, “is generally a tale of urban 

America and financial services geared toward merchants and nascent manufacturers.”  

Leading up to this in 1779, Jean Girard, well aware of the effects that depreciated 

currency had on farmers in the Pennsylvania interior, positioned himself to profit off of 

their failures. 28  
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 The Girard brothers’ capitalization on revolution reflects similar consequences of 

a larger departure from values of community and fraternity among the leaders of the 

American Revolution.  Both Terry Bouton and Barbara Clark Smith trace this shift in the 

early 1780s from a patriotic commitment to community and “mutuality” to a top-down, 

fiscally-concerned policy that made more room for private interest.  For his part, Jean 

kept up his pressure to move to Philadelphia and establish a formal partnership.  Later in 

the summer of 1779, Jean repeated that, “My intention is to purchase a property near 

Philadelphia, and consequently I am sending you these small consignments, and will 

endeavor to make some larger ones.”  However, after repeated efforts at discouragement, 

Stephen convinced Jean to remain in Saint-Domingue because of the great success the 

younger brother was enjoying.  Jean explained that, “I am succeeding so well in my 

business that I expect to remain here for some years, after which we will see.”  Trust in 

his brother also allowed Jean to write candidly about the risks they took, explaining how 

he had “given 3 barrels of citron here in order to send this one free.  In this way one can 

avoid the law.”  In another letter, Jean made clear their strategy of profiting from 

revolution, relaying to Stephen that, “the taking of St. Eustache by the English will 

increase the prices of New England goods and diminish those of our commodities, which 

will benefit the ship owners of your ports.”  Clearly, in these early years, while Jean still 

held the upper hand in commerce, both the Girard brothers were skilled at smuggling 

through careful deployment of strategic loyalties.  In the letter, Jean then turned to 

personal news and his failure to obtain oranges for their sister before instructing Stephen 
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on several potential partners.  Jean closed the letter with appropriate formality, giving his 

compliments to Stephen’s wife and signing the letter, “thy affectionate brother.”29 

 Through these early years, Jean remained the more successful brother and it was 

Jean’s capital and connections that attracted business.  In 1778, still battling through the 

wartime economy, Stephen met two men who would become important trading partners 

for decades to come.  The language of friendship, like that of kinship, was central to 

eighteenth-century trade and Stephen’s friendly correspondence was representative of 

such trends.  The establishment of friendly partnerships was a mark of mercantile success 

and the correspondence that sustained these friendships was defined by a particular tone 

of sentimental masculinity.30  Joseph Baldesqui and Paul Bentalou, both members of the 

Cavalry Legion led by Count Casimir Pulaski, the Polish nobleman credited as the father 

of the American cavalry, traveled through Philadelphia and frequented Stephen’s shop on 

Water Street.  In the times when Stephen and Jean did not maintain close or frequent 

communication, correspondence between these two other men continued to illustrate how 

the sibling tie and fraternity between friends remained important to commerce.31 
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 Especially interested in forming a trade relationship with Jean in Cap Français, 

Baldesqui wrote to Stephen, “Your brother (who is looking wonderfully well, and whom 

I have the pleasure of seeing very often) had already taken my power of attorney.”  Jean’s 

superior economic position was also expressed as Baldesqui explained, “I would like 

very much to form a partnership with your brother.   I have already spoken to him of it.  

He does not appear to be unwilling but he has a good capital, and I find myself with very 

little.”  Baldesqui’s finances were indeed in quite dire circumstances.  “Ten pages of 

writing would not suffice to detail you the cheating which I have experienced during my 

absence,” Baldesqui lamented, “all is lost and gone except my negroes, and some 

furniture which (most fortunately) no one wished to buy.”  Moreover, Baldesqui’s plan 

for solvency was to sell the only valuable property he had left: “I shall have to sell my 

slaves to procure capital.”  This further highlighted how the harsh realities of eighteenth-

century commerce depended on erasing the line between people and capital.32 

 Similarly dreadful arithmetic filled Stephen’s mind as well, regarding both the 

free and enslaved.  The “kingdom of imagination” did not just simply characterize the 

controversy over paper money; it described an Atlantic economy where all values were 

up for grabs.  Stephen carefully bet on both his brotherly bond with Jean and his 

newfound business friendships with other merchants of the Francophone Atlantic.  While 

forging a partnership with Baldesqui, Jean cautioned Stephen against it writing, “Be 

careful of that interested person whom thou hast taken in hand.  I have warned thee, and 
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am astonished that in spite of it, thou has united with him in business.”  Jean continued to 

explain the “embarrassed” state of Baldesqui’s affairs and his own begrudged support.  

The use of the word “embarrassed” here was particularly important in the context of 

mercantile correspondence because it implied not simply public business failures, but a 

more internalized sense of inadequacy.  Jean did not simply criticize Baldesqui’s inability 

to make a profit; Baldesqui’s mercantile manhood was on the line.33 

 Many of Jean’s plans to form a stronger partnership with Stephen in Philadelphia 

were thwarted over the following years by the turbulence of Revolution.  In April 1780, 

Jean wrote that, “I would willingly join with thee in business, but the discredit in paper 

disgusts me.”  Writing from Saint-Domingue, Jean held no loyalty to the depreciated 

Continental currency, but in his letter he did demonstrate his loyalty to family that 

Stephen repeatedly ignored.  Jean scolded Stephen writing, “No truly, dear brother, what 

are you thinking of, to forget a father who asks always of you, and to repudiate your 

debts?  This way of doing does not agree with me.”  On another piece of business, Jean 

continued to complain that, “Thou shouldst have said something to me about it, for a 

silence in this respect is very bad particularly with thy brother, who merits more.”  From 

this continued chiding, Jean made it clear that Stephen had yet to fully mend his 

relationship with their father.  This tone of scolding and caution was a common one in 

Jean’s letters to his brother.  “Do not risk too much,” the younger Girard repeatedly 

cautioned.  This advice was apt, if only for the fact that Stephen and Jean’s trade was 

often illegal.  Jean’s cautionary tone, however, also had a desperate quality.  It seemed 
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that even at this early stage in their careers, Jean worried that Stephen’s risks would 

prove too great, or that Jean’s usefulness as a brother in business might run out.34 

 The merchant triangle between Stephen, Jean, and Baldesqui is particularly 

interesting because it demonstrates how, while Jean continued to rely on the force of 

traditional familial networks of trade, Stephen was more concerned with the bottom line.  

“Be careful! It is thy brother and friend who begs thee,” Jean urged since, “Thy honor 

and mine are at stake.”  This was the second time since that fateful journey in 1774 on 

Les Deux Frères that Stephen ignored Jean’s pleas for familial loyalty and chose less 

traditional measurements of value.35 

 Intriguingly, Stephen’s correspondence with his new friend Baldesqui was 

sometimes more reflective of the sentimental culture of business than that with his 

brother.  Francophone mercantile fraternity apparently called for more effort on 

Stephen’s part to maintain the bond of brotherhood.36  However, that emotional intimacy 

did not always take a positive tone.  Baldesqui complained to his friend, “you say nothing 

of the present state of specie, nor of how you have invested the funds I left with you ... 

nor of the present current for commodities.  I hope you will make up for that in the 

future.”  Moreover, despite Jean’s apparent disapproval of Stephen’s partnership with 
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Baldesqui, the brother still came to the rescue when the schooners Minerva and Barbary, 

two of their joint privateering ventures, failed - the first already discussed above by 

shipwreck and the second by capture.  Both schooners were eventually rescued and 

repaired, but Baldesqui explained that, “In order not to increase our loss by a second 

unhappy event, I have engaged your brother, or at least his partner ... to give an order to 

sell part of the cargo to pay the expenses.”  Even Baldesqui recognized that the younger 

Girard brother was probably the better bet.  “This is in my opinion the most prudent 

plan,” Baldesqui explained and then, in much the same scolding tone as Jean Girard, 

noted, “I hope that this loss will cause you to make some reflections for the future.”  It 

appeared that Stephen risked too much in the minds of both his friend and his brother.37 

 Baldesqui continued to criticize Stephen’s management of the aptly named 

schooner The Whim.  Like the partners’ previous ventures, The Whim, though a “very fast 

sailor,” fell victim to the imperial conflict on the Atlantic.  On The Whim’s second 

voyage for the firm of Stephen Girard & Co., she was captured by the British, only to be 

recaptured a few hours later by an American crew.  When the schooner was returned to 

Saint-Domingue, she was detained for a month and all the goods were sold at a loss.  “It 

does not appear,” Baldesqui wrote, “that you had taken the precaution to insure your 

interest in the return of this boat.”  Adding, “we must work together on one plan or 

another, or it will be impossible to avoid ruin.”38  An important constant in the letters of 
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both Jean and Baldesqui, in addition to their critical tone, was their discomfort with the 

degree of risk that Stephen encouraged.  In his letter from September 1780, Baldesqui 

articulated such discomfort, writing: 

I see with sorrow my presentiments in respect to this trade on the sea are 
fulfilled for you know that I have never been very much carried away by 
this kind of speculation.  It is too risky at this time.  All the patience to 
which you exhort me on this subject is a very feeble remedy, which will 
not prevent us in a little time from finding ourselves reduced to beggary.  
Above all, if the boats find themselves insured when they arrive, and 
without insurance when they do not arrive.  I beg you then, my dear sir, to 
try to invest in some operations more safe, even should they be less 
lucrative. 
 

Stephen Girard’s extreme risk-taking was too much for Baldesqui.  Historian Cathy 

Matson finds that Stephen was atypical in this degree of risk when compared to his 

contemporaries.  Matson explains that Stephen had a “penchant for ‘gambling in trade’” 

and that he believed that commercial risks were “less problematic” than other kinds of 

investments.  This degree of risk was important for more than its atypicality, however, 

since Girard combined an appetite for risk with traditional family and friendly networks.  

Baldesqui concluded his letter with instructions that, read in context with the former 

correspondence with Jean, reminded Stephen that although older, he was not as 

economically virtuous: “Try then, my dear sir, to manage that which you have in had 

with prudence (that is, to increase not diminish it).”39 

 Jean also came to the rescue during The Whim’s crisis, further highlighting the 

value of the brother’s mercantile fraternity.  Jean’s firm in Cap Français claimed that, 
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“We have managed this cargo as well as possible and we flatter ourselves that we have 

obtained the best prices.”  Baldesqui also gave Jean’s firm credit, writing that, “because 

of the opposition made by the house of your brother, the money will be returned to those 

to whom it belongs.”  Jean was careful in his correspondence to continually remind 

Stephen of all the support he provided and this allusion to familial duty was surely not 

lost on the elder brother.  However, all of Jean’s cautionary words could not stop Stephen 

from taking nearly every risk presented to him.  The simple fact that Jean continued to 

aid Stephen, despite the failures and ignorance of prudent advice, suggested that Jean still 

operated in an economy that valued family more than profit.40 

 While Stephen, Jean, and Baldesqui engaged each other in trade between 

Philadelphia and the French Caribbean, a second overlapping triangle of mercantile 

correspondence developed between Stephen, Baldesqui, and their friend Paul Bentalou in 

Baltimore.  These three merchants were not only business partners, but their letters 

reflected that they were friends that cared for each other deeply, so much so that Stephen 

and Bentalou were frequently asked to help Baldesqui forge and maintain a relationship 

with a young woman.  “Probably friend Baldesqui takes his ease in his inn, and surely so 

if you have not heard from him since my departure from Phila.,” Bentalou reported to 

Stephen, “You know too well the sincere attachment I have for him personally, not to tell 

me of his letters.  My departure was so hurried I had not time to go to salute the object of 

his love.  Have the kindness to make my excuses to her.”41  
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 Similar to the correspondence between Stephen and Baldesqui, Stephen’s 

correspondence with Bentalou expressed a desire to form a partnership in Philadelphia, as 

well as the persisting difficulties associated with depreciated paper money.  “See what a 

very long time I have been deprived of your welcome news, my dear Girard,” Bentalou 

complained to Stephen in May 1781, “I would not have left you so long without letting 

you know mine, if I had not expected to go to Phila. from day to day.  All these changes 

in paper money completely ruined my plans of speculation.”  Bentalou explained that he 

attempted to profit from the arrival of Continental forces and their lack of supplies, but he 

“was informed that [paper money] no longer has any value in this country – so that I find 

myself absolutely thwarted.”  In that spring and summer of 1781, led by prominent 

Philadelphia merchant Robert Morris, Pennsylvania was the first state to change their 

monetary policy and replace continental currency with privately issued bank notes.  

Bentalou made a bad bet on the continental currency, further complaining that friendship 

and faith were the “best I have in this cursed country.”  With the lack of reliable and 

ready money, the more valuable currency here was the friendship between Stephen and 

Bentalou, and their frequent correspondence reflected just how valuable fraternity could 

be during wartime.42 

 While it appeared that Jean did not have any connection with Bentalou, brotherly 

bonds were not altogether absent from the correspondence between he and Stephen.  As 

noted above, Jean supported the business between Stephen and Baldesqui, but Bentalou’s 

brother-in-law tried to aid his and Stephen’s trade.  Bentalou’s brother-in-law was in 
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Virginia and was supposed to sell sugar that Stephen had imported, but “being occupied 

with public affairs, cannot leave the city until the inhabitants have recovered from the 

alarm which the English are causing us.”  The plan, supported by Bentalou’s brother-in-

law, did not work out, but it still demonstrated how family was utilized by all of these 

merchants.  Even as the Revolution wreaked havoc, destabilizing value in currency and 

everyday life, family networks continued to play a central role in commerce.43 

 Interestingly, there was also a frequent tone of jealousy between Bentalou and 

Baldesqui.  Perhaps Bentalou resented the amount of business that Stephen had with their 

other friend, or the stress and anxiety resulting from the paper money problem.  Bentalou 

wrote that, “It seems that Baldesqui forgets us.  Since the last letter which you had the 

kindness to forward to me, I have not heard one word from him.  He is a cruel friend.”  It 

may have also had something to do with Baldesqui’s suggestion that Bentalou might need 

a loan.  Writing in the spring of 1781, Baldesqui explained that, “If perchance, Cap. 

Bentalou has need of some money, oblige me, my dear friend, by giving him on my 

account.”  Baldesqui continued, “I know his scrupulousness, he will not make a bad use 

of it; if he is not seriously embarrassed, I beg you will not refuse it to him.”  Many of 

these difficulties seemed to stem from the continued confusion over the value of the 

various currencies in circulation.  In the same letter, Baldesqui complained, “And tell me, 

I pray, on which foot we dance when the paper is so depreciated ... for truly, one does not 

know how to count with the cursed paper, which may Hell confound.”44 
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 Problems associated with determining value were also at play when Stephen 

entrusted Bentalou to sell several slaves captured in one of their privateering ventures.  

Bentalou explained that,  

As to this business which you have confided to me, I have taken all the 
information possible relative to the sale of negroes.  It makes me see, with 
good reason, that it is very difficult to estimate their value without 
knowing their ability, their ages, and above all their constitution.   
 

Absence of knowledge of the slaves’ constitutions, or their physical and mental 

dispositions, not only made an estimation of value more difficult, but also revealed the 

inherent irrationality of chattel slavery.  Despite this absence of reliable information, 

Bentalou still suggested a range in value between “fifty to two hundred pounds.”  

Carrying on commerce with revolution against another kind of slavery still raging, 

Stephen and his correspondents estimated value amidst constitutional uncertainty using 

the trust of their friendship.45  

 Despite the failures of ships, brotherly bonds, and money itself, the friendship 

between these three merchants remained strong.  Both Baldesqui and Bentalou continued 

to express their love and friendship to Stephen in their correspondence.  Bentalou 

explained his gratitude writing, “I am already myself much indebted and have not yet had 

the means, nor found the least occasion to assure you of my most sincere attachment.  

This is why I beg you most sincerely, to procure for some opportunity to satisfy my heart, 

which is entirely devoted to you.”  As for the letters between Baldesqui and Stephen, they 

continued to deal with the difficulties of wartime trade, as well as Baldesqui’s lady love 

                                                 
 45 Bentalou to SG, May 25, 1781, Baltimore, Letters Received 1781: 28, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, 
APS.  On slavery and constitutions, see David Waldstreicher, Slavery’s Constitution: From Revolution to 
Ratification (New York: Hill and Wang, 2009); Waldstreicher, Runaway America, 232-233; Betsy Erkkila, 
“Franklin and the Revolutionary Body,” ELH 67 (Fall 2000), 721, 730-733. 
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interest, Miss Kitty Sheppard.  Trade during wartime may have masked the value of 

commodities, but it enhanced the value of masculine mercantile friendship.46 

 

 In 1782, Stephen reported to his brother that, “Many houses and shops are as yet 

abandoned, but I see not that all my zeal of recent years was but practice for what is to 

come.”  Throughout the 1780s, this “zeal” was a constant source of tension between the 

brothers, but Jean’s pleas for caution never seemed to affect Stephen’s risky commercial 

decisions.  Stephen clearly needed his brother to take on the risks of wartime trade, but 

nothing in their correspondence reflected that the brotherly bond had any emotional or 

moral influence on Stephen’s economic decisions.  Moreover, while the letters between 

brothers sometimes took on a more intimate tone, they rarely overflowed with emotion in 

the way that some of the correspondence between Stephen and his other friends did.  

Stephen relied on Jean for economic expediency rather than familial loyalty or a genuine 

sense of fraternity.  Yet, as Stephen’s friendships with Baldesqui and Bentalou 

demonstrated, voluntary fraternity still played an important role in structuring his 

mercantile network.47 

 In stark contrast to the more informational correspondence between Stephen and 

his siblings, letters between Jean and his sister Sophie, although quite extreme, more fully 

illustrated the gendered language of emotion that was typical of sibling correspondence in 

the age of sentiment.  In a 1780 letter from Sophie to Jean, Sophie complained of her 
                                                 
 46 Bentalou to SG, Jul. 6, 1781, Letters Received 1781: 40, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS; Baldesqui 
to SG, Apr. 19, 1780, St. Eustache, Letters Received 1780: 76, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS; Baldesqui to 
SG, Sep. 6, 1781, Jamaica Plain, Letters Received 1781: 58, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS. 

 47 SG to JG, quoted in Matson, “Accounting for War and Revolution,” 188; Doerflinger, Vigorous 
Spirit, 216-217.  On voluntary fraternity, see Godbeer, Overflowing of Friendship, 8-9. 
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precarious situation in the home of their father.  Sophie attempted to procure her rightful 

financial support from her father, and Pierre, it seemed, chose instead to slander his 

daughter’s reputation by spreading rumors of illegitimate pregnancies.  Sophie was so 

desperate to get the support and approval of her brother Jean that she threatened to take 

her own life, writing, “I shall wait patiently for six months, and if at the end of that time 

my wishes have not been fulfilled and I am still alive, I shall find a way to end my life.”  

In explaining her plea, Sophie appealed to Jean in submissively feminine terms: 

as I have always regarded you as a father ... I have acknowledged you as 
my master, so that you are right, thinking me to blame, to act as you do.  I 
love you in spite of your reproaches, for they show me that your Sophie 
still occupies your thoughts.  Alas!  How much more you would think of 
her if you knew how sad her position is and how much she is to be pitied. 

 
That Sophie pleaded to Jean instead of Stephen, and found the younger brother more the 

father figure than either the elder brother or father themselves, is instructive.  Not only 

had Stephen clearly cut himself off from the rest of his family, but that family was 

dysfunctional enough that Sophie’s brother in the French Caribbean was her last hope.48 

 What Sophie accused her father of, however, indicated that Stephen may have had 

more in common with his father than was immediately apparent.  Sophie explained that 

when she requested a second pension from Pierre, he publicly announced two illegitimate 

pregnancies and, “gave that ass a reason why I should be returned to his hands, or locked 

up in a mad-house to cure me of my profligacy.”49  Stephen took note of this strategy for 

protecting capital.  Facing a different kind of irrationality, by the mid-1780s, Stephen’s 

                                                 
 48 Sophie Girard to JG, n.d. Letters Received 1780: 140, Roll 1, Series 2, SGP, APS. 

 49 Sophie Girard to JG, n.d. 
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marriage to Mary began to crack and accusations of madness began to creep their way 

into Stephen’s increasingly personal correspondence with his brother. 

 Efforts at rationalizing, or stabilizing, value to protect capital also plagued Patriot 

leaders of the American Revolution.  While leaders of American finance looked towards 

institutional solutions to protect capital, like they had with the Bank of North America in 

1781, they moved away from the earlier community-based moral economy of revolution.  

Perhaps Girard learned from his father and from shifts in revolutionary fiscal policy, but 

as Girard’s continued friendships show, both money and friendship continued to be the 

sinews by which early American society secured value.50

                                                 
 50 Smith, Freedoms We Lost; Bouton, “Moneyless.”  The “sinews” metaphor is widely used in the 
literature of both friendship and imperial finance.  Godbeer describes friendship as “emotional sinews” 
[Godbeer, Overflowing of Friendship,10].  See also John Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War, Money and 
the English State, 1688-1783 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
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CHAPTER 2 
MAD SPECULATION: MADNESS, MERCHANTS, & MARRIAGE 

 
 

 In 1785, Jean Girard wrote to his brother Stephen, instructing him to create a 

“fictitious Frenchman” to withdraw from the mercantile account of the Hourquebie 

brothers, Jean’s partners at the time.  Jean intended to dissolve his partnership in Saint-

Domingue in order to establish a new one with his brother, but explained that he “lent 

some ready money to the brothers and cousins of Hourquebie in various amounts which I 

cannot expect to collect on that date, I beg thee - in order to avoid any dispute - to draw 

upon my house ... in favor of some unknown Frenchman.”  The money was then to be 

held by another friend, Balansun, who Jean noted, “will understand all about it.”  Jean 

went on to explain that, “when our firm is dissolved, I will force Hourquebie to take his 

brothers’ debt and I will take this, the pretended one.”  In this way, Jean planned to 

dissolve his partnership without the risk of not being able to collect his due.1   

 These two pairs of brothers, the Girards and the Hourquebies, both carefully 

navigated the Atlantic commercial world, but the Girards used their brotherly bond to 

commit fraud and invent credit, blurring the boundaries between a supposedly rational 

world of commerce and the irrational risk-taking necessary to succeed in that realm.  

Ever since their initial voyage on Les Deux Fréres in 1772, Stephen repeatedly used their 

strategic fraternity to smuggle.  Perhaps in commemoration of their brotherly bond, or 

more likely in remembrance of the strategic abandonment of his brother in 1772, Stephen 

named the first brig of which he was sole owner Les Deux Fréres.  Well aware of 

                                                 
 1 JG to SG, Feb. 7, 1785, Cap Français, Letters Received 1785: 29, Roll 3, Series 2, SGP, APS.  
On smuggling, see John W. Tyler, Smugglers & Patriots: Boston Merchants and the Advent of the 
American Revolution (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1986). 
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customs regulations that would prevent him from trading as freely as he intended with the 

French Caribbean, in January 1784, Jean instructed Stephen on how they could smuggle 

flour into Saint-Domingue.  Jean explained, “At present we can bring in flour only by 

declaring that there is none on board, consequently the American captains are obliged to 

do this.”  When Les Deux Fréres returned to Philadelphia, it again had to pass customs 

and Stephen, since he was the sole owner of the vessel, used the same strategy that he 

employed during wartime and that Jean used to dissolve his partnership: “fictious” sale.  

Thus, though Les Deux Fréres was an American vessel, using secret agreements with 

Jean and strategic name changes (sometimes just a simple translation to the English Two 

Brothers) the brig passed conveniently as French.2   

 Therefore, Stephen Girard was no stranger to risky commerce as he repeatedly 

used his brother’s reputation and contacts to make business deals.  But in so doing, while 

Stephen carefully crafted commercial fictions, those around him could easily lose sight of 

what was real versus imagined.  While the Girard brothers deployed fictions to engage in 

risky, illicit trade, an increasingly frequent concern in Jean’s correspondence with his 

brother was Stephen’s wife Mary.  Jean sent gifts of oranges and kind words to Mary in 

nearly ever letter to his brother, but this interest hinted at more than just innocent, 

sympathetic concern.3  By the mid-1780s, Girard’s marriage began to deteriorate because 

Girard claimed his wife Mary had gone mad.  At the same time, the Girard brothers’ 

                                                 
 2 JG to SG, Jan. 26, 1784, Cap Français, Letters Received 1784: 9, Roll 2, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Two Brothers, Bill of Lading, Cap Français, Jul. 17, 1784, Ships Papers, Roll 165, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Harry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 
1943), 60; John Bach McMaster, The Life and Times of Stephen Girard: Mariner and Merchant 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1918), I: 49-93.  On the Girard using the strategy of fake sale during 
wartime, see Chapter 1, page 13. 

 3 JG to SG, Mar. 4, 1784, Cap Français, Letters Received 1784: 16, Roll 2, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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business reliant on carefully crafted fictions was mad.  Girard was forced to wrestle with 

the complexities of eighteenth-century madness, both real and metaphorical.   

  In the wake of the American Revolution, early Americans struggled to make 

sense of the lasting inequalities that persisted in a new society supposedly based on 

republican ideals.  Material and political inequalities, however, were embedded in the 

everyday economics of eighteenth-century life.  A society based on difference made 

sense to merchants who structured their daily lives on the economic realities of an 

unforgiving and competitive marketplace.  The rational ideals that helped to forge the 

American Revolution were, like merchants obsessed over prices-current, simultaneously 

suffused by taxonomy and hierarchy.4  Physicians applied similar taxonomies to 

medicine, which were especially revealing in cases of eighteenth-century madness.  That 

these physicians identified speculative commerce as a potential cause of diseases of the 

mind also indicated a significant relationship between madness and commerce that the 

Girard marriage helps to elucidate.5 

                                                 
 4 David Waldstreicher describes this as a “post-Revolutionary crisis of representation” in 
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 54, 61.  On the paradox of capitalism and democracy, 
see especially Andrew Shankman, Crucible of American Democracy: The Struggle to Fuse Egalitarianism 
and Capitalism in Jeffersonian Pennsylvania (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2004).  On the 
fascination with taxonomy and its inherent irrationality, see Fredrika J. Teute, “The Loves of the Plants; or, 
The Cross-Fertilization of Science and Desire at the End of the Eighteenth-Century,” in British Culture of 
the 1790s, ed. Robert M. Maniquis (San Marino, CA: Huntington Library, 2002), 63-89.  

 5 “Mad” and “Madness,” as eighteenth-century terms, are obviously problematic but are used 
purposefully throughout this dissertation for a variety of reasons.  For one, these are the terms used most 
frequently in the eighteenth-century vernacular.  For that reason, madness is also the term most frequently 
used in the relevant historiography and theoretical literature.  Moreover, due to the difficulty of divorcing 
modern notions of mental illness from objects of historical study, scholars have struggled to historicize 
madness and the historiography is therefore not particularly deep.  Most studies on madness in early 
American history focus on the institutionalization of the insane and generally agree that this increase in 
control over the bodies and minds of those deemed mentally ill occurred in the decades following the 
American Revolution.  Interestingly, some scholars, most famously Michel Foucault, find links between the 
rise of the asylum and the expansion of the market economy.  While any attempt at retroactive diagnosis is 
both impossible and unproductive, Mary must not be omitted from an analysis of Stephen Girard’s family.  
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 Stephen Girard’s life was perilous at home and at work.  While Philadelphia’s 

economy remained intricately linked to the European empires, Girard’s ties to the West 

Indies, most significantly through his brother, allowed for strategic navigation of these 

international waters.  Though often unsuccessful, Girard was lucky that he did not suffer 

complete failure.  As historian Thomas M. Doerflinger notes, “during the 1780s, while 

many neighboring merchant houses reeled and broke in the unsettled business climate, 

Girard effectively employed his modest capital by smuggling provisions.”  But at home, 

after eight years of marriage, Stephen and Mary’s union had still not produced a child.  

One of Stephen’s biographers claimed that Stephen put the blame squarely on Mary’s 

shoulders writing that, “Mary, for some reason, had proved infertile.  Quite 

understandably, in view of the past prowess of Girard males, Stephen laid the whole 

burden of childlessness upon her.”6  Thus, the ultimate site of production in marriage - 

reproduction - failed for the Girards and domestic life in the household continued to 

worsen. 

                                                 
See, Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. Richard 
Howard (New York: Random House, 1965).  An immensely helpful essay on the challenges facing 
historians of madness is Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, “Derangement in the Family: The Story of Mary Sewel, 
1824-1825,” in Medicine and Healing, ed. Peter Benes (Boston: Boston University Press, 1992).  Another 
helpful overview of the historiography of madness is in Mary Ann Jimenez, Changing Faces of Madness: 
Early American Attitudes and Treatment of the Insane (Hanover, MA: University Press, of New England, 
1987), 2-8.  See also, Patricia D’Antonio, Founding Friends: Families, Staff, and Patients at the Friends 
Asylum in Early Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia (Bethlehem, PA: Lehigh University Press, 2006); David 
J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic (rev. ed., New 
York: Aldine de Gruyter, 2002 [1971]); and Roy Porter, A Social History of Madness: The World Through 
the Eyes of the Insane (New York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988). 

 6 Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and Economic Development 
in Revolutionary Philadelphia (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1986), 11; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 
47.  Though the biography by Wildes is problematic because it does not include footnotes, it has proven to 
be very useful to this project.  Unlike other biographers, Wildes examined Girard’s family life in great 
detail.  Moreover, despite the lack of documentation, most quotations and claims have been verified in the 
archive. 
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 One early episode in Mary’s supposed slip into irrationality occurred in 1784.  

Jean, preparing to marry, chose to send Rosette, his daughter and a product of the 

intimate slave economy, to Stephen and Mary in Philadelphia in an attempt to please his 

bride.  Eager for Stephen to treat Rosette well, Jean pleaded, “Give me some idea of the 

plan which thou hast made for Rosette.  Remember her freedom, that she must learn to 

read and write a little, that she must be made comfortable although she must be a servant 

with thee, or where thou pleasest.”  Jean was quickly disappointed.  In this affair, Stephen 

felt very little fraternal loyalty and sent Rosette away.  Jean chastised his brother writing, 

“how could you decide to send Rosette back to me after my expressed wish that you 

should put her 20 leagues away from you if any wretched prejudices on your part or that 

of your wife, caused you to put her out of your house.”  Jean continued, “Because of this 

the poor child will lose the little education which I wished to give her.”  Those 

“prejudices” were unsurprising since Mary would likely have been just as displeased with 

Rosette’s presence as Jean’s bride Eleanor.  “Because [Rosette] bore certain facial 

resemblances common to all Girards,” speculates biographer Harry Emerson Wildes, 

“Mary guessed that she was no ordinary mulatto slave.  Toward this girl she showed 

ungovernable temper.  Indeed, in her distorted mind, a strange belief developed that 

Rosette was really Stephen’s baby.”  Jean’s letter continued to complain about every 

decision Stephen made, ranging from personal to business: “You have not said one word 

about the orange trees, and the fruit and the jelly which I sent to madame - whom I 

embrace - but you are making very ill-advised complaints about the commission deducted 

... My friend, this is all wrong.”7  In this economy, men like the Girard brothers could 

                                                 
 7 JG to SG, Sep. 14, 1784, Cap Français, Letters Received 1784: 72, Roll 2, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
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continue to profit from slavery while facing the reality that offspring could be property.  

Literary scholar Christopher Iannini argues that the energy that went into writing and 

transporting “circum-Atlantic” natural history literature of the eighteenth-century was a 

response to anxiety over speculative finance and its ability to corrupt the value of 

material goods, most problematically in terms of chattel slavery.  The presence of and 

responses to madness functioned similarly to Iannini’s natural histories in that they also 

reflected increasing anxieties associated with capitalist exchange.8  Rosette’s presence 

and Mary’s response, whether heightened by some illness or not, highlighted how 

slavery’s placement of measurable values on people formed an easily combustable mix 

that challenged the immeasurable value of family. 

 At the same time as eighteenth-century physicians identified speculative 

commerce as a potential cause of diseases of the mind, debtors and creditors alike were 

concerned that the uncontrollable devaluation of paper money was “madness, athiesm, 

and suicide.”9  In this context, the Girard’s marriage and Mary’s madness provide a 

helpful window onto the causes and effects of eighteenth-century commerce on personal, 

                                                 
JG to SG, Sep. 29, 1784, Cap Français, Letters Received 1784: 81, Roll 2, Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, 
Lonely Midas, 52.  Rosette was the daughter of Jean and his slave Hannah.  On the sexual intimacies of 
slavery, see Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (rev. ed., New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1999 [1985]); Annette Gordon-Reed, The Hemingses of Monticello: An 
American Family (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2008); Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives, Nasty 
Wenches & Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); and Julie Winch, The Clamorgans: One Family’s History of 
Race in America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2011). 

 8 Christopher P. Iannini, Fatal Revolutions: Natural History, West Indian Slavery, and the Routes 
of American Literature (Chapel Hill: NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 10-13, 29.  On slavery 
and capitalism, see also Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton 
Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013). 

 9 “Thoughts on the Paper Currency,” Connecticut Courant (Hartford, CT), Mar. 9, 1779; Jimenez, 
Changing Faces, 73; Mark Schmeller, “The Political Economy of Opinion: Public Credit and Concepts of 
Public Opinion in the Age of Federalism,” Journal of the Early Republic 29 (Spring 2009), 42. 
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especially familial and gendered, relationships.  The anxiety that Jean expressed towards 

commercial risk, Mary’s well-being, and Rosette’s education is a telling comparison to 

Stephen’s seeming lack of anxiety.  This is not to say that Stephen did not care for his 

wife, or make an effort to treat her affliction, but the rational approach that he took to the 

irrational is informative.  Ultimately, when it no longer made sense to continue living 

with Mary – they had no children together and her behavior was reportedly emotionally 

and physically destructive – Stephen invested in her treatment and confinement while 

trading in for other companions. 

 By early 1785, Stephen’s correspondence with his brother began to include 

mention of Mary’s mental state.  In a letter to Jean in February 1785, Stephen wrote that, 

“I fear I have lost forever the peace which a certain success should procure for life in this 

world.”  Though Mary’s condition was not mentioned explicitly, the frustration that 

Stephen expressed with “success” is intriguing, especially since Girard’s economic 

“success” at this point was debatable.  In the same letter, Stephen also indicated that he 

secured freedom for Rosette, who was sent back to Philadelphia after her initial return, 

with Jean’s express instructions that he would, “send her back in the springtime so that 

thou mayest place her as a servant for 3 years ... She must be taught to read and write a 

little which will cost me something.”  Jean continued that since, “I notify you so long 

before, she can be placed outside the city if necessary in order to avoid any prejudice ... 

[and] Have her made a naturalized citizen of the continent; by this she will be all right.”  

According to plan, and this time accompanied by her enslaved mother Hannah, Rosette 

was sent back to Philadelphia where she was freed, though her mother remained a slave 

in Stephen Girard’s household for much of the rest of her life.  It was also curious that no 
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mention was made of Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act of 1780, which should have 

freed Rosette and Hannah after six months in the state.  The additional tragedy was that 

one of the leading motives for gradual abolition was slavery’s “deepest afflictions” of 

breaking up families.  Nevertheless, Stephen followed Jean’s instructions even though 

Rosette’s renewed presence seemed to have further negative effects on Mary’s health.10 

 

 Between the 1750s and 1780s, physicians and natural philosophers became 

increasingly interested in the etiologies and diagnoses of madness.  Significantly, 

however, the vocabulary of mental illness was not standardized.  Dr. William Battie’s 

introduction to his Treatise on Madness, published in 1758, claimed that, “madness, 

though a terrible and at present a very frequent calamity, is perhaps as little understood as 

any that ever afflicted mankind.”  Scholars have attempted to discern the differences 

between the many names for mental illness during this period with little success.  One 

historian of medicine distinguishes between idiocy - a “permanent, congenital, resistant 

to treatment, impossible to cure, and essentially hopeless disease” - and lunacy, which 

“was considered to be transitory, was acquired later in life, sometimes improved with or 

without treatment, and was altogether a somewhat more hopeful condition.”  Mary Ann 

Jimenez, studying insanity in colonial Massachusetts, claims that “distraction” was the 
                                                 
 10 SG to JG, Feb. 21, 1785, Philadelphia, L.B. 2: 221, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; JG to SG, 
Nov. 24, 1784, Cap Français, Letters Received 1784: 104, Roll 2, Series 2, SGP, APS; “An Act for the 
Gradual Abolition of Slavery,” 1780, The President’s House In Philadelphia, accessed May 28, 2013, 
www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/history/gradual.htm; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 54-55.  On gradual 
abolition, see Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-
1840 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 60-65; Gary Nash and Jean Soderlund, Freedom 
By Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and Its Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); 
Richard S. Newman, The Transformation of American Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early Republic 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Richard Newman and James Mueller, eds., 
Antislavery and Abolition in Philadelphia: Emancipation and the Long Struggle for Racial Justice in the 
City of Brotherly Love (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2011). 
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term most commonly used to describe a person of disabled mental state.  Gendered 

connotations attached to the term hysteria only complicate matters further.  What 

becomes clear is that few could agree on specific medical terminology.  This is 

significant because without agreement among the eighteenth-century medical 

community, madness was a disease that was diagnosed culturally, rather than 

systematically.11 

 Mary spent her time between the house in Philadelphia and the Girard’s country 

estate in Mount Holly, New Jersey.  She even made a trip out to Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  

A note to his groundskeeper at Mount Holly was among Stephen’s first indications of 

Mary’s worsening illness.  Stephen wrote to Mr. Howell in April 1785 that, “I can not tell 

you when [it] will be in my power to go to Mt. Holly as Mrs. Girard’s sickness prevents 

me from ascertaining the tim [sic], but I beg you will take particular care of my place.”  

Of these first indications that Mary’s “sickness” was of the mind was the correspondence 

relating to her trip to Lancaster.  Medical literature promoted the curative capabilities of 

nature in the treatment of madness claiming that, “the place of confinement should be at 

some distance from the home,” and that, “the countryside is preferable to the town for the 

opportunities it affords of using exercise, without the danger of being exposed.”  News 

                                                 
 11 William Battie, M.D., A Treatise on Madness (London, 1758); Parnel Wickham, “Idiocy in 
Virginia, 1616-1860,” The Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80 (2006), 678; Mary Ann Jimenez, 
“Madness in Early American History: Insanity in Massachusetts from 1700-1830,” Journal of Social 
History 20 (Autumn 1986), 29.  On hysteria, see Rachel P. Maines, The Technology of Orgasm: 
“Hysteria,” the Vibrator, and Women’s Sexual Satisfaction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), 21-47.  Though hysteria’s history goes back to antiquity, Maines finds that the turn of the nineteenth 
century was an important paradigm shift for this disorder of young women’s sexuality.  Significantly, 
Maines explains that disorders classed with hysteria were “caused by the stresses of modern life” [Maines, 
Technology of Orgasm, 35]. 
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back from Lancaster on Mary’s condition, however, was not promising.  One of Mary’s 

caretakers informed Stephen that,  

I feel your unhappy situation on Mrs. Girard’s account and think it my 
duty to inform you [of] the situation she is in as she seems incapable of 
writing herself.  She is to all appearances in health of body but it 
astonishes me to see how discontent of mind she is. 

 
Mary’s “discontent of mind,” and likely “the danger of being exposed” as well, 

increasingly became reasons for Stephen to send her away from Philadelphia.12 

 Mary returned to the city in the late spring or early summer of 1785, and though 

there seemed to be some promise of some recovery, Stephen continued to look for ways 

to get Mary out of Philadelphia.  Just as he did with many risky business ventures, 

Stephen turned to his brother.  Stephen sought to send Mary away, this time for a longer 

trip to visit Jean in Saint-Domingue.  Jean knew he could not refuse his brother, 

especially since Jean’s main concern was preserving their mercantile partnership, but the 

younger brother was not overly eager to tend to Mary, writing: 

I take advantage of this opportunity to write to thee hastily and 
acknowledge the receipt of thy letters of June 1st and 21st which give me 
news of thy wife’s proposed voyage in the brig, that is if she will consent 
to take it.  Notwithstanding the care she may be to me, I shall not be sorry 
to have her here, particularly as my attentions, etc. etc., may help to cure 
her, for I am deeply attached to her.  But on the other hand, if this voyage 
should not prove beneficial I will feel very deeply the discomfort she may 
make for me. 

 
Jean’s “attentions, etc. etc.” were never lavished on Mary.  The trip was never made and 

an explanation was never given.  Perhaps this was because the Caribbean was not 

considered the healthiest environment, or that Jean grew increasingly discontent with his 
                                                 
 12 SG to Mr. Henry Howell, Apr. 16, 1785, Philadelphia, L.B. 1: 239, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, 
APS; Battie, Treatise on Madness, 69; John Monro, M.D., Remarks on Dr. Battie’s Treatise on Madness 
(London, 1758); David Geary to SG, May 21, 1785, Lancaster, Letters Received 1785: 51, Roll 3, Series 2, 
SGP, APS. 
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position there.  Jean wrote, “The small amount of business which I am able to do in this 

country, added to the perceptibly bad effect which this climate has upon my health, fills 

me with disgust for this place.”  No matter the reason, Jean was pleased that Mary did not 

visit and expressed encouragement when he wrote that, “I hear with joy that thy wife is 

recovering.  Give her a thousand kisses for me.”  However, the recovery was short-lived.  

Mary’s tantrums only grew worse, so bad that one particularly violent outburst resulted in 

a broken arm, for which Mary spent five weeks confined to Pennsylvania Hospital.13 

 Although Mary gained a higher social status through marriage, she lost the 

independence that she had likely formerly known as a servant woman in a bustling city.  

Mary went from being a poor servant girl who, though limited by her rank, had some 

control over her body, to a domesticated, bourgeois wife.  As historian G. J. Barker-

Benfield explains, “when unmarried and in their teens women normally worked as 

servants.”  Upon entering marriage, however, “eighteenth-century women were wholly ... 

at will and disposition of the husband.”  The legal status under coverture meant that, 

“women’s identity became submerged, or covered, by that of her husband when she 

married.”  Though some women carved out lives for themselves in the marketplace and 

participated in the economic realm, legally, especially in the case of property ownership, 

everything belonged to the husband.  The reality of coverture for Mary was that Stephen 

                                                 
 13 JG to SG, Jul. 24, 1785, Cap Français, Letters Received 1785: 115, Roll 3, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Aug. 2, 1785, Cap Français, Letters Received 1785: 120, Roll 3, Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, 
Lonely Midas, 54-55.  The Records of Pennsylvania Hospital are on microfilm at the American 
Philosophical Society, but restrictions prevent researchers from disclosing specific patient information. 
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controlled her nearly completely, and what he could not control, her mind, she may not 

have been able to control herself.14 

 Just as Stephen could not control Mary’s mind, problems with control in business 

also troubled him in the spring of 1785.  Though not unprofitable, trading in the products 

of the slave economy – tobacco, sugar, coffee, molasses, and rum – was unpredictable.  

Stephen chose trading contacts that operated with “regularity,” though some of his other 

correspondents found their associate’s methods, “only ordinary [and] too serious for this 

country, where it is necessary for a merchant to have a great deal of life, vivacity and 

coaxing ways.”  Whereas some associates were too “ordinary” the challenge with those 

merchants who employed “coaxing ways” was that they could easily take undue 

advantage.  One of Girard’s captains seemed to be just this kind of man as another 

associated reported: “Although we know that this transaction will not be pleasing to you, 

we assure you that no one here could have made a better bargain.”  The associate 

continued, “Your venture would have done better if Captain Vidal had not shown some 

greediness.  He had some good tobacco, more attractive than yours, on board.”  Even 

Girard’s friend Paul Bentalou expressed discouragement that, “Business has indeed been 
                                                 
 14 G. J. Barker-Benfield, The Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-Century Britain 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 154-155; Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect & 
Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 120, 231.  
On coverture and women’s social and legal positions, see also Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The 
Revolutionary Experience of American Women, 1750-1800 (Boson: Little Brown, 1980), 3-9; Susan Klepp, 
“Lost, Hidden, Obstructed and Repressed: Contraceptive and Abortive Technology in the Early Delaware 
Valley,” in Early American Technology: Making and Doing Things from the Colonial Era to 1850, ed. 
Judith A. McGaw (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 68-113; Rosemarie Zagarri, 
Revolutionary Backlash: Women and Politics in the Early American Republic (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007).  On the culture of sensibility, see Nicole Eustace, Passion is the Gale: Emotion, 
Power, and the Coming of the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
2008); Anne Vincent-Buffault, The History of Tears: Sensibility and Sentimentality in France, trans. Teresa 
Bridgeman (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991).  On masculine sensibility, see especially Sarah Knott, 
Sensibility and the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).  On 
gender and political virtue, see Ruth H. Bloch, “The Gendered Meanings of Virtue in Revolutionary 
America,” Signs 13 (Autumn 1987), 37-58. 
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most unfortunate at Philadelphia.  I did not doubt that it must be so, and money is so 

scarce here also.”  The threat of failure was ever present, especially when human greed 

and error combined with the diminishing value and access to money.  Moreover, Girard 

and his associates did not exist in a vacuum.  As historian David Waldstreicher argues, 

post-revolutionary Americans struggled with a similar “crisis of representation” amidst 

debates over what and who would constitute the new nation.  Troubles with commerce 

and money only heightened anxieties over identity.  Just as the new nation was to be built 

on supposedly rational ideals, the supposedly rational world of commerce also faced 

failure.  The difficulty in distinguishing between what was real and what was imagined 

was at the center of enterprising capitalism, and is perhaps best illustrated by the 

convergence of money and people.15  

 Stephen’s calculating attempts to identify people as fungible property faced 

similar challenges in the spring of 1785.  Girard posted in the Pennsylvania Packet an 

advertisement offering a “four dollars reward” for his “Negro lad, named Abraham.”  

Abraham was described as: 

about 17 years old, near six feet high, slim built: had on when he went 
away, a coat tee and vest made of lead-colour coating, with white metal 
buttons, coarse linen trousers, and brass shoe buckles; had a good 
countenance and large hands. 
   

                                                 
 15 anonymous to SG, Jan. 25, 1785, Petersburg, VA, Letters Received 1785: 17, Roll 3, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; Emmery, pere et fils to SG, Jun. 25, 1785, Dunkirk, France, Letters Received 1785: 101, Roll 3, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Paul Bentalou to SG, Aug. 27, 1785, Baltimore, Letters Received 1785: 130, Roll 3, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Waldstreicher, In the Midst, 61.  See also J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian 
Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1975), 463; and Bruce H. Mann, Republic of Debtors: Bankruptcy in the Age of American 
Independence (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002).  Mann productively considers the 
problematics of debt in the slave economy, writing, “The loss of independence that attended their 
indebtedness gave planters an unwanted, and doubtless frightening, kinship with the slaves who produced 
the tobacco that had long been the source of their credit, both personal and financial” [Mann, Republic of 
Debtors, 137]. 
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The act of printing such a description in the newspaper further demonstrated how Girard 

attempted to account for everything down to “white metal buttons,” but Abraham’s 

running away showed how Girard could not account for, or control, everything.  Enslaved 

people like Abraham asserted their rational and creative abilities to escape slavery by 

altering their identities and masquerading as free people.  Whereas merchants like Girard 

continually tried to constrain men like Abraham as property, the imposition of 

supposedly rational numerical values on these “people-commodities” proved to be based 

on futile logic.16 

 Apparent in both the mercantile correspondence and the runaway advertisement 

was the importance of masculine performance and its attempt to exert power and control 

over objects, profits, and people.  Focusing on eighteenth-century merchants like Girard, 

historian Toby Ditz argues that these men often conceived of business relationships in 

gendered language, so that “relations between men and women, especially husbands and 

wives, stand, as a kind of synecdoche, for the larger social universe of hierarchical 

personal relations – including problematic relations among men.”17  Applying this 

concept to Stephen and Mary Girard, their marriage was a failure not only because there 

was an imbalance of power, but largely because any attempt to enforce a patriarchal ideal 

within their relationship was thwarted by Mary’s madness.  Indeed, Mary’s madness, 
                                                 
 16 “Four Dollars Reward,” The Pennsylvania Packet and Daily Advertiser (Philadelphia), May 17, 
1785; David Waldstreicher, “Reading the Runaways: Self-Fashioning, Print Culture, and Confidence in 
Slavery in the Eighteenth-Century Mid-Atlantic,” William and Mary Quarterly 56 (Apr. 1999), 243-272.  
See also Waldstreicher, Runaway America: Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2004); Graham Russell Hodges and Alan Edward Brown, eds., “Pretends to be 
free”: Runaway Slave Advertisements from Colonial and Revolutionary New York and New Jersey (New 
York: Garland, 1994).  On racial control and domination as part of a hegemonic capitalist society, see 
Ronald T. Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1979), esp. the “Preface,” xiii-xviii, and “Chapter 1: The ‘Iron Cage’ in the New Nation,” 3-15. 

 17 Ditz, “Shipwrecked,” 51-80, quote on 64. 
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similar to Abraham’s running away, or greedy captains, exposed the inherent 

irrationalities at the center of capitalist exchange, planting the seeds of the myths of 

capitalism. 

 By January 1786, Jean considered Mary lost to Stephen.  Embedded in a letter 

reporting the news of Stephen’s most recent shipment to Cap Français, among notes on 

the price of rice and Jean’s disapproval of the amount of lard sent, Jean wrote,  

My wish to help you and to place myself in such a position that we shall 
be mutually useful to one another, now that you are, like myself, alone by 
the misfortune that has overtaken your wife, ought to convince you that I 
wish for nothing more ardently than the consummation of this desire.   
 

Mary’s madness seemed to serve as a means for Jean to step up his pressure for 

establishing a commercial partnership with his brother.  It seemed as if Jean intended to 

replace Mary and his use of words like “consummation” and “desire” only emphasize 

Jean’s dedication to his brother in significantly gendered terms.  While Jean seemingly 

tried to exchange himself with Mary, this was not the only site of exchange in the letter.  

Jean also reported on his failure to “place [the negro] as advantageously as they desire.”  

The parities involved in the exchange were not made clear, but the seemingly 

unconscious juxtaposition of Mary’s madness, the brother’s commercial relationship, and 

the slave trade point again to the dark side of the economic transformations of the late 

eighteenth-century.18 

                                                 
 18 JG to SG, Jan. 15, 1786, Cap Français, Letters Received 1786: 5, Roll 3, Series 2, SGP APS.  
The original French reflects the familiarity and shorthand with which the brothers communicated.  The 
french quoted in the block quotation reads: “Le désir de te seconder et pour être respectivement utile 
puisque tu est [es] comme seul comme moi par l’évenement de C.E. doit te convincre [convaincre] que je 
n’aspire qu’à ce moment.” Here, “C.E.” serves as a shorthand for “the misfortune that has overtaken your 
wife.” 
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 The threat of madness on board one of Stephen’s ships further demonstrates the 

dangerous and meaningful connections between commerce and madness in the late-

eighteenth-century Atlantic economy.  In May 1786, Stephen’s brig Two Brothers arrived 

in Charleston with news that there had been trouble on board.  The newspapers in 

Philadelphia soon reported that, “A French captain ... threw himself into the sea a few 

days before they made land; and that he had written a letter in French, two days before, to 

the French consul.”  When the letter was delivered, it “was found to contain an opinion 

that he stood in the greatest danger of being either strangled or drowned; conjuring him in 

the most earnest manner to do him justice, in case he was missing.”  The newspaper 

report continued that, “In consequence of this information, the captain and sailors have 

been committed to prison until the matter is thoroughly investigated.”  Learning of this 

“Disagreeable Catastrophe,” Stephen wrote to the firm in Charleston with whom he was 

doing business, noting that, “Capt. Carbonel was near sixty years of age and had the 

character of a drunken mad & very malicious man.”  Stephen continued that, “I presume 

the deceased has wrote his letter directed to the consul of Charleston in one of his 

malicious moments and in a drunken fit he had the misfortune either to throw himself 

into the sea or to fall over board.”  With little to no concern over the death of this man, 

Stephen made it clear that his priority was business.  Stephen wrote that, “I hope the 

difficulties occasioned by this accident will not have hindered you to dispatch before now 

that vessel for her port of destination,” adding, “and make no doubt that the jurys [sic] on 

the tryall [sic] of the captain and crew, will bring in a verdict in their favour.”19 

                                                 
 19 “American Intelligence,” Pennsylvania Evening Herald (Philadelphia), May 27, 1786; SG to 
Messrs. Robert Hazelhurst & Co., May 29, 1786, Philadelphia, L.B. 1: 391, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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 A response from the Charleston firm described in greater detail the unfortunate 

events aboard the Two Brothers and the subsequent court proceedings.  Robert 

Hazelhurst reported that, “Capt. Carbonnel, two days before their arrival here, threw 

himself over board in a state of insanity as appeared from the judgement of the Court of 

Admiralty and which was taken by the depositions of the whole on board.”  Carbonnel’s 

madness was proven by the statements of the crew who claimed that, “the deceased for 

several days previous to his death acted on board as a person deprived of his reason.”  

The case was brought quickly to trial “dreading the delay which might ensue,” and the 

crew was “expeditiously” acquitted.  The lack of any genuine concern over Capt. 

Carbonnel remained constant in all of the correspondence on the “accident.”  The primary 

concern was to prevent this instance of madness at sea from negatively affecting the 

profits of the commercial venture.20 

 Despite the efforts of the crew and Hazelhurst to expedite proceedings, Jean 

Girard responded with “deep disgust” at the contents of the Two Brothers when it arrived 

at Cap Français.  Jean warned that, “I foresee that through the unprofitable sale of the 

flour and the depressed state of the market here, you will be fortunate if you do not lose 

more than 10% on your venture.”  News of the “Carbonnel affair” had also followed the 

crew to their West Indian destination and despite their acquittal in Charleston they were 

all arrested.  “All this anxiety,” Jean complained, “joined to the impossibility of 

dispatching the vessel to Port au Prince with this crew, has compelled me to do the best I 

can here.”  Jean also noted his “considerable embarrassment” and apologized that his 

                                                 
 20 Hazelhurst & Co. to SG, Jun. 2, 1786, Charleston, Letters Received 1786: 62, Roll 3, Series 2, 
SGP, APS. 
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“departure for Philadelphia [was] thus delayed.”  It is unclear what contributed to Jean’s 

embarrassment more: the failure of the venture, the failure’s reflection on his mercantile 

reputation, or the ultimate delay of his partnership with his brother.  As a result, Jean 

suggested, as he did many times to Stephen, that “This experience warns me not to 

engage in this traffic until, as I told you, there is a greater degree of security.”  The 

“Carbonnel affair” was just one example of the maddening risk involved in trade with 

France, the West Indies, and the rest of the Atlantic world.21 

 This incidence of madness at sea connected the speculative risk involved in 

mercantile trade with the personal, in this case mental, risks.  Stephen, despite his 

brother’s warnings, was willing to risk everything for the chance at profit.  This 

determination to risk it all was at the center of Stephen’s mercantile identity.  Moreover, 

his seemingly casual dismissal of a person’s life – in this case Carbonnel’s – because of 

supposed madness or other flaws was one instance in which he chose profit over life.  

Historian Toby Ditz identifies such “mercantile cunning” as a central, but dangerous 

component of eighteenth-century mercantile practice.  The particular danger was “its 

potentially corrupting effects on character and its disruption via the disturbing power to 

beget money, of conventional criteria for judging social rank.”  It is important to 

recognize, as Peter Mathias does, that “monetization was a complex process as it spread 

into many relationships, but this trend marched hand in hand with the elaboration of 

credit, not as a substitute for credit.”  As money and credit forged new relationships and 

new ways of doing business, the personal component did not drop out of the equation.  

However, merchants increasingly valued commodities and relationships in currency or 

                                                 
 21 JG to SG, Jul. 5, 1786, Cap Français, Letters Received 1786: 76, Roll 3, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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debt, rather than reputation.22  Stephen Girard thrived on this type of commerce while 

Jean Girard feared, but grudgingly participated in it.  In the “Carbonnel affair” madness 

came between Stephen and his potential profit.  It was not surprising then that Stephen 

chose to focus on profit in other areas as well, including those that concerned his family. 

 Stephen’s appetite for risk continued to challenge Jean as they fulfilled Jean’s 

“desire” and officially formed their partnership in the winter of 1786.  The brothers 

continued to smuggle flour, exploiting several strategies including but not limited to the 

use of false papers and passports, as well as the “device of using French barrels” to 

disguise contraband.  Jean’s family also grew as he welcomed a son, naming the son after 

Stephen and making his brother the boy’s godfather.  However, in the same line as 

announcing the birth, Jean expressed frustration with a slave that repeatedly ran away.  

Without more than a full stop Jean wrote, “I am the father of a boy, of whom you shall be 

godfather.  Sam has given me some trouble by running away.  I will stop this by branding 

him in fear of losing him, I must do something.”  That these two wildly disparate acts, 

birth and branding, were united in one thought as Jean wrote further demonstrated the 

blending of slavery and family in a slave economy.  In another letter, Jean expressed 

similar frustration with his young son as well, complaining that, “My child is giving me 

endless trouble, as I have been unable to find a nurse to take with me; it will not, 

however, delay my departure for I am most anxious to join you.”  Jean also displayed his 

characteristic disdain for risk, writing that, “The money we have enables us to live 

happily if we will content ourselves with safe speculation or any other quiet 
                                                 
 22 Toby L. Ditz, “Secret Selves, Credible Personas: The Problematics of Trust and Public Display 
in the Writing of Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia Merchants,” in Possible Pasts: Becoming Colonial in 
Early America, ed. Robert Blair St. George (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000), 220; Mathias, 
“Risk, Credit and Kinship,” 28. 
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occupation.”23  Unfortunately, the Girard household in Philadelphia was anything but 

quiet. 

 The two brothers’ correspondence suggested that Mary’s madness had become 

too much for either brother to bear.  However, though they agreed about Mary’s 

condition, the letters also indicated that the brothers differed in their commercial 

strategies and goals.  In contemplating his relocation from Saint-Domingue to 

Philadelphia, Jean made it clear that he did not wish to live in the same house as Mary.  

“God grant that your wife may withdraw to Mt. Holly,” Jean complained.  Jean continued 

his pleas in another letter writing, “you know that I do not care to live with your wife 

although it will mean an increase in our expenses.”  Jean also linked the anxiety he 

associated with Mary’s madness to his fear for risk, writing in the next line, “I am also 

somewhat doubtful about a new way of doing business, namely, speculating in your city.”    

Jean sought out a peaceful existence in Philadelphia warning Stephen not to “expose us to 

the loss of our small fortune, think rather how we may withdraw from business so that we 

may have time to get some pleasure out of life.  Life is so short that it is worse than folly 

not to be content with a little.”  Whereas Jean clearly valued familial and commercial 

contentment, Stephen’s general business strategy reflected somewhat different goals.  

Perhaps his failing marriage made it difficult for Stephen to envision what simple 

                                                 
 23 Girard, Bonnardel & Lacrampe to Messrs. Stephen & Jean Girard, Dec. 2, 1786, Cap Français, 
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contentment could look like.  Stephen responded to Jean’s complaints writing, “You say 

you do not care to live in the same house with my wife.  I cannot blame you for I am of 

the same opinion.  I treat her properly but I despise her.  She has been quieter lately, but 

still I hate her like the devil.”  Even with Stephen’s assurances that everything would be 

arranged, Jean repeatedly pressed, “I am very anxious to join you but I must put my 

affairs here in order and must have a special apartment in Philadelphia unless Madame is 

not at home.”  Stephen honored Jean’s request and Mary was again sent to Mt. Holly.24 

 Time in the country did little to cure Mary’s illness.  Letters from the 

groundskeeper Henry Howell in Mt. Holly and Mary’s mother described Mary as 

increasingly distressed, disoriented, and difficult to deal with.  Howell explained that, 

“Mrs. Girard’s mother is verry [sic] uneasy about her not coming up last stage she is 

afraide [sic] there is something amiss.”  Apparently though, word of Mary’s condition 

had not yet made it back to Girard’s family in France, as his pregnant sister Sophie 

requested, “please let me know of her (your wife’s) baptismal name in order that, if 

Heaven gives me a daughter, she may bear her name at her birth.  Sophie continued, “I 

am already in love with my sister-in-law without knowing her, and so far at least all on 

your account.”  It is unclear why Stephen only felt it necessary to share news about 

Mary’s condition with Jean, but this further illustrated how significantly Stephen had 

divorced himself from his nuclear family.  Back in Philadelphia, Stephen had also 

                                                 
 24 JG to SG, Jul. 22, 1787, Cap Français, Letters Received 1787: 106, Roll 4, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Feb. 12, 1787, Cap Français, Letters Received 1787: 24, Roll 4, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to JG, 
Mar. 21, 1787, Philadelphia, quoted in Edward Chase Kirkland, “Stephen Girard - Suggestions for a 
Biography,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 110 (Dec. 16, 1966), 386; JG to SG, Mar. 
4, 1787, Cap Français, Letters Received 1787: 36, Roll 4, Series 2, SGP, APS; List of Goods sent to Mt. 
Holly on Henry Howell’s flat for Mrs. Mary Girard, Jun. 17, 1787, Letters Received 1787: 88, Roll 4, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Henry Howell to SG, Jun. 18, 1787, Mt. Holly, Letters Received 1787: 87, Roll 4, 
Series 2, SGP, APS. 



 

59 

become romantically involved with his housekeeper Sally Bickham and continued to 

board Mary out rather than have her stay with him.  By 1788, Stephen had replaced Mary 

and produced a new family by inviting Sally’s young brother Martin to live with them.  

“My sister informs me thee has a notion for to have me to live with thee,” the young 

Martin wrote to Stephen, “I do wish ... that I may have the Happeness [sic] of living with 

thee.”  Instead of a wife, he had a paid employee and instead of a son, he had a young 

apprentice.25 

 In 1787-1788, Stephen took his last trip overseas and while he was away, Jean 

took charge of the Philadelphia establishment.  During the voyage, even Jean, who at the 

beginning of Stephen and Mary’s marriage had been so concerned with Mary’s well-

being, had now turned his attention to Sally, or rather, to Sally’s powers of distraction.  

After scolding Stephen for failing to put the correct name on insurance documents, Jean 

wrote, “I may be limited in intellect, but I made a good beginning of this operation and it 

is only to be hoped that you will crown the work, when your thoughts are at least equally 

divided between business and her who is ever in your mind.”  Clearly referring to Sally, 

Jean continued, “This is the wish of your friend who blushes for to see you.”  Leaving the 

rest of the affair to mystery, the remaining contents of the letter were purposefully blotted 

out.  By 1789, the postscripts of Stephen’s letters from merchants around the Atlantic no 
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longer mentioned Mary.  Instead of inquiring about his wife, they sent their 

“compliments to Mademoiselle Sally” and brought her back canaries.26   

 By early 1790, Stephen repeatedly paid to have Mary boarded out of home in 

Philadelphia.  The cost to board Mary out hovered around £1 per week and usually 

included both boarding and washing of clothes.  Receipts also indicated that Mary stayed 

at a variety of boarding houses.  Though he did not want her living under the same roof, 

Stephen could not have been happy with his wife staying all over town, especially when 

he was billed from a variety of caretakers.  By the end of the summer Stephen determined 

that boarding out was no longer a solution and that Mary’s supposed madness needed 

more sustained attention.  Dr. John Foulke related that he was “indeed very sorry to hear 

of a repetition of your distress from Mrs. Girard’s derangements and shall be happy to 

contribute every thing in my power to her recovery.” With the help of Dr. Foulke, 

Stephen committed Mary to Pennsylvania hospital in August 1790.27 

   Pennsylvania Hospital was founded under a corporate charter in 1751, but it was 

more than just a hospital.  As historian Jessica Roney argues, the Hospital served as both 

a place to care for ill Philadelphians and also as a “covert bank.”  In the decades leading 

up to the Revolution, money was scarce and Philadelphia was a growing commercial 

center, but there were no banks to lend money.  Therefore, as Roney demonstrates, 
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Pennsylvania Hospital, along with several other voluntary associations, was founded with 

both charitable and financial goals in mind.  As Roney writes, “these organizations 

consciously constructed themselves not as banks or companies (with all their potential 

negative connotations after 1720) but as institutions serving the public good through 

visible, charitable work.”  Stephen Girard, trying to establish himself as a merchant in 

Philadelphia in the 1780s and 1790s, would certainly have been aware of the dual 

functions of the Hospital.  It was also the preeminent site for treating mental afflictions in 

the early American Republic.  Therefore, Stephen likely found the slightly higher cost, 

just over £1 per week for Mary’s treatment and boarding at the Hospital (as compared to 

the boarding houses from earlier years), as a more efficient investment.  By committing 

his wife in Pennsylvania Hospital and paying for her care, Girard also would have 

learned more about the institution.  The blending of charitable benevolence and pursuits 

of capital was not new, and Girard would learn from and deploy this strategy in the 

future.28  

 It is almost unimaginable that Mary’s situation could get any worse, but less than 

a year after being confined to Pennsylvania Hospital, it was discovered that she was 

pregnant.  On March 3rd, 1791, “Mary the wife of Stephen Girard was delivered by Dr. 

Hutchinson and William Gardner of Child, named, in the presence of Edward Cutbush 

and other, Mary, which on the 17th instant was put out to Nurse with John Hatcher’s wife 

                                                 
 28 Jessica Choppin Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition: The Origins of American Political 
Practice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, forthcoming 2014), esp. “6. Lending in Plain Sight: 
Covert Banks”; Thomas G. Morton, The History of Pennsylvania Hospital, 1751-1895 (Philadelphia: Times 
Printing House, 1895), 138; Receipt for Boarding at Pennsylvania Hospital, May 30, 1791, Receipt Book 
1790-1793, Roll 130, Series 3, SGP, APS; Receipt for Boarding at Pennsylvania Hospital, May 1, 1792, 
Receipt Book 1790-1793, Roll 130, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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at 10s per Week.”  The baby only lived for a few months; after she was stripped from her 

mother, baby Mary died on August 27th, 1791.29 

 Benjamin Rush, Philadelphia’s preeminent doctor and expert on diseases of the 

mind in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, recollected the events 

surrounding Mary’s confinement in Pennsylvania Hospital and the birth of her daughter.  

Rush wrote that, “A lady in this city was cured of madness, by the birth and suckling of a 

child.  Her husband took the child from her lest it should contract its mother’s disease; in 

consequence of which her madness returned.”  Rush identified the lady as Mary Lum 

Girard.  Some had suggested that Mary’s madness originated in the blame of 

childlessness, but now having given birth, it was clear that it may not have been Mary 

who was infertile.  Mary had been blamed for infertility, diagnosed as mad, and confined 

in a hospital.  As Sally took her placed in the Girard household, the absence of affection 

in any form was a central component of Mary’s married life.  The birth and nursing of her 

child would have redeemed her fertility, provided affection, and affected her hormonally, 

which would have led to Rush’s observation that she was cured of her affliction.30 

 Rush’s observations of Mary and madness must also be understood in the broader 

medical and political context of the early American Republic.  In 1812, Rush published 

his Medical Inquiries and Observations Upon the Diseases of the Mind to prove that 

madness was a “fever” in the brain and as such was “primarily seated in the blood-

vessels.”  As such, Rush argued that maladies like madness were caused by deficiencies 

                                                 
 29 Morton, Pennsylvania Hospital, 138. 

 30 Benjamin Rush, Benjamin Rush’s Lectures on the Mind, eds. Eric T. Carlson, Jeffrey L. 
Wollock, and Patricia S. Noel (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1981), 610-611; Rush, 
Medical Inquiries and Observations Upon the Diseases of the Mind (Philadelphia: Kimber & Richardson, 
1812), 26, 38-39, 41, 61, 66. 
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in circulation of blood and other matter through the body.  His findings associated with 

breastfeeding would have been informed by similar theories associated with circulation 

and the effects of both physical and emotional stimuli on the body.    As literary scholar 

Sari Altschuler argues, both circulation and sympathy were central to Rush’s medical and 

political projects, writing that, “Ultimately, Rush’s republic was rooted in the fluid, rich, 

and precarious corporeality of the American self.”  Therefore, while Rush’s theories of 

corporeal physiology observed the physiological, psychological, and emotional benefits 

of breastfeeding, he came to such findings by observing both patients and society as a 

whole.31 

 In the course of his inquiry, Rush linked the passions, including commerce; 

confinement, especially concerning slavery and domestic tyranny; and the female body, 

especially during pregnancy, as several of the many causes of madness.  An overview of 

the causes that Rush listed lent particular insight into the social and cultural diagnosis of 

madness of which Mary was given.  Rush particularly targeted women writing that, “in 

consequence of the greater predisposition imparted to their bodies by menstruation, 

pregnancy, and parturition, and to their minds, by living so much alone in their families, 

[women] are more predisposed to madness than men.”  Thus, women were presumably 

less equipped to control both circulation and sympathy, making them more susceptible to 

                                                 
 31 Rush, Medical Inquiries, 61; Sari Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels to Global Networks of 
Exchange: The Physiology of Benjamin Rush’s Early Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 32 
(Summer 2012), 211.  On the blending of Rush’s medical and political philosophies, see also Colleen E. 
Terrell, “‘Republican Machines’: Franklin, Rush, and the Manufacture of Civic Virtue in the Early 
Republic,” Early American Studies 1 (Fall 2003), 100-132; and Etta M. Madden, “‘To Make a Figure’: 
Benjamin Rush’s Rhetorical Self-Construction and Scientific Authorship,” Early American Literature 41:2 
(2006), 241-272.  On reading Rush’s cultural logic, see Ronald T. Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in 
Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979), esp. “Chapter 2: ‘Diseases’ of the Mind 
and Skin,” 16-35. 
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madness.  Some caution is necessary here, however, since as British historian R. A. 

Houston points out, “The idea that men used asylums to get rid of unwanted wives is part 

of the folklore of the eighteenth-century.”  Houston further challenges those historians 

who oversimplify the link between madness and gender writing, “Understandings of mad 

behavior were certainly gendered but not nearly as crudely as one might expect.”  

Houston’s social history method is impressive and shows that although there was no clear 

gendering of madness, “ideas about control of property and the way in which knowledge 

of economic affairs was constructed were significantly gendered.”  Here, however, 

Houston misses an opportunity to uncover a deeper link between madness and gender 

when it came to commerce and property.  The case of Mary Girard, when read in the 

context of her husband’s business life, illustrates the consistency in Rush’s theories of 

circulation and sympathy.32 

 Madness caused by commercial speculation was a consequence of the immense 

pressure to succeed in an economy where the real and counterfeit were nearly 

indistinguishable.  As Altschuler argues, Rush’s theories about circulation and sympathy 

also applied to commerce, explaining that speculation was “responsible for the increased 

prevalence of madness,” but also that, “Rush relies here on a distinction between 

speculation and healthy participation when, practically speaking, little difference 

existed.”  Stephen Girard’s reliance on smuggling and risky speculative commerce with 

Saint-Domingue is a case in point.  Other historians have also found important links 

between madness, commerce and family.  Emma Rothschild’s investigation of a family in 

                                                 
 32 Rush, Medical Inquiries, 61; R. A. Houston, “Madness and Gender in the Long Eighteenth 
Century,” Social History 27 (Oct. 2002), 314, 319, 325; Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels,” 209. 
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the midst of imperial transformations of the late-eighteenth century found that these 

actors were anxious with “illnesses of empire” and “illnesses of spirit.”  In the home, 

madness could be a female condition as Rush observed, but in the anxiety-ridden world 

of high stakes merchant capitalism, where values of goods and merchandise constantly 

shifted, and attempts to measure profit and loss were often futile, madness was a real 

threat.33 

 For Rush, confinement, tyranny, and slavery, all excesses associated with control, 

remained constant throughout his observations as causes of madness.  Here, Rush, 

perhaps unknowingly, connected the plight of women with slaves.  Rush wrote of slavery 

as a cause of madness in two instances in his Observations.  First, he wrote that, “The 

Africans become insane ... soon after they enter upon the toils of perpetual slavery in the 

West Indies.”  Second, concerning the slaves of Jamaica, he wrote that: 

when they become deranged, sometimes they destroy themselves by eating 
large quantities of earth.  After many fruitless attempts to put a stop to it, it 
was finally prevented, but cutting off the heads of negroes who died in this 
manner, and exposing them to view in a public part of the Island.   

 
Though Rush singled out West Indian slavery here, he was also concerned with slavery in 

the United States and the potentially corrupting influences of commerce in slave-

produced commodities imported and exported across U.S. borders.  Stephen Girard 

himself owned and traded slaves in the West Indies, if only on a small scale.  Yet, it was 

Girard’s wife who went mad.34 

                                                 
 33 Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels,” 217-218; Emma Rothschild, The Inner Life of Empires: An 
Eighteenth-Century History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 97-98.  See also David 
Waldstreicher’s discussion of Benny Mecom’s “instability of character” in Waldstreicher, Runaway 
America, 131, 134. 

 34 Rush, Medical Inquiries, 38-39, 41, 61, 132; Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels,” 218-219 
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 Stephen Girard mastered commercial control whereas Mary Girard was a victim 

of both her husband’s control and her own inabilities to control her outbursts.  Dr. Rush 

identified the dangers for those merchants who failed to control their commerce.  

Claiming that commercial failure could cause madness, Rush wrote that, “In commercial 

countries, where large fortunes are suddenly acquired and lost, madness is a common 

disease.  It is most prevalent at those times when speculation is substituted to regular 

commerce.”  In a few swift pages, Rush connected women and slaves in their 

susceptibility to madness, and by including commerce - especially speculation or 

increasingly risky trade - Rush provided the means to reconsider how motives of profit 

affected material and social inequalities.  Slavery seemed rational to masters, but also led 

to its own irrationalities.  It might be more accurate to claim that the men who controlled 

such trade were mad.  Moreover, marriage was not slavery, but the confinement of Mary 

Girard as a dissatisfied woman in a society that provided few avenues for female 

satisfaction was similarly irrational.  The fear of debt and failed speculation as another 

form of unfreedom also pointed to Rush’s preoccupation with inequality as a cause of 

madness.  The late eighteenth-century rise of capitalism within a gendered system of 

exchange thus created contradictions that the intersection of commerce and madness 

exemplify.35 

 Just as Stephen and Jean’s fictional commerce obscured reality and the risk 

involved could be described as mad, eighteenth-century literary fictions similarly relied 

on the intersection of madness, marriage and commerce.  Mary Wollstonecraft’s novel, 

The Wrongs of Woman, or Maria (1798) offers a productive entry into this world caught 

                                                 
 35 Rush, Medical Inquiries, 66. 
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between economic reality and republican ideals by telling the tragedy of a fictional 

woman who married a merchant.  Wollstonecraft’s story is also strikingly similar to the 

real marriage between Stephen and Mary.  Though no definitive link has been made, 

Wollstonecraft’s brother was in Philadelphia in the early 1790s, socializing with Girard’s 

merchant neighbors.  Even though he likely did not share the rumors circulating about the 

Girards with his sister, the overlap remains intriguing.  Both the real Mary and the 

fictional Maria were women labeled mad by their merchant husbands and placed in 

asylums for “treatment.”  The title of Wollstonecraft’s Maria was likely coincidental, but 

the opening of the novel in a madhouse where the fictional Maria had just suffered the 

same traumatic episode as Mary Girard was not based on imagination alone.  

Wollstonecraft drew from her own continued frustration with women’s limitations in 

eighteenth-century society, as well as other more publicized cases of questionable 

diagnoses of madness in women throughout Europe.36 

 In Wollstonecraft’s novel, the heroine, Maria, married a merchant, George 

Venables, after the death of her mother and the financial ruin of her father.  Maria’s 

wealthy uncle arranged the marriage, but it turned out that George was not interested in 

marital harmony, but the riches of Maria’s uncle.  It then came as no surprise that the 

marriage was unhappy; Maria bemoaned “his intimacy with profligate women, and his ... 

                                                 
 36 Mary Wollstonecraft, The Wrongs of Woman, or Maria, eds. Anne Mellor and Noelle Chao 
(New York: Pearson Education, Inc., 2007), 340.  Details on the Wollstonecraft family connection come 
from conversations with Wayne Bodle and his conference paper, “‘A Standing Dish of Family Cares’: 
Mary Wollstonecraft as Atlantic Basin Kinworker” (conference paper given at The Fourteenth Berkshire 
Conference on the History of Women, Twin Cities, MN, June 13, 2008).  Mary’s confinement also 
coincided with a larger effort to reform Philadelphia’s penal system that stressed solitary confinement and 
the cultivation of virtue over corporeal punishment.  See Michael Meranze, Laboratories of Virtue: 
Punishment, Revolution, and Authority in Philadelphia, 1760-1835 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1996); Foucault, Madness and Civilization. 
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contempt for female endowments.”  The motives for Mary Lum to marry Stephen Girard 

were unclear, though it was certainly a boost to her social status as a fatherless servant 

woman.  Another novel, Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette, or the History of Eliza 

Wharton (1797) also critiqued female dependency and lack of fiscal agency, further 

emphasizing the salience of capitalism’s confinement of women.  Furthermore, Carroll 

Smith-Rosenberg’s analysis of Foster’s novel links female ambition to the risks 

associated with an economy in transition writing that, “[Eliza] represented those within 

the emergent middle class, who, rejecting traditional norms anxiously embraced 

individualism, risk, and the new capitalism.”  The fictional Maria and Eliza, therefore, 

suffered from the inability to regulate sensibility in a cultural economy of unstable 

values.  As David Waldstreicher observes, these women could not “calculate” in an 

economy of sentiment.  Similarly, Mary Girard’s inability to calculate in an economy of 

sentiment starkly contrasted her husband’s ability and authority to make calculated 

economic decisions in the speculative Atlantic economy.  Moreover, this gendered 

disparity of control in an economy of sentiment echoed Rush’s theories of corporeal 

physiology.37 

                                                 
 37 Wollstonecraft, Wrongs of Woman, 310; Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, “Domesticating ‘Virtue’: 
Coquettes and Revolutionaries in Young America,” in Literature and the Body: Essays on Populations and 
Persons, ed. Elaine Scarry (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), 169; Hannah Webster 
Foster, The Coquette, or The History of Eliza Wharton, intro. Herbert Ross Brown (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1939 p1797]); David Waldstreicher, “‘Fallen under My Observation’: Vision and Virtue 
in ‘The Coquette’,” Early American Literature 27:3 (1992), 211-212; Jeanne Boydston, “The Woman Who 
Wasn’t There: Women’s Market Labor and the Transition to Capitalism in the United States,” in Wages of 
Independence: Capitalism in the Early American Republic, ed. Paul A. Gilje (Madison, WI: Madison 
House, 1997), 34-35; Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels,” 209. 

 Madness in eighteenth-century writing illustrates the ways a gendered culture of control informed 
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of sensibility, encouraged the consumption of novels and the expression of emotion was seen 
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 Although Mary Girard’s story does not include the same dramatic episodes, such 

as when the fictional husband tried to sell Maria’s body for sex, the suggestion that wives 

were fungible property was similar.  In the novel, all women were destined to be 

prostitutes, commodified by commerce in sex.  Maria bewailed her confinement in 

marriage, writing that, “A woman ... resigning what is termed her natural protector is 

despised and shunned, for asserting the independence of mind distinctive to a ration 

being, and spurning at slavery.”  Here, Wollstonecraft targeted the terms of coverture that 

subsumed wives under their husband’s civil and political identity, preventing women 

from independent, rational thought.  Wollstonecraft’s Maria, then, represents all women 

who, as victims of coverture and economic inequality, were perceived as having 

diminished mental capacities.38 

 In Wollstonecraft’s Maria, after George attempted to sell his wife’s body, she 

became frustrated with her plight and ran away, intent on getting a divorce.  Pregnant at 

                                                 
simultaneously as a display of strategic feeling in men and an inherent weakness, or lack of control, in 
women.  Whereas men could express rational emotion, women’s strong emotions were often considered 
irrational outbursts.  Faubert concludes that, “Ultimately, this maddened, sentimental femininity is the locus 
of the ‘wrongs’ done to and by women.”  [Michelle Faubert, “A Gendered Affliction: Women, Writing, 
Madness,” in Cultural Constructions of Madness in Eighteenth-Century Writing: Representing the Insane, 
by Allan Ingram and Michelle Faubert (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 165].  Indeed, 
Wollstonecraft’s goal in her first novel, Mary: A Fiction, was, according to Claudia L. Johnson, an attempt 
at “disentangling the relation of gender and genre” [Johnson, “Mary Wollstonecraft’s Novels,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Mary Wollstonecraft (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 202), 193].  
This also points to an important departure from social histories of madness, like Houston’s which argue that 
the relationship between madness and gender is not so simple [Houston, “Madness and Gender,” 309-326].  
On gender, commerce and literature, see also Stephen Shapiro, The Culture and Commerce of the Early 
American Novel: Reading the Atlantic World System (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
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Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2004 [1986]). 

 38 Wollstonecraft, Wrongs of Woman, 320; Johnson, “Mary Wollstonecraft’s Novels,” 204-205.  
On women as commodities, see Waldstreicher, “‘Fallen under’,” 207.  The novels of Charles Brockden 
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the time, Maria was unable to travel to her uncle and hid in a boarding house.  With the 

choice to stay at a boarding house, the fictional Maria’s story again reflected the life of 

Mary Girard and her path to confinement.  Maria gave birth to her daughter while in 

exile, but it was not long before George discovered her whereabouts.  When George 

found Maria, he committed her to a madhouse, claiming full control over Maria’s 

inheritance from her uncle.  Wollstonecraft set the scene: 

The retreating shadows of former sorrows rushed back in a gloomy train, 
and seemed to be pictured on the walls of her prison, magnified by the 
state of mind in which they were all viewed - Still she mourned for her 
child, lamented she was a daughter, and anticipated the aggravated ills of 
life that her sex rendered almost inevitable, even while dreading she was 
no more. 
 

To Wollstonecraft, similar to Foster’s Coquette, heterosexual desire led to lapses in 

rationality in women, trapping them in marriage.  Moreover, Maria’s baby girl was stolen 

from her while Maria was drugged and confined to the madhouse.  The baby was sent to 

a wet nurse, in much the same way that Mary Girard’s daughter was taken, and died soon 

thereafter.39  

 

 With Mary committed to Pennsylvania Hospital, Stephen Girard went about his 

business as he established himself as a merchant in Philadelphia.  He continued to 

smuggle and craft his own commercial fictions.  Both Wollstonecraft’s novel and Mary 

Girard’s real life illustrate how an emergent economic culture obscured women’s place in 

a capitalist economy.40  Through marriage and madness, Mary was the victim of a 

                                                 
 39 Wollstonecraft, Wrongs of Woman, 249, 254-255; Johnson, “Wollstonecraft’s Novels,” 200-
201. 

 40 Boydston, “Woman Who Wasn’t There,” 34-35. 
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gendering of economic control; whereas Girard learned to capitalize on that economy.  

Mary’s circumstances demonstrate that when the speculative economy and the economy 

of sensibility collided, they produced madness.  Ironically, it was capitalism, reliant on 

supposedly rational calculus of investment and profit, which invented value out of thin air 

while finding little to no inherent worth in the physical people that made such a system 

possible.   
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CHAPTER 3 
FAMILIES IN CRISIS: KEEPING HOUSE AMID REVOLUTION  

& FEVER, 1793 
 
 

 While Stephen’s life at home broke down amid Mary’s mad episodes, the politics 

and commerce of the Atlantic world also began to turn upside-down.  Concerned with a 

shipment of flour in the late summer of 1789, just a month after the storming of the 

Bastille, Jean wrote to Stephen that, “In France things are all topsy turvy; Civil war is 

approaching.”  But turbulence was not limited to Europe; in Saint-Domingue, Jean also 

continued to report that conditions worsened and revolutionary pressures rose.  As 

summer turned to fall, Jean explained, “We are without any justice or government 

whatever for the present and are constantly armed to protect ourselves against the 

Africans who have already revolted in various places.”  Reporting from Marseilles, one 

of Stephen’s correspondents Timon Samatan wrote that, “You must know that our 

revolution, which is nothing less than a destruction of the monarchy, has thrown the 

government into complete disorder which has affected and discredited the entire 

commerce of France.”1 

 Samatan’s last point about credit and commerce, and its relationship to the 

monarchy, deserves emphasis.  In just a few short years, Stephen witnessed a multitude 

of challenges to his business, his family, and his identity.  He lost his wife to madness; 

his father grew sick and died; and he and his brother continued to bicker, challenging and 

eventually breaking up their commercial partnership.  Taken together with the context of 

                                                 
 1 JG to SG, Aug. 20, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 96, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Oct. 27, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 134, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; Samatan 
to SG, Dec. 15, 1789, Marseilles, Letters Received 1789: 169, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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the emergent French and Haitian Revolutions, as well as the yellow fever epidemic of 

1793, Stephen Girard experienced in this short period a destruction of family, both 

literally and figuratively.2 

 In many ways, these Atlantic revolutions can be understood in terms of 

restructuring families.  Contemporary writers and historians alike have explained the 

American Revolution in metaphorical terms as a child outgrowing the bonds of its 

parents.  The ease and frequency with which popular writers as well as historians employ 

the term “founding father” suggest how deeply embedded ideas about family were to 

revolution.3  Moreover, as many historians of the French Revolution have recognized, the 

family was more than just a metaphor; it was a central political and economic 

battleground.  While historian Lynn Hunt convincingly argues that the French Revolution 

was a narrative destruction of patriarchal familial relations, Suzanne Desan builds upon 

former scholarship to argue that the “French Revolution radically redefined the family, its 

                                                 
 2 On changes to inheritance practices in revolutionary France, see Denise Z. Davidson and Anne 
Verjus, “Generational Conflict in Revolutionary France: Widows, Inheritance Practices, and the ‘Victory’ 
of Sons,” William and Mary Quarterly 70 (Apr. 2013), 399-424. 

 3 Winthrop D. Jordan, “Familial Politics: Thomas Paine and the Killing of the King, 1776,” 
Journal of American History 60 (Sep. 1973), 294-308; Jay Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The 
American Revolution Against Patriarchal Authority, 1750-1800 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1982).  Much work has also been done to complicate the founders’ legacy, see David Waldstreicher, 
Runaway America: Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution (New York: Hill and Wang, 
2004); Waldstreicher, Jeffrey L. Pasley, and Andrew W. Robertson, Beyond the Founders: New 
Approaches to the Political History of the Early American Republic (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004); François Furstenberg, In the Name of the Father: Washington’s Legacy, Slavery, 
and the Making of a Nation (New York: New York University Press, 2008); Richard S. Newman and Roy 
E. Finkenbine, “Forum: Black Founders in the New Republic: Introduction,” William and Mary Quarterly 
64 (Jan. 2007); 84-94; Richard S. Newman, Freedoms Prophet: Bishop Richard Allen, the AME Church, 
and the Black Founding Fathers (New York: New York University Press, 2008); Gary B. Nash and 
Graham Russell Gao Hodges, Friends of Liberty: Thomas Jefferson, Tadeusz Kosciuszko, and Agrippa 
Hull, A Tale of Three Patriots, Two Revolutions, and a Tragic Betrayal of Freedom in the New Nation 
(New York: Basic Books, 2008); Mitch Kachun, “From Forgotten Founder to Indispensable Icon: Crispus 
Attucks, Black Citizenship, and Collective Memory, 1770-1865,” Journal of the Early Republic 29 
(Summer 2009), 249-286. 
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internal dynamics, and its relationship to the state.”4  Indeed, in critiquing France’s Old 

Regime in 1789, the “Younger Sons of Provence” claimed that, “The family is a small 

state, just as the state is a large family.”  The rhetoric and its reflection in actual 

institutional change was not lost on Philadelphians, especially not Stephen Girard.5 

 At home in Philadelphia, Girard also made changes to how his household 

functioned.  With Mary off in boarding houses in the late 1780s and eventually 

committed to Pennsylvania Hospital in 1790, Sally Bickham assumed the role of 

housekeeper and mistress.  In 1787 when she came to live in the Girard household, the 

then eighteen-year-old Sally was “a young Quakeress, tailoress by trade.”  Girard’s letters 

to his brother suggested a calculated valuation of Sally’s household labor.  In April 1787, 

in preparation for his voyage to France Stephen gave instructions to Jean on how to deal 

with Mary.  In the same letter, Stephen noted that Sally was a companion “with whom I 

amuse myself at very little expense and when I have the time.”  Thus, even with his 

mistress, Girard kept a careful account of household expenses.  As biographer Harry 

Emerson Wildes explains, “He entered Sally in his books, jotting down each expense she 

caused him.”  However, Sally was not just an expense; she also made decisions about 

                                                 
 4 Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French Revolution (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1992), xiii; Suzanne Desan, The Family on Trial in Revolutionary France (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2004), 1.  On the American and French Revolutions seen together, see R. R. 
Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolutions: A Political History of Europe and America (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1959, 1964). 

 5 Archives nationales AD XVIIIc 164, Adresse des Cadets du tiers état de Provence et d’autres 
pays de droit écrit au roi (n.p., 1798), 8, 21-22, quoted in Desan, Family on Trial, 1.  On the effects of the 
French Revolution on Americans and Philadelphians, see Susan Branson, These Fiery Frenchified Dames: 
Women and Political Culture in Early National Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2001); Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-
1820 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 112-117; Joyce Appleby, Liberalism 
and Republicanism in the Historical Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 203.  
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an American National Identity (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 75-77. 



 

75 

how the household functioned.  Sally chose furnishings and laborers.  Sally had brought 

her younger brother Martin to live with and serve as an apprentice to Girard and she also 

held sway over other additions to the household.  In 1791, a neighbor explained to Girard 

his “views in regard to the little mulatto girl Robertine who remained in your house at the 

request of your housekeeper Sally and with your consent.”  In this way, Sally exerted her 

influence over household affairs.6 

 Sally was at Stephen Girard’s side as he witnessed families in crisis around him in 

the late 1780s and early 1790s.  For Girard, it was more than the relationships between, 

but the real blending of commerce, family, city, and nation that helped him refashion a 

strategy whereby, when families failed in their fundamental responsibility to protect and 

provide for their members, it was the responsibility of businessmen and the state to step 

in as institutional parents.  The Overseers of the Poor, Almshouses, and smaller private 

communities for poor relief had long been active in this work, but Girard’s involvement 

in Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemic of 1793 illustrated the united goals of business 

and welfare.  Girard’s choice to place Mary in Pennsylvania Hospital was also part of this 

shift.  Moreover, Sally’s contributions to the household were essential and suggest a 

fiscal valuation of working women’s labor under capitalism.7  Girard’s vision of 

                                                 
 6 SG to JG, Apr. 28, 1787, Philadelphia, L.B. 1: 513, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; Harry 
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Women of Colonial Philadelphia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000).  On women’s work and the 
transition to capitalism, see Jeanne Boydston’s findings on the devaluation of women’s labor in the 
transition to capitalism are extremely helpful; however, this chapter seeks to present a slightly more 
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philanthropy, built upon long-standing traditions of community-based voluntary 

associations, took the blending of business and benevolence to another level to imagine a 

corporate family.8 

 

 In April 1788, Stephen Girard’s father, Pierre, died.  Despite their tenuous 

relationship, Stephen was named sole heir to all the property acquired during his father’s 

first marriage.  The act of inheritance, however, was not that simple.  The children of 

Pierre’s second marriage devoured much of the estate before Stephen’s attorney, Etienne 

Gaube, could do much to stop them.  Gaube expressed frustration with Stephen’s step-

siblings, explaining that he regretting taking the job due to the “time it would consume, 

the confusion existing in your late father’s affairs, the different interests of the inheritance 

– and the annoying not to say disgusting proceedings on the part of some of the heirs.”  

Changes in French marriage and inheritance law were also on the horizon that could 

further complicate the Girard family’s politics of inheritance, but unluckily for the 

                                                 
nuanced view of the valuation of women’s work by examining how Stephen Girard devalued his wife 
Mary, but paid Sally as both housekeeper and mistress - a wage valuation of women’s work, but valuation 
nevertheless. 

 8 Billy G. Smith, The “Lower Sort”: Philadelphia’s Laboring People, 1750-1800 (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1990), 17-18, 166-168; Aaron Sullivan, “‘That Charity which begins at Home’: 
Ethnic Societies and Benevolence in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 134 (Oct. 2010), 305-337; Kathleen D. McCarthy, American Creed: Philanthropy and the 
Rise of Civil Society, 1700-1865 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).  On poor laws as a strategy 
to promote a mobile labor force in Britain’s transition to capitalism, see M. J. Daunton, Progress and 
Poverty: An Economic and Social History of Britain, 1700-1850 (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 110-111, 159-160, 254-255.  On the replacement of the patriarchal family model with government 
institutions, see Carole Shammas, A History of Household Government in America (Charlottesville, VA: 
University of Virginia Press, 2002); Carole Shammas, “Anglo-American Household Government in 
Comparative Perspective,” William and Mary Quarterly 52 (Jan. 1995), 104-144. 
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children of the second marriage these changes, including the abolition of primogeniture 

came just about a year too late.9 

 Stephen was actually in France during his father’s final days, but was likely in 

Marseilles, not Bordeaux, when his father died.  Those in charge of Pierre Girard’s estate 

explained that Stephen’s “presence [was] absolutely necessary at Bordeaux to make some 

agreement with your family concerning the plan you have adopted and the steps you will 

be obliged to take in your capacity as heir.”  The executors tried to lure Stephen with the 

promise that his “inheritance may be quite considerable” and he should therefore, “go to 

Bordeaux as soon as possible.”  Either Stephen did not receive the news of his father’s 

death in time, or, and perhaps more likely, he knew better than to put himself in close 

physical proximity to his father’s other children.  Either way, Stephen’s failure to go to 

Bordeaux and sort through his father’s assets spoke not only to his distance from his 

family both geographically and emotionally, but to the little value he saw in pursing his 

inheritance.  Just as he distanced himself from his family when he fled his creditors in 

1774, Stephen chose not to invest his time him family matters back in France.10 

                                                 
 9 Etienne Gaube to SG, May 6, 1789, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1789: 54, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 79-86; Desan, Family on Trial, 1-3.  Especially helpful is Desan’s “Appendix 
II: Chronology of Revolutionary Family Laws and Decrees;” the first major change was the abolition of 
primogeniture in March 1790 [Desan, Family on Trial, 325-331].  Talk about the changes to family law in 
France, however, was already in the air as the Girard descendants struggled over their inheritance.  Lynn 
Hunt’s method is especially helpful.  She writes, “It was been by contention ... that the most obvious 
material at hand for thinking politically was the family, not the family as some kind of modal social 
experience, but the family as an imaginative construct of power relations” [Hunt, Family Romance, 196]. 

 10 Marie, Brizard & Roger, Merchants to SG, Jun. 30, 1788, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1788: 39, 
Roll 4, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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 The battle over Pierre Girard’s inheritance dragged on and in the end, Stephen’s 

net inheritance was only $92.36.11  From this coarse experience with his siblings and 

step-siblings, Stephen, yet again took away that family ties boiled down to money and 

little more.  To Stephen Girard, traditional families were like leaky vessels; they could 

not be trusted to guard and transfer property.  

  Girard put his trust, both as confidence and monetary investment, in the physical 

vessels that criss-crossed the Atlantic.  In his instructions to captains, Stephen’s language 

was almost always the same.  The ships and their crews were to move “with all possible 

dispatch” and “act with Prudence, Activity, and Economy.”  The same phrase concluded 

nearly every formulaic letter of instruction to numerous ship’s captains sent around the 

Atlantic.  When things did not proceed smoothly, Stephen expressed his displeasure and 

gave further instructions so as not to “suffer any embarrassment.”12  Without any natural 

children of his own, Girard invested his money and energy into these ships.  Historically, 

ships have also been gendered female.  Many of Girard’s ships during this period were 

named after women and in shipping instructions to Captain Stephen Moore of the brig 

Kitty, Girard expressed his common concern for the vessel writing, “do your endeavor to 

get her” to “a place of safety.”13   

                                                 
 11 Etienne Gaube to SG, Jun. 25, 1789, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1789: 72, Roll 5, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; Etienne Gaube to SG, Oct. 19, 1789, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1789: 126, Roll 5, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 83-85. 

 12 SG to Capt. William Edgar, Aug. 19, 1790, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 2, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, 
APS; SG to Capt. Stephen Moore, Sep. 30, 1790, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 20, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
SG to Capt. William Edgar, Nov. 1790, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 43, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to Cap. 
Stephen Moore, Apr. 23, 1791, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 140, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to Capt. 
William Edgar, Apr. 29, 1791, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 146, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 13 SG to Capt. Stephen Moore, Dec. 16, 1790, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 67, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, 
APS. 
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 Girard was also not alone in his personification of ships.  Where Girard guarded 

and guided his ships like women and children, Thomas Jefferson famously drew from the 

classics when he employed the nautical metaphor “ship of state” to describe the necessity 

of keeping the government afloat amidst the partisan conflicts of the 1790s.  Decades 

later, Jefferson similarly deployed nautical metaphors when he argued that the spread of 

slavery into the western territories would diffuse the threat of slavery.  Jefferson wrote 

that, “The boisterous sea of liberty indeed is never without a wave, and that from 

Missouri is now rolling towards us; but we shall ride over it as we have all others.... It is 

not a moral question, but one merely of power.”  Many of those waves of liberty began to 

swell in the 1790s in Haiti.  Girard, like Jefferson, understood that the new nation was 

fighting both internal and external battles, often resembling family quarrels, but that 

prosperous commerce and protecting the many “ships” that served the state was the 

government’s central responsibility.14 

 When Girard invested in vessels like the Kitty, he also participated in a 

longstanding network of hierarchy and dependency on the high seas.  Crews labored 

under strict discipline from their masters when at sea and contemporaries described such 

relationships in filial terms.  Masters of ships were responsible for the conduct of their 

crews and exercised complete discipline and “in cases of disobedience or disorderly 

                                                 
 14 Charles A. Miller, Ship of State: The Nautical Metaphors of Thomas Jefferson, with Numerous 
Examples by Other Writers from Classical Antiquity to the Present (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2003); Thomas Jefferson to Gilbert du Motier, the Marquis de Lafayette, Dec. 26, 1820 quoted in 
The Boisterous Sea of Liberty: A Documentary History of America From Discovery Through the Civil War, 
eds. David Brion Davis and Steven Mintz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 354; Darren Staloff, 
Hamilton, Adams, Jefferson: The Politics of Enlightenment and the American Founding (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2005), 313.  According to Gautham Rao, in the late 1790s it also became the federal 
government’s responsibility to tend to sick and injured sailors, see Gautham Rao, “Administering 
Entitlement: Governance, Public Health Care, and the Early American State,” Law & Social Inquiry 37 
(Summer 2012), 627-656. 
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conduct, he may lawfully correct them in a reasonable manner; his authority in this 

respect being analogous to that of a parent over his child.”  In this paternal relationship 

between masters and sailors, however, labor and wages, not surety and inheritance, 

represented value.  This was the world that Stephen Girard knew.15 

 Though their relationship was strained by the inheritance debacle and 

disagreements in commercial strategy, Jean and Stephen pressed on with business.  Jean, 

launching a thinly veiled critique of Stephen’s strategies wrote that, “I know very well 

that it would be useless to try to get American captains and owners to stay here any 

length of time.”  Always critical of Stephen’s tendency to rush his ships, Jean explained 

that this strategy threatened their profits.  Jean’s use of national identification, criticizing 

the Americans, also pointed to tensions in an Atlantic world of revolution where 

Americans had yet to fully form a national identity.  Indeed, it was only months since the 

new federal Constitution had been ratified.  As demonstrated by Stephen and Jean’s 

brotherly partnership, mercantile commerce could capitalize on family, but increasingly 

in the late 1780s and early 1790s, Stephen learned that family was not necessary for and 

could sometimes threaten commerce.  This liberal conception of commerce and the 

family, whereby both served to promote private interest, encouraged the expansion of 

capitalist enterprise in the early American Republic.16 

                                                 
 15 Charles Abbot, A Treatise of the Law Relative to Merchant Ships and Seamen (London, 1802), 
125; Rao, “Administering Entitlement,” 627, 629-630; Jonathan Levy, Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging 
World of Capitalism and Risk in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 41.  
Literature on paternalism is most abundant on slavery and the U.S. South, but ship masters employed 
similar paternalistic mechanisms of control.  On paternalism on the Southern plantation, see Lacy K. Ford, 
Deliver Us from Evil: The Slavery Question in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
8-10. 

 16 JG to SG, Sep. 24, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 114, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
On liberalism and capitalism, see Joyce Appleby, Capitalism and a New Social Order: The Republican 
Vision of the 1790s (New York: New York University Press, 1984).  Though this chapter takes Appleby’s 
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 For their part, Stephen and Jean had always relied on unstable and ambiguous 

national identities, straddling between French and American when it benefitted them.  

However, the rapidly radicalizing French Revolution further challenged the notion of 

what it meant to be a citizen in a free nation.  As literary historian Sean X. Goudie 

argues, “Fluidity of identity, even the momentary losing of identity, might be necessary 

in order to protect the higher virtues of freedom and liberty underwriting the empire of 

commerce.”  Free commerce relied on illegal smuggling, yet without the traditionally 

supportive bonds of family, or a clearly defined national family, Stephen Girard’s 

commercial fate remained uncertain.  Moreover, Jean’s critique also points to deeper 

attitudes of inferiority on the part of postcolonial Americans.  To borrow Goudie’s term, 

this “creole complex,” which expressed anxieties of inferiority, reflected Americans’ 

uncertain relationship to European empires.  The United States’ ties to the West Indies 

were complex and contradictory because they were meant to be both civilizing and 

exploitative in the commercial sphere.  In other words, because of the United States’ and 

West Indies’ shared investments in slavery, they found the “boisterous sea of liberty” 

even more turbulent.17  As the French Revolutionary spirit crossed the Atlantic into Saint-

                                                 
definition and chronology of liberal individualism and capitalism as a starting point, the chapter (and 
dissertation) significantly diverges from many of Appleby’s core arguments, the foremost being that the 
“free market” capitalism emerged in the 1790s was actually free.  The uneven and less than free results of 
the political economy of the 1790s, especially in the interplay between the urban east and the rural west, 
can be seen in Woody Holton, Unruly Americans and the Origins of the Constitution (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 2007); Terry Bouton, Taming Democracy: “The People,” the Founders, and the Troubled Ending of 
the American Revolution (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007).  On the paradox of capitalism and 
democracy, see Andrew Shankman, Crucible of American Democracy: The Struggle to Fuse 
Egalitarianism and Capitalism in Jeffersonian Pennsylvania (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
2004). 

 17 Sean X. Goudie, Creole America: The West Indies and the Formation of Literature and Culture 
in the New Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 7, 11, 14-15, 65, quote on 92.  
See also Ashli White, Encountering Revolution: Haiti and the Making of the Early Republic (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 19-20.  On the term “creole,” see Ira Berlin, “From Creole to 
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Domingue, colonists were forced to reckon with the abolition of slavery and the potential 

for a mixed-raced imperial family.  As Stephen and Jean knew well, the same racial 

tensions that played out in households with slaves that were not part of the family, played 

out on several national stages.18 

 Gendered undercurrents also ran through the “creole complex” and emergent 

national families.  However, in making a new national family, masculinity and femininity 

did not neatly map onto roles of fathers and mothers.  Part of the problem was that, 

although the family served as a helpful tool for rhetorically delineating power relations, 

real fault lines of power within families and within nations were never that simple.  While 

Stephen Girard was a white man, he was also French and struggled with the English 

language.  His failure to control Mary’s mad episodes and the couple’s lack of children 

would also certainly have been a blow to his masculine confidence.  As Carroll Smith-

Rosenberg argues when comparing the power relations in marriage to power relations in 

a republic, “The commercial republic, like the respectable woman, had to represent itself 

as above Public (male capitalist) gaze as desirable and, yet, desiring of credit.”  Part of 

declaring independence was anxiety about dependency.  Fears of dependency were 

central to the postcolonial paradox and new citizens used race and gender in tandem to 

                                                 
African: Atlantic Creoles and the Origins of African-American Society in Mainland North America,” 
William and Mary Quarterly 53 (Apr. 1996), 253-254.  In addition to the sometimes controversial use of 
postcolonial theory here, “creole” is also defined broadly.  Ira Berlin used the term “Atlantic Creole” to 
signify people of African descent who were shaped by slavery, the slave trade, and the larger Atlantic 
World.  But here, and in Goudie, the term is used more broadly to include non-African people as well.  
Berlin explains that, “The term ‘Atlantic creole’ is designed to capture the cultural transformation that 
preceded generational change and sometimes was unaffected by it” [Berlin, “From Creole,” 254]. 

 18 Though the documentary evidence is very thin, Hannah, Jean’s former concubine, was likely 
living in Stephen’s household during this period, see Wildes, Lonely Midas, 99 
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define the boundaries of the new national family.19  Yet, Girard’s relationships with Sally 

suggests something slightly different.  As both a wage earner and an object of sexual 

desire, Sally blurred prescriptive gender binaries.  Sally was desirable and Stephen 

quantified that desire, while Sally worked to carve out her own authority as housekeeper.  

Sally and Stephen improvised their own urban, commercial, household.20 

 Returning to the same letter from Jean, written only days after the French 

National Assembly approved the Declaration of the Rights of Man, Jean optimistically 

reported that, “France has been within two fingers’ breadth of destruction, but the Third 

Estate has the upper hand and we are going to be the happiest people in the world.”  Jean 

continued, “The King will be reduced to his bare rights which will be enormously 

curtailed and the nobles will have no more exclusive or unjust privileges.”  In abolishing 

the monarchy, these reforms essentially broke the bonds of France’s national family.  

Inspired in part by the writings of French philosophe Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-

1778), France’s Declaration called for a radical reorganization of the social order.  

French readers of Rousseau, Girard included, also would have understood the 

implications of this revolutionary thought for commerce and the family.  In his Discourse 

on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality, Rousseau claimed that humans in nature are 

constantly in a state of competition, but with the invention of society, as Christopher 

Kelly and Eve Grace explain, “Rousseau predicts that we will merely abandon force for 

                                                 
 19 Goudie, Creole America, 7; Smith-Rosenberg, Violent Empire, 127-131; Dana D. Nelson, 
“Consolidating National Masculinity: Scientific Discourse and Race in the Post-Revolutionary United 
States,” in Possible Pasts, 201-215. 

 20 On gender, capitalism, urban working women, and sex, see Clare A. Lyons, Sex among the 
Rabble: An Intimate History of Gender & Power in the Age of Revolution, Philadelphia, 1730-1830 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Dell Upton, ed., intro., Madaline: Love and 
Survival in Antebellum New Orleans (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1996). 
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fraud.”  Natural sexual desires balanced out narcissistic impulses that produced flexible 

families.  However, Rousseau argued that the invention of property and the establishment 

of fixed families occurred in unison.  To Rousseau, this pairing of property with family 

was a great tragedy, since it ultimately tricked humans to retreat from the ideal natural 

state.  Familial property was therefore the ultimate site of corruption and, as resonated 

with French revolutionaries, Rousseau explained that a father who controlled his children 

through inheritance was a “despot.”  Though Stephen Girard would likely have 

recognized many of the contradictions in Rousseau’s ideology, the ideas that families 

should be free to come together and break up as they pleased, and that traditional 

inheritance was a sign of unfreedom, certainly informed Stephen’s own familial relations.  

Jean also recognized that changes were on the horizon.  In closing his letter, Jean 

reflected, “One this is certain: This is a unique revolution.”21 

 As news from France made its way to Philadelphia, Girard, in characteristic form, 

tried to position himself to make a profit.  To one business correspondent in Virginia, 

Girard relayed intelligence about their unsold tobacco explaining that, “we had a report of 

the abolition of the ferm General in France.  Should it be the case, I presume the National 
                                                 
 21 JG to SG, Sep. 24, 1789; Declaration of the Rights of Man, Aug. 26, 1789, The Avalon Project, 
avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/rightsof.asp; Hunt, Family Romance, 21; Paul R. Hanson, Contesting the 
French Revolution (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 51-69; Christopher Kelly Eve Grace, eds., 
“Introduction,” in Jean-Jacques Rousseau: On Women, Love, and Family (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth 
College Press, 2009), xvii, xxii-xxiii; Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of 
Inequality Among Men, with Related Documents, ed., trans., intro. Helena Rosenblatt (Boston: Bedford/St. 
Martin’s, 2011), 56, 73-74, 85-86.  We know that Girard was a reader of Rousseau and Voltaire because 
French editions of their writings are included in his carefully preserved library, see William F. Zeil, A 
Catalogue of the Personal Library of Stephen Girard (1750-1831) (Philadelphia: Girard College and the 
American Philosophical Society, 1990), xviii.  Rousseau was not a typical philosophe.  On Rousseau’s 
outsider status in the “family” of philosophes, see Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, The 
Rise of Modern Paganism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966).  Gay explains, “The metaphor of a 
philosophical family is not my intervention.  The philosophes use it themselves” [Gay, Enlightenment, 4].  
On the French Revolution and capitalism, see Albert Soboul, “The French Revolution in the History of the 
Contemporary World,” in The French Revolution: Recent Debates and New Controversies, ed. Gary Kates 
(London: Routledge, 1998), 27, 33, 39. 
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Assembly will allow them to keep their old privilege in force for a time limited so they 

may dispose of the Tobacco which they have on hand.”  Though things were rapidly 

changing in France, Girard did not yet have reason to think that business could not 

continue.  On the same page of the Pennsylvania Packet in which he advertised sales of 

sugar, coffee and dry verdigris, Girard could read in matter-of-fact language about the 

revolution in France and the apparent “reserve in its proceedings” of the National 

Assembly.  Earlier in the same issue, Girard may also have found excerpts from David 

Ramsay’s celebration of the American Revolution.  Reflecting on his recent family 

quarrels, Girard may very well have paused and reflected with pleasure along with 

Ramsey that in his new country, “No knave or fool can plead an hereditary right to sport 

with your property or your liberties.”  Of course, things were not moving smoothly and 

peacefully in France and Girard would soon have to reckon with the revolution’s effects 

on his ships and property.22 

 When rumblings of revolution began to spread in Saint-Domingue, Jean grew 

increasingly nervous and lost his optimistic tone.  “We are in the midst of a terrible 

crisis,” Jean reported, “The young people are greatly excited and congregate in the public 

places and at the theatre.”  Jean prayed, “God grant that this disturbance may come to an 

end, for there is some fear that the negroes may revolt.”  Commercial affairs were also 

dismal as prices of flour and rice plummeted.  Rather than blaming the political 

instabilities for the falling prices, however, Jean chose again to blame the Americans 

writing, “There is no use competing with Americans ... although they think themselves 

                                                 
 22 Samatan freres to SG, Aug. 13, 1789, Marseilles, Letters Received 1789: 93, Roll 5, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; SG to Daniel Tyson, Nov. 8, 1790, Philadelphia, L.B. 3: 42, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser (Philadelphia), Oct. 29, 1790. 
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great in commerce, wherever they put their noses they spoil the trade because they insist 

on leaving as soon as they have arrived and taking their funds with them.”  Continuing to 

complain, Jean noted that, “They are really nothing but gamblers and are always taking 

chances, unless they can find a dupe who will advance them the value of their cargo.”  In 

his next letter, leaving the “Americans” out of it, Jean launched his frustration straight at 

his brother writing, “You evidently think ... that I have mountains of gold; you may be 

assured that I would like to settle with you and have no idea whatever of angering you; 

but I do care about being a dupe.”  Stephen’s ability to “dupe” his brother was all the 

more troubling to Jean because it signaled how American Stephen became in his 

commercial strategy.  As the weather grew colder, so too did the brothers’ 

correspondence as the pressures of revolution and familial debts continued to wear on 

their partnership.23 

 Ultimately, Jean, who so desired to form a partnership with his brother just a few 

years earlier, was the one who broke it off.  Disagreements about business strategy had 

finally become too much for either brother to bear and in the early months of 1790, they 

dissolved their partnership.  Jean complained that he had put up the more significant risk 

and that Stephen had therefore profited more from the partnership writing, “Our business 

relations have benefited you more than they have me” and “My capital is still suffering 

considerably from the transaction.”  What really set Jean off though was his feeling that 

Stephen took advantage in Jean’s dealings with Stephen’s slave Sam.  Jean wrote, 
                                                 
 23 JG to SG, Oct. 21, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 128, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Nov. 14, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 145, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; JG to SG, 
Nov. 16, 1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1789: 148, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; JG to SG, Nov. 28, 
1789, Cap Français, Letters Received 1798: 156, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS.  On gambling, see Ann 
Fabian, Card Sharps, Dream Books, & Bucket Shops: Gambling in 19th-Century America (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1990). 
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There is nothing more vile, disgraceful or underhanded than to speak of 
the [money] paid by me for the capture of Sam.  Did you think to entrap 
me when you made me sign a writing something like an agreement to 
deliver him to you again without any costs?  You ought to be ashamed of 
yourself if it was your purpose to deceive me.  It was bad enough for me 
to have the care of such a good-for-nothing rogue and be obliged to pay 
for his food and clothes without being obliged also to lose cash actually 
paid out in order to get him out of jail, where he would have been 
confiscated if I had not had a powerful friend who helped me to get him 
out. 

 
This was the last straw for Jean, who seemingly forgot that he asked his brother to 

provide for his mixed-race daughter Rosette just a few years earlier.  Hannah still lived in 

Stephen’s household as well, but Stephen was sure to charge all associated expenses to 

Jean’s account.  The emotionally charged correspondence exposed the challenges that 

slavery posed to families.  As a slave, Sam was part of the family estate, but not part of 

the family itself.  Jean emphasized the financial burden that Sam caused, which was 

certainly how Jean experienced this conflict, but this episode was just one instance in 

how slavery remained a central point of conflict in families and nations.24 

 After the brothers parted ways, Stephen continued his trade with other Saint-

Domingue merchants when, on the night of August 22, 1791, the island’s slaves raised 

arms in their call for freedom.  The news made its way to the United States quickly and 

as the conflict continued to worsen, many émigrés traveled to Philadelphia.  Girard 

served as a strategic contact for families displaced by revolution.  While Stephen’s 
                                                 
 24 JG to SG, Feb. 12, 1790, Cap Français, Letters Received 1790: 33, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Feb. 21, 1790, Cap Français, Letters Receive 1790: 44, Roll 5, Series 2, SGP, APS; Aubert, 
Rouch & Co. to SG, Jun. 26, 1790, Cap Français, Letters Received 1790: 131, Roll 6, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Wildes, Lonely Midas, 99, 107-111; Albert J. Gares, “Stephen Girard’s West India Trade, 1789-1812” 
(Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 1947), 20, 27-30; David S. Miller, “The ‘Polly’: A Perspective on 
Merchant Stephen Girard,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 112 (Apr. 1988), 198-199.  
This was not the first time Sam came up in the brothers’ correspondence, see JG to SG, Dec. 25, 1786, Cap 
Français, Letters Received 1786: 136, Roll 4, Series 2, SGP, APS; White, Encountering Revolution, 39-40.  
On slavery and the family, see Annette Gordon-Reed, The Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008). 
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correspondents in Saint-Domingue remained confident that the rebellion would be put 

down throughout 1791 and 1792, he relayed this news to his brother, who was then in 

Connecticut.  However, continued reports from refugees and newspapers suggested that 

conditions were less secure.  The firm that handled Stephen’s business in Saint-

Domingue after the brothers ended their partnership reported that,  

You are sure to see arrive in your town a number of persons who have left 
this part of the world for personal reasons and to escape private 
vengeance.  Do not let yourself be rendered in the least uneasy by any 
reports that may spread about what has gone on in this town during the last 
few days.   

 
These West Indian merchants attempted to downplay the threat of rebellion because they 

depended on Stephen’s business.  When they explained that, “Tranquillity has been 

restored and affairs are about to resume their ordinary course,” the underlying message 

was that they wanted to protect their trade with Girard despite increasing violence.25  

 Conditions were less than tranquil on October 19, 1792 when a group of whites in 

Cap Français, supported by French revolutionary soldiers, tried to fight back in their own 

“counterrevolution.”  The white counterrevolution was ultimately squashed, but resulted 

in an alliance between civil commissioner Sonthonax and the free black population, 

further dividing the colony along complex racial lines.  In their next letter, the firm of 

Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon explained, “We were the more anxious to write to you as we 

were afraid that what happened here on the 19th of this month might be reported to you 

in such a way as to cause you too great uneasiness.”  However, the firm needed to 

continue to encourage Stephen’s business and added that, “We feel perfectly easy no 
                                                 
 25 T. G. Steward, The Haitian Revolutions, 1791 to 1804 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1971), iii-
ix, 17-18; Aubert Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Oct. 11, 1792, Cap Français, Letters Received 1792: 289, Roll 
9, Series 2, SGP, APS; JG to SG, Oct. 17, 1792, New London, Letters Received 1792: 297, Roll 9, Series 2, 
SGP, APS. 
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matter how things turn out.”26  The refugees that they spoke of, however, surely had a 

different story to tell. 

 Girard supported one family in particular throughout the conflict: the Cabeuils.  In 

October 1792, while Girard’s associates tried to ease fears of rebellion, Magnan Cabeuil 

asked special favors of Girard.  Cabeuil explained that, “Mrs. Magnan Cabeuil took 

passage from this city on your brigantine ‘Sally’ .... My wife has been an invalid for some 

time and decided a few days before the sailing of your vessel to go to the continent and 

breathe a healthier air.  The troubles in the colony cannot but have a deplorable effect on 

her health.”  As historian Simon Finger explains, early Philadelphians believed in 

Hippocratic theories of the body whereby, “the body naturally existed in a state of 

equilibrium,” but that “unhealthy miasmas” and “vapors” in the atmosphere held the 

power to unbalance the bodily humors, creating illness.  Remembering his own wife’s 

illness and the contemporary medical understanding of the benefits and risks of the air, 

Girard helped another husband in similar circumstances.  It was only fitting that 

Cabeuil’s wife’s traveled in the Sally.  The brigantine Sally protected families at sea, 

while the mistress Sally kept house in Philadelphia.  Indeed, Girard’s associates 

complimented the “interest” Girard took in the vessel and its “superior sailing powers.”  

Cabeuil continued, “Would it be a liberty, dear sir, to ask you kindly to make yourself 

useful to this lady and her family, strangers in the country where they are going to live.”  

                                                 
 26 Jeremy D. Popkin, A Concise History of the Haitian Revolution (Chichester, UK: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2012), 53-54; Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Oct. 20, 1792, Cap Français, Letters Received 
1792: 302, Roll 9, Series 2, SGP, APS; Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Oct. 24, 1792, Cap Français, 
Letters Received 1792: 303, Roll 9, Series 2, SGP, APS.  White’s Encountering Revolution focuses 
specifically on the impact that these refugees had on Philadelphia and the early American Republic.  On the 
many layers of meaning in mercantile correspondence, see Toby L. Ditz, “Secret Selves, Credible 
Personas: The Problematics of Trust and Public Display in the Writing of Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia 
Merchants,” in Possible Pasts, 219-242. 
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Though Girard had a troubling relationship with his own family, this did not mean he 

would not help preserve the familial bonds of others.27 

 Girard and the assistance he provided to refugees like Cabeuil played an 

important role in historian Ashli White’s analysis of the effects of Haitian refugees on 

Philadelphia.  White’s analysis emphasized the “dangers of philanthropy” to order and 

control in a the republican state.  The refugees’ failures to both squash the slave rebellion 

and provide for their families, suggested that the presence of those exiles in the United 

States could threaten the new nation.  Yet, this did not stop Philadelphians, Girard 

included, from donating money and energy to assist the exiles through relief committees.  

Girard even wrote encouragingly to his associates in Saint-Domingue, “come here and 

enjoy the peace which our republican government, founded as it is on the rights of man, 

assures to all its inhabitants.”  This response to crisis - aiding refugee families - was 

Girard’s first effort in philanthropy.  After he first began to help the Cabeuils in 1792, he 

continued to supply Mrs. Cabeuil with money through 1793.  The family’s 

correspondence with Girard revealed a network of familial support between husbands and 

wives, in-laws, as well as uncles and nephews, that spanned across the Atlantic.28 

                                                 
 27 Magnan Cabeuil to SG, Oct. 30, 1792, Cap Français, Letters Received 1792: 312, Roll 9, Series 
2, SGP, APS; Simon Finger, The Contagious City: The Politics of Public Health in Early Philadelphia 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012), 4, 8-10; Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Oct. 2, 1792, Cap 
Français, Letters Received 1792: 272, Roll 9, Series 2, SGP, APS.  Girard had a half interest in the Sally 
and primarily used it in the flour trade to Saint-Domingue, see John Bach McMaster, The Life and Times of 
Stephen Girard: Mariner and Merchant (2 vols., Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1918), I: 160-
166.  

 28 White, Encountering Revolution, 51-87; SG to Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon, Jul. 7, 1793, quoted 
in White, Encountering Revolution, 87; Magnan Cabeuil to SG, Apr. 3, 1793, Artibonite, Letters Received 
1793: 129, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; L. Trinquart to SG, Apr. 6, 1793, St. Marc, Letters Received 1793: 
133, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; Magnan Cabeuil to SG, Apr. 8, 1793, Artibonite, Letters Received 1793: 
136, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to Magnan Cabeuil, Jul. 2, 1793, Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 410, Roll 122, 
Series 3, SGP, APS; Finger, Contagious City, 124.  On funds raised for refugees of Saint-Domingue, see 
also Mathew Carey, A Short Account of the Malignant Fever, Lately Prevalent in Philadelphia... (2nd. ed., 
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 While Girard aided the Cabeuils in their attempts to maintain family ties across 

the Atlantic, his correspondence in the summer of 1793 also did a different kind of family 

work when it came to slavery.  An associate from Baltimore asked Girard to track and aid 

in the return of two runaway slaves writing, “You are requested, dear sir, to take the 

necessary steps to stop my negress and her son ... [and] your zeal to help all honest 

Frenchmen in trouble makes it unncessary for me to go into [su]perfluous details in 

regard to this thief.”  Girard attempted to aid in the capture and recovery of this enslaved 

mother and her son, though it is unclear if he was successful in his attempt.  Clearly, 

Girard had no qualms about the morality of slavery, as this episode and the presence of 

Hannah in his household illustrate.  Girard participated in the reality of putting free 

families back together, while pulling unfree families apart.29 

 After Louis XVI of France was executed on January 21, 1793, fighting in Saint-

Domingue escalated and France declared war on England.  War also threatened 

commerce, but Girard was experienced in this kind of trade.  In early spring 1793, Girard 

explained to merchants William and James Douglas in Virginia that, “Respecting the 

report of war between France and England the probability of it increases here every day.”  

Girard then gave the merchant brothers instructions on how they could continue to carry 

out trade with France despite the rising threats to commerce.  For their shipment intended 

for France, Girard suggested that it first stop in Barcelona to determine their next move.  
                                                 
Philadelphia, Nov. 23, 1793); Gary Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black 
Community, 1720-1840 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 119-121.  On family networks, 
see also Emma Rothschild, The Inner Life of Empires: An Eighteenth-Century History (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2011). 

 29 Lalanne to SG, Aug. 27, 1793, Baltimore, Letters Received 1793: 383, Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; SG to M. Lalanne, Sep. 2, 1793, Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 482, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; Lalanne to 
SG, Sep. 15, 1793, Letters Received 1793: 429, Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, APS; Lalanne to SG, Sep. 24, 1793, 
Baltimore, Letters Received 1793: 445, Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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He warned that they must be very clear in their letters to the Marseilles cosigner Mr. 

Samatan so that, “in case of war I may claim the cargo as American property.”  This was 

a familiar strategy for Girard and his associates and they would use it frequently, 

especially with further news from Marseilles that Americans were welcome.  Girard’s 

associates in Saint-Domingue encouraged trade writing that, “The English might come 

cruising on our coasts at any moment; but providing America remains neutral there will 

be no obstacle whatever to American commerce with our colonies.”  However, as Girard 

announced the arrival of the new Minister Plenipotentiary of the French Republic Charles 

Genet in Philadelphia, he began to express some anxiety about continued trade with 

France and Saint-Domingue.30 

 But even Girard could not have foreseen how the revolutionary crises in both 

France and Saint-Domingue would affect Philadelphia.  On June 20th, 1793, the rebel 

forces in Cap Français, led by “colored people, free negroes, and slaves,” burned the port 

to the ground forcing thousands more refugees to flee the island.  Girard’s associate 

Aubert’s house was “at once looted and reduced to ashes,” and though their counting 

house had not been burned, it was looted, as was Girard’s brigantine Sally.  Aubert 

reported that he did not even know where his other associates had fled, but that Girard’s 

other brig, the Polly, had landed at port though little could be done about selling the cargo 

                                                 
 30 Hunt, Family Romance, 1; SG to Messrs. William and James Douglas, Mar. 4, 1793, 
Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 261, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS; Pierre Demay to SG, Apr. 25, 1793, Marseilles, 
Letters Received 1793: 161, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; Aubert, Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Apr. 21, 1793, 
Cap Français, Letters Received 1793: 157, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; Joseph, Bovay & Co. to SG, Apr. 
26, 1793, Marseilles, Letters Received 1793: 162, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to Samatan, Apr. 26, 
1793, Philadelphia, Letters Received 1793: 163, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, APS; Laurent Dubois, Avengers of 
the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 
154.  On the close commercial and diplomatic ties between Saint-Domingue, France, and Philadelphia, see 
Philippe R. Girard, “Trading Races: Joseph and Marie Bunel, a Diplomat and a Merchant in Revolutionary 
Saint-Domingue and Philadelphia,” Journal of the Early Republic 30 (Fall 2010), 351-376.   
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for a good price.  John Congdon, captain of the Polly, also reported about the destruction 

and chaos and relayed news about the conditions on board his ship: “Sir, please to excuse 

this letter for their is such a confusion on board at this time that it is not possible to write, 

for my cabin and deck is full Mr. Aubert family is upwards of twenty whites and the 

greatest part of them women and children.”  Another refugee reflected, “I do not believe 

that there was ever a more horrible and more sudden scene than the one at St. Domingo.”  

All the reports that landed on Girard’s desk told similar stories of chaos and destruction, 

announcing that his business associates and their families were headed in his direction.31 

 

 The destruction that ravaged France and Saint-Domingue reached Philadelphia in 

1793, but in a different, more literally virulent form.  In the late summer and early fall of 

1793, Philadelphians fell ill in large numbers.  The symptoms of “yellow eyes and skin, 

purple hemorrhages into the skin, red blood pouring from the nose and mouth, and black 

vomit,” led to the diagnosis of yellow fever.  Though causes of the sickness were 

unknown at the time, physicians debated and theories abounded in the chaotic streets of 

the pestiferous city.  While many believed that the disease was imported on ships from 

France and the West Indies, others blamed the filth of the expanding city.  The most 

famous contemporary chronicler of the epidemic, Mathew Carey, began his account not 

with descriptions of the disease itself, but with the dangers of luxury and speculation that 

he argued primed Philadelphia for destruction.  Carey’s account placed the new-found 
                                                 
 31 Aubert to SG, Jul. 6, 1793, Cap Français, Letters Received 1793: 266, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Capt. John Congdon to SG, Jul. 7, 1793, Cap Français, Letters Received 1793: 269, Roll 10, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; J. Lousier to SG, Jul. 10, 1793, Baltimore, Letters Received 1793: 271, Roll 10, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Chaveau & Bacon to SG, Jul. 15, 1793, Baltimore, Letters Received 1793: 277, Roll 10, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; White, Encountering Revolution, 55-56; Dubois, Avengers, 158-159; Miller, “The ‘Polly’,” 
203. 



 

94 

prosperity of Philadelphia as a root cause writing that, “Luxury, the usual, and perhaps 

inevitable concomitant of prosperity, was gaining ground in a manner very alarming to 

those who considered how far the virtue, the liberty, and the happiness of a nation 

depended on its temperance and sober manners.”  Further alluding to the dangers of 

speculative commerce, Carey reported that, “property of every kind, rose to, and in some 

instances beyond, its real value.”  In beginning his narrative this way, Carey paired 

commerce and disease in their ability to break the bonds that held society together.32 

 While trying to keep together families torn apart by revolution, Stephen Girard 

saw families ripped apart by disease.  As summer turned to fall, those with means fled 

Philadelphia, leaving the poor and sick to battle the disease with little assistance.  Even 

Congress and the President abandoned the Capital city for the healthier air of the 

countryside.  Families in crisis were some of the most horrific images that Carey 

described in his Account.  Amid scenes of corpses left to decompose in the streets 

because too few strong bodies remained in the city to carry them away, Carey described 

the pleading screams of pregnant women in labor with no midwives or nurses to assist 

them.  Carey asked his readers, 

Who, without horror, can reflect on a husband deserting his wife, united to 
him perhaps for twenty years, in the last agony - a wife unfeeling 
abandoning her husband on his death bed - parents forsaking their only 
children - children ungratefully flying from their parents, and resigning 

                                                 
 32 J. Worth Estes, “Introduction: The Yellow Fever Syndrome and Its Treatment in Philadelphia, 
1793,” in A Melancholy Scene of Devastation: The Public Response to the 1793 Philadelphia Yellow Fever 
Epidemic, eds. J. Worth Estes and Billy G. Smith (Canton, MA: Science History Publications, 1997), 1; 
Carey, Short Account, 9-10, 11; Sally F. Griffith, “‘A Total Dissolution of the Bonds of Society’: 
Community Death and Regeneration in Mathew Carey’s Short Account of the Malignant Fever,” in 
Melancholy Scene, 45-59; Philip Gould, “Race, Commerce, and the Literature of Yellow Fever in Early 
National Philadelphia,” Early American Literature 35:2 (2000), 157-186; J. H. Powell, Bring Out Your 
Dead: The Great Plague of Yellow Fever in Philadelphia in 1793 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1949). 
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them to chance ... who, I say, can even think of these things without 
horror?33 

 
Just as Girard tried to hold together the Cabeuil family and others displaced by the 

revolution in Saint-Domingue, he was drawn in to assist the sick in Philadelphia. 

 On the 12th of September, panic set in and the mayor called a meeting at City 

Hall to discuss the crisis and form a Committee for the Relief of the Sick.  Girard, along 

with nine other men, attended the meeting and later that week he volunteered to 

superintend the hospital at Bush Hill.  Carey, with a rare loss for words, described that, 

“the most glowing pencil could hardly do justice” to capture this “extraordinary effort of 

humanity.”  Carey explained that Girard and Peter Helm, an American of German 

descent, spent long days at the bedsides of hospital patients on the verge of death, “to 

encourage and comfort the sick” and “to wipe the sweat of their brows.”34 

 Though Girard certainly tended to the patients at the hospital in the long days he 

spent there during the epidemic, the records that he kept reflect his central role of 

accounting for the business side and general expenses of the hospital.  Before Girard and 

Helm stepped in, all accounts agreed that Bush Hill was a mismanaged death trap for the 

sick.  Almost immediately upon taking over the hospital, Girard and Helm began to 

receive requests for employment at the hospital.  This was the first good sign that they 

had returned order to the hospital, but the number of patients being admitted still 

overwhelmed their resources and arguments about the nature of the disease continued to 

threaten the hospital’s newly implemented order.  The new superintendents passed a 

resolution, resolving that physicians would keep regular hours, the prescribing apothecary 
                                                 
 33 Carey, Short Account, 30-33; Griffith, “‘Total Dissolution’,” 48-51. 

 34 Carey, Short Account, 59, 60. 
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would need at least two assistants, and that Doctors Physic, Cathrall and Annan would 

“have the entire direction of the Hospital,” except for one room that would be “appointed 

to the use of such patients as are desirous of being under the direction of Dr. Devèze.”  

This last instruction was a curious one.  Girard and Helm’s orders suggested that Dr. John 

Devèze, a refugee from Saint-Domingue, treated patients separately and with different 

treatments than the American physicians.  Though they were in the middle of a crisis, 

physicians could not put aside their disagreements over the causes and treatments of 

yellow fever.  Devèze’s limited appointment appeared to be a political move to maintain 

order in the hospital.  However, Girard’s solution did not satisfy the American 

physicians. “We have seen a letter from the Physicians appointed yesterday by which we 

have no reason to expect their attendance at the Hospital this morning,” Caleb Lownes, 

secretary of the committee, reported later that week, adding, “You will please to proceed 

to the care of the sick in the best manner in your power till we can provide further.”  In 

this way, Girard successfully put Dr. Devèze in control and the French doctor’s more 

mild treatments, which used stimulants like Peruvian bark instead of bleeding, probably 

contributed to improved care for many of the patients.35 

 The admittance orders, all approved with Girard’s and Helm’s signatures, showed 

that patients of all types rapidly flowed into Bush Hill through September and October.  

                                                 
 35 Caleb Lownes recommends John Burchall to SG and Peter Helm, Sep. 16, 1793, Roll 459, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Caleb Lownes recommends Mary Savil to SG and Peter Helm, Sep. 17, 1793, Roll 
459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Caleb Lownes recommends Samuel Brown to SG and Peter Helm, Sep. 17, 1793, 
Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Resolution respecting attendance of physicians at the Hospital, Sep. 18, 
1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Letter respecting non-attendance of the appointed physicians, Caleb 
Lownes to SG and Peter Helm, Sep. 21, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Powell, Bring Out Your 
Dead, 35, 153-170, Estes, “Yellow Fever Syndrome,” 12-13; Finger, Contagious City, 125-126.  The 
primary records included here were all preserved by Girard and are located on a single film of microfilm 
titled “public health papers” at the APS. 
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Men, women, and children were all afflicted and sometimes entire families were admitted 

together, like that of “Robert Fisher, wife and child,” admitted in late September.  Just as 

unfortunate were admittance orders that reflected the sad state of patients carried to the 

hospital like “this man found in the old courthouse; name unknown.”  Early Americans 

were accustomed to high frequency of disease and death, but not on this magnitude.  

Upon admission, Girard and Helm assigned each patient a numbered bed, but despite 

their efforts, by the end of October the hospital still buried most of the patients that 

entered its doors.36  Burial records, also endorsed by Girard, tell a similar story.  The 

records reflect many husbands burying wives and vice versa.  Just as tragic, the burial 

books reported at least fourteen orphans buried in the months of October and 

November.37 

 While Girard spent his time accounting for patients and supplies at Bush Hill, the 

disease did not spare his household.  Girard charged his mistress Sally and her younger 

brother and apprentice Martin with maintaining the household near the docks on Water 

Street.  When Girard first took control of the hospital in September, he relied on young 

Martin to ferry supplies from the Delaware across the city to Bush Hill, located a couple 

                                                 
 36 Admittance Orders, Bush Hill Hospital, Sep. 16-23, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Admittance Orders, Bush Hill Hospital, Sep. 24-30, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Summary table of 
convalescents at deaths in hospital, Sep. 23-Oct. 26, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS.  On the extreme 
number of deaths from the epidemic, see Susan E. Klepp, “Appendix I: ‘How Many Precious Souls Are 
Fled?’: The Magnitude of the 1793 Yellow Fever Epidemic,” in Melancholy Scene, 163-182.  On death 
rates and poverty more generally, see Susan E. Klepp, “Demography in Early Philadelphia, 1690-1860,” 
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 133 (Jun. 1989), 96-97.  Interestingly, Klepp finds that 
in Philadelphia life expectancy was going up, but so was poverty, further suggesting why yellow fever was 
even more devastating in 1793.  On mortality and race, see Susan E. Klepp, “Seasoning and Society: Racial 
Differences in Mortality in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” William and Mary Quarterly 51 (Jul. 1994), 
473-506. 

 37 Burial Book, Oct. 16 - Nov. 21, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Southwark Burial Book, 
Oct. 4-30, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS.  For an overview of burials over the course of the epidemic, 
see “Yellow Fever,” General Advertiser (Philadelphia), Nov. 25, 1793. 
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miles west near the Schuylkill River.  As the crisis continued to worsen, however, Martin 

and Sally remained at home and away from the sick and dying at the hospital.  

Unfortunately, Girard’s continued mercantile connections brought disease home in the 

form of a young Irish apprentice from Bordeaux, Peter Seguin.38 

 Originally, Seguin was supposed to stop off in Philadelphia and immediately set 

out for Girard’s associates in Baltimore.  But when Seguin arrived in September, in the 

midst of the epidemic, he was unable to proceed to his intended destination.  During his 

travels, Seguin began a diary that provides a casual account of the Girard household at 

the beginning of the epidemic.  In addition to narrating his trip, Seguin’s diary provides a 

rare glimpse into Girard’s household.  When Seguin first arrived at the small island in the 

Delaware near Chester, then called Fisher’s island, he noted that his fellow passengers 

“said that the americans seem to Be verry lezy and dirty and verry ill lucing about.”  The 

passengers and crew stopped at the island so that the ship could be declared deisease-free.  

Sequin wrote that,  

we arrive at a fort ... where we was olBlye to stop untill a surgant of healt - 
would Come to visite us to see wheater anny of us was sick as the pleage 
was in philadelphia nd the said it came ther in some coff that came from 
france etc. and others said it was the french men that poisen the pumps 
[sic].   
 

Even this barely literate apprentice was aware of the various theories on the origins of the 

fever then ravaging the city.  Many Philadelphians believed that the disease originated in 

a bad shipment of coffee or traveled with the French exiles from Saint-Domingue.  

Importantly, these theories indicated a fear of foreign contagion, having some connection 
                                                 
 38 Orders for Supplies, Sep. 28 - Oct. 2, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; William Francis Zeil, 
Ed., The Diary of Peter Seguin: A Young House Guest of Stephen Girard (Philadelphia: Girard College, 
1984).  Seguin’s phonetic spelling and lack of punctuation has been left unedited as the editor of the diary, 
Zeil, published it. 
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to the French Caribbean.  After the ship received a certificate of health, Seguin and the 

crew sailed on to Philadelphia on the 18th of September 1793.39 

 Theories that merchants and commerce imported yellow fever into Philadelphia 

abounded.  Similar to the diagnosis of madness as discussed in the previous chapter, 

prominent physician Benjamin Rush’s theories that circulation was key, though not 

always consistent in his theories during yellow fever, were apt.  Carey’s Account claimed 

that although the disease was fatal to doctors, the clergy, and the poor, “the French settled 

in Philadelphia, have been in a very remarkable degree exempt.”  Carey continued, “To 

what this may be owing, is a subject deserving particular investigation.  By some it has 

been ascribed to their despising the danger.”  Interestingly, even Girard himself believed 

similar theories of disease and his courage at Bush Hill lent credit to Carey’s last point.  

Girard wrote to the firm that sent Seguin: 

The epidemic which is reigning in our city is increasing, rather than 
growing less.  Since last Sunday more than eighty of our inhabitants have 
died.  This in addition to the greater number who have fled the country 
makes the situation of those who remain here most distressing.  If the 
disease continues a fortnight longer, only the Frenchmen will be left, for 
they do not die so easily. 

 
Carey had also initially claimed that the black community enjoyed increased immunity to 

the disease, but struggled to defend this position after witnessing the deaths of many 

blacks who remained in the city.  Commentators like Carey considered both the French 

and Philadelphia’s black community outsiders and their supposed immunity made them 

                                                 
 39 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 12-13. 
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both powerful and dangerous.  Girard’s service during the epidemic, however, helped 

him to work against his outsider status.40 

 Girard welcomed the young Seguin into his house on October 2nd.  Describing 

nearly every meal he ate there in exhaustive detail, Seguin’s diary recounts in detail life 

in the Girard household.  On the first evening, Seguin reported that, “we was 5 at table mr 

gerard and Clark and housekeeper which as i could see was wife and all, and her 

Brother.”  Clearly, Seguin noticed very quickly that Sally was not just a housekeeper.  At 

dinner, they enjoyed beef, sweet potatoes, and wine.  Seguin then went on to describe 

Sally in greater detail: 

she begun to tell me all a bout her family which i could make no haid or 
tail of.  She is a woman that might have 23 years tall and Slender and 
walks as if she had a wheith (withe?) between her legs and she has a round 
face Black Eyes and Eye Brows a long nose and a small mought and a 
round chin with a dimple in it and she is Pail and she seem to be verry 
much obey’d for - Everry thing she said was a law. 
 

Therefore, according to Seguin, Sally exercised a good deal of control over household 

operations.  Seguin was especially appreciative when Sally gave him a bed to sleep in; 

Seguin reflected, “no Boddy can tell the joy i had to see a Bed.”41  That Sally was both 

Girard’s employee and lover was important.   

 Unlike Mary, Girard found utility in Sally - she ran his household, or to borrow 

the term employed by historian Ellen Haritgan-O’Connor, his “houseful.”   Now with 

                                                 
 40 On Benjamin Rush, see Sari Altschuler, “From Blood Vessels to Global Networks of Exchange: 
The Physiology of Benjamin Rush’s Early Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 32 (Summer 2012), 
207-231; Carey, Short Account, 75; SG to Messrs. Les fils de Pierre Changeur & Co., Sep. 11, 1793, 
Letters Received 1793: 414, Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, APS.  These racialized theories of disease played out 
later in a pamphlet war between Carey and leaders of the free black community, Richard Allen and 
Absalom Jones, see Nash, Forging Freedom, 121-125; and Newman, Freedoms Prophet, 78-127. 

 41 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 14-15. 
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Seguin, the Girard house really was full.  With Girard spending most of his time in the 

fall of 1793 at Bush Hill, he found in Sally someone he could try and rely on to govern 

his household.  Moreover, though Seguin attributed a wife-like status to Sally, the fact 

that she and Girard were not married made her economic decisions all the more 

significant.  Sally’s role in the Girard household was an essential one and it was also a 

strategic one for Sally.  Sally’s father, Caleb Bickham, had sold to and traded with Girard 

for some time before she came to live with Girard.  But it was Sally’s position, not her 

father’s, that secured a place for young Martin.  In forging a working relationship with 

Girard, therefore, Sally provided for herself and her family.  Girard’s family, made up of 

housekeepers, mistresses, apprentices, visitors, servants and slaves, reflected typical 

living conditions in urban Philadelphia, but also demonstrated that Girard fostered a 

family that created value rather than inherited it.42   

 As active participants in Philadelphia’s economy, Sally and Peter Seguin, along 

with Girard, responded to turbulent trade and reverberations of revolution.  As a woman 

and a young man, they were not shielded from these forces and it would be wrong to 

assume that they did not react, even if many of their decisions are lost to history.  Seguin 

was particularly observant.  On his second day in Philadelphia, Seguin met up with a 

young man named Bernadou who “lost all his property in Cape francais.”  And on the 

following day, Seguin commented on the “prise that a french private teer took.”  Seguin 

also reported on the experiences of a “young Creole” who explained that during her 

voyage, her ship “was Boarded by 2 private teers, and that the Scharch (search) them 

everry where, and told them that the money was hid in a Coffee Cask, and that all the 

                                                 
 42 Hartigan-O’Connor, Ties That Buy, 14; Wulf, Not All Wives. 
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jewels was in some Cags (kegs) with some dirty linnen.”  Seguin and this “young Creole” 

woman thus commented on the typical practice of smuggling.  Their lives collided like so 

many in the port of Philadelphia, with a constant reminder that many of them were there 

because of the revolution in Saint-Domingue.43 

 Slavery also casually flowed through Seguin’s diary.  Interested more in his own 

travel to Baltimore than the forced transporation of another person, Seguin explained that, 

“Captn Come to tell us there was a Black wench which was at the address and he told us 

to go and get (her) for he was to go a way the next day.”  Seguin did not mention that 

enslaved woman again, but his note demonstrated how typical the transportation of slaves 

was, even in Philadelphia.  And though Sally was not mentioned in this passage, her work 

in Girard’s household that was both home and counting house, and her proximity to the 

vessels transporting slaves on the banks of the Delaware, meant that she was certainly 

aware of, if not a participant in the mechanics that made the transportation of slaves 

possible.44 

 Meanwhile, yellow fever continued to torment the city of Philadelphia and its 

commerce.  When Seguin first noticed signs of the disease in himself on October 9th, his 

account referred to Bush Hill.  Sequin wrote, “i was verry bad with the Collick and the 

                                                 
 43 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 16, 22. 

 44 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 20.  Contemporaneous literature, especially Charles Brockden 
Brown’s novel Arthur Mervyn, or, Memoirs of the Year 1793 (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing 
Company, Inc., 2008) criticized mercantile endeavors and the accumulation of capital.  With the yellow 
fever epidemic as backdrop, and echoing Carey’s fear of capital divorced from real value, the merchants in 
Brown’s Mervyn, “employed money, not as the medium of traffic, but in itself a commodity” [Brown, 
Arthur Mervyn, 173].  Race and slavery were also present throughout the novel, showing how such 
commodification applied to people and relationships as well.  Both Carey and Brown illustrated that the 
anxieties over the movement of people as goods were all the more apparent at a time of crisis when so 
many people were falling ill and white Philadelphians were forced to depend on anyone, regardless of race, 
for help. 
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head ake & i thought i was getting the pleague, and it hurted me verry much.”  Seguin 

also feared the hospital, adding, “for i thought if i Should be sick the would wend me to 

the ospickle for i am shure the mr. Girard would not keep me, nor Get a doctor for me.”  

Even though Girard worked to quickly improve the conditions at Bush Hill, he chose to 

care for Seguin under his own roof.  “I am very sorry to have to tell you of the cruel turn 

in your Mr. Seguin’s sickness during the past few days,” Girard reported to the Baltimore 

firm, continuing that, “Two days ago I called in Mr. Deveze, the senior doctor in our 

hospital, who makes me fear for the life of this unfortunate man.”  Girard, and 

presumably Sally since according to Seguin’s own account she ran most household 

affairs, cared for Seguin, writing that, “As he is at my house, you may depend upon it that 

every possible care and attention will be employed.”45   

 In the same letter, Girard also commented on the broader damage that the 

epidemic wreaked on commerce, “I am neglecting every kind of business and devoting 

all my time to helping the unfortunate victims.  It is now one oclock in the morning and 

part of the past two nights I have spent awake at Mr. Seguin’s side.”  Although Girard 

clearly spent a great deal of energy and sleepless nights on the sick, especially Seguin, 

and his motivations were surely honorable in this service, he did not really neglect 

business altogether.  The end of the letter about Seguin reported on insurance and 

Girard’s other correspondence indicated continued business dealings.  Girard’s service 

during the epidemic, not only elevated Girard’s reputation, but reflected a business 

strategy reliant on ceaseless labor.  The epidemic largely halted commerce; this was an 

                                                 
 45 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 21-22; SG to Les fils de Pre Changeur & Cie, Oct. 16, 1793, 
Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 520, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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obvious problem for Girard.  Girard helped fever victims out of a sense of courage and 

benevolence, but his entire commercial strategy – and general life strategy – also meant 

that he could not sit idly by and wait for business to recover.  Girard risked his life during 

the epidemic, like he risked his capital in business, to keep that capital, both personal and 

financial, employed for profit.  And it was Girard’s household, with Sally as his partner, 

that made such personal risks possible.46 

 Unfortunately, despite Girard’s efforts, Seguin lost his fight with yellow fever a 

week after he first fell ill.  Girard reported the sad news to the merchants in Baltimore.  

On October 18th, Girard wrote that, “It gives me much grief to inform you of the death of 

Mr. Seguin ... I have had the young man buried in the Catholic cemetery.”47 

 Although not necessarily his first intention, the assistance that Girard provided 

during the epidemic improved his reputation and therefore his credit.  Just as he 

strengthened business ties by assisting families fleeing Saint-Domingue, Girard’s work at 

Bush Hill and the care he provided to Peter Seguin was interested benevolence.  Writing 

to an associate in New York, Girard expressed his “sincere thanks for your high opinion 

respecting my occupation in the Calamity which has lately afflicted my fellow Citizens.”  

To another associate Girard apologized for his silence writing that, “I should have wrote 

you before now had I not been prevented by the alarming Calamity which has afflicted 

our City.”  Though Girard could not put a dollar figure on what his benevolence was 

                                                 
 46 Zeil, ed., Diary of Peter Seguin, 21-22; SG to Les fils de Pre Changeur & Cie, Oct. 16, 1793;  

 47 SG to Les fils de Pre Changeur & Cie, Oct. 18, 1793, Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 523, Roll 122, Series 
3, SGP, APS. 
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worth, it still operated like a credit.  In his interested benevolence, many Philadelphians 

and Saint-Dominguan exiles became indebted to Girard.48 

 As the weather grew colder, and the incidences of disease and death decreased, 

Girard and the rest of the Committee for the Relief of the Sick began to discuss what to 

do about Bush Hill.  At the end of December 1793, Girard drafted suggestions for closing 

the hospital.  Girard nominated committee members to collect payment for bills that went 

unpaid and made recommendations on how to deal with property of the deceased.49  

Girard also proposed a fiscal plan whereby money would be borrowed from Banks and 

private citizens to pay off the debts incurred by the hospital during the epidemic.  For 

three months, Bush Hill hospital served the citizens of Philadelphia during one of the 

worst crises in its history.  By the end of the epidemic, it was estimated that as many as 

12 percent of the population of the city died.  Unfortunately, serving this devastated 

population cost money.  Girard also knew from his involvement with Pennsylvania 

                                                 
 48 John Ferrers, Nov. 14, 1793, Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 539, Roll 122, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to 
William Buckle, Dec. 6, 1793, Philadelphia, L.B. 4: 560, Roll 122, Series 3, SGP, APS.  Ashli White 
explains that, “since most observers in the early 1790s saw the rebellion in Saint-Domingue as a temporary 
rupture, relief committees hoped that their benevolent actions would strengthen trade relations once the 
exiles returned to the island and revived the plantation economy” [White, Encountering Revolution, 63]. 

 49 Among these unpaid accounts, some of the most fascinating were those of the French Minister 
Genet.  On November 20th, 1793, French soldiers arrived in Philadelphia on the Citizen Marseilles from 
Cap Français and fell sick, landing them in Bush Hill.  Girard accounted for forty-eight men.  
Memorandum Book, Nov. 14, 1793 - Jan. 10, 1794, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; French at Bush Hill 
Hospital, Nov. 20, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Account of Mr. Genet for French Patients, Jan. 12, 
1794, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Inventory of Sundries sold to the Representative of Mr. Genet, Jan. 
13, 1794, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS.   

 The better known Genet affair, in which Minister Genet fitted American ships to fight the British 
under the French flag, was a fresh reminder of the fragility of United States’ neutrality.  See Martin S. 
Pernick, “Politics, Parties, and Pestilence: Epidemic Yellow Fever in Philadelphia and the rise of the First 
Party System,” in Melancholy Scene, 120-121; Powell, Bring Out Your Dead, 3, 64, 108, 188, 239, 273. 
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Hospital after committing his wife there, the possibilities for combining medical charity 

and financial investment.  For Girard, therefore, work was not complete.50 

 In the new year, Girard proposed that money and property left by the deceased 

patients at the hospital should be sold at auction and in strikingly similar language to 

instructions he gave his ships, Girard resolved that, “the Committee for the Government 

of the Public Hospital be requested to take immediately the necessary steps to conduct 

that Institution with harmony and the greatest economy.”  Here, Girard brought his 

mercantile skills and strategies to hospital operations.  With his newfound sense of civic 

duty, Girard found his public role in accounting for the public health of Philadelphians.  

In this way, Girard was not only a public servant in a way that he never had been before, 

but his work with the public hospital further instructed him in the benefits of institutions, 

not only for public well-being, but for public investment as well.51 

 In the meantime, at the Girard household things began to return to normal and 

after the epidemic Girard clearly appreciated the assistance that Sally had provided 

during the crisis.  Girard demonstrated his appreciation by commissioning a portrait of 

Sally in March 1794.  Painter Nicolas Vincent Boudet made the portrait in a relatively 

new medium, burning upon glass.  Significantly, this was the only portrait Girard ever 

                                                 
 50 SG’s recommendations for closing the hospital, Dec. 31, 1793, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Klepp, “‘How Many Precious Souls’,” 176; Jessica Choppin Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition: 
The Origins of American Political Practice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014); Simon 
Finger argues that the debates spawned by the yellow fever epidemics of the 1790s revolved around civic 
duty and public health.  He writes, “Philadelphians were beginning to think about the social dynamics and 
obligations of infectious disease in ways that often conflicted with professional understanding.  
Philadelphia’s public health strategy depended on building unity and cooperation among its inhabitants” 
[Finger, Contagious City, 134].   

 51 SG’s draft proposal for inventory of money and belongings left by dead patients, 1794, Roll 
459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Statement of wages due, Jan. 12, 1794, Roll 459, Series 2, SGP, APS; Roney, 
Spirit of Opposition. 
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had made of a woman in his life, suggesting just how highly he thought of Sally.  The 

painting revealed Sally’s delicate features, strikingly similar to how Peter Seguin had 

described Sally only a few months earlier.  But another detail on the painting is also 

fascinating and true to Girard’s fixation on monetary value.  Boudet affixed the price of 

40 Dollars to the portrait in the bottom right corner, clearly visible inside the frame.  This 

dollar figure signaled for everyone how much Stephen spent on this portrait of Sally, 

perhaps hinting that such fiscal equivocations between women and objects were the 

norm.52  

Sally’s Quaker bonnet and scarf in the portrait depicted her as a pious woman.  

Though Sally and Girard’s relationship certainly did not live up to societal prescriptions 

that frowned upon sexual relationships outside the bonds of marriage, it appeared that, at 

least in Girard’s mercantile network, their relationship was accepted.  Quick postscripts 

highlighted the presence of Sally in Girard’s life.  Jean repeatedly asked her young 

brother Martin, still living with Stephen, to complete his errands in Philadelphia, but 

always remembered to ask of Sally.  Another correspondent sent his thanks writing, 

“Miss Sally’s apples are excellent; please thank her very much for them and give her my 

best regards.”53 

 

 

 

                                                 
 52 Robert D. Schwarz, The Stephen Girard Collection: A Selective Catalog (Philadelphia: Girard 
College, 1980); Wildes, Lonely Midas, 132-147. 

 53 JG to SG, Sep. 8, 1794, New London, Letters Received 1794: 317, Roll 12, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
A. Dobingne to SG, Mar. 19, 1796, Roll 14, Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 132-147. 
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Illustration 2: Portrait of Sally Bickham.  Painted by Nicholas Vincent Boudet (1755-1855) in 1794, this 
is reverse painting on glass.  A handwritten label on front lower right reads: “Phila. 1794 by / N. V. Boudet 
/ Price 40 dollars.”  Property of Girard College. 
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 While Sally kept house, her sexual services may also have given Girard reason to 

feel more confident about his good health.  Late-eighteenth-century medical theories 

about circulation, which informed treatments of madness and yellow fever, also promoted 

the physical benefits of regular, sexual intercourse.  It was believed by many, including 

Thomas Jefferson, that such exertions were necessary to maintain the body’s proper 

balance.  Though neither Girard nor Sally commented explicitly on their intimate 

relations, Sally’s presence and commitment to Girard and his household benefited his 

health on several levels.54 

 This portrait, the only one like it hanging in Girard’s home, made Sally the 

woman of the house – the mother in Girard’s free market family.  That she was not his 

wife made her visibility all the more significant. Historian Jeanne Boydston argues that in 

the transition to capitalism woman in the home became invisible because their largely 

unpaid work lost value when compared to wage labor.  Yet, as a paid employee, Sally 

had authority in a way that Mary Lum Girard never could.  Sally had utility – she 

provided a service and was treated accordingly with a degree of respect.  However, 

Sally’s utility was quantifiable, like her portrait, and because she was not married, her 

continued familial authority was also limited.  Because Girard’s free market family did 

not reproduce through sex, but produced and exchanged through education and 

commerce, it was gendered, but in a profoundly masculine way.  This further confirms 

Boydston’s point that, “economic success became, not merely an important attribute, but 

indeed one of the central constituting tropes of masculinity.”  Therefore, though Sally 
                                                 
 54 On sexuality and health, see Andrew Burstein, Jefferson’s Secrets: Death and Desire at 
Monticello (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 29-30, 34-35, 156-158.  We do know that Girard was 
somewhat concerned with his sexual health since a pair of testicle suspenders is among the collection of 
artifacts preserved at Girard College.   
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made decisions about the household economy, as a woman her authority and ability to 

make economic decisions outside the household were circumscribed.55 

 As a newly appointed public health official, Philadelphians celebrated Girard as a 

local hero.  Newspapers thanked him for his service during the epidemic writing, “To 

these worthy citizens Philadelphia is greatly indebted for their preserving labours in the 

cause of humanity, and to none more than STEPHEN GIRARD and PETER HELM.”  

Indeed, Philadelphians were indebted to Girard and Helm for their service and their 

heroism.  Girard’s rescue of Bush Hill Hospital and his heroism in the face of the 

epidemic and increasingly partisan politics challenged accusations of republican 

effeminacy and displayed a courageous and sympathetic manhood through commercial 

accountability.  The epidemic laid bare the structures of difference on which 

Philadelphian society was built.  Disease destroyed families and heightened anxieties 

associated with dependence rooted in gender and race.  Girard stepped in and provided 

for families that could not provide for themselves.  In this way, he acted as a caring 

institutional father while Sally kept house behind the scenes, making it possible for 

Girard to play the hero.56  

 

                                                 
 55 Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the Early 
Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 42-43; Boydston, “The Woman Who Wasn’t There: 
Women’s Market Labor and the Transition to Capitalism in the United States,” in Wages of Independence: 
Capitalism and the Early American Republic (Madison, WI: Madison House, 1997), 35.  On women 
exercising authority in the commercial realm, see Hartigan-O’Connor, Ties That Buy; Seth Rockman, 
Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2009), 100-102; and Elaine Forman Crane, Ebb Tide in New England: Women, Seaports, and Social 
Change, 1630-1800 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1998), 4, 48. 

 56 “Yellow Fever,” General Advertiser (Philadelphia), Nov. 25, 1793.  On sympathy, sensibility 
and courage, see Nicole Eustace, Passion is the Gale: Emotion, Power, and the Coming of the American 
Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 9; Sarah Knott, Sensibility and the 
American Revolution (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
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 Ultimately, protecting and providing for children and families came back to 

commerce and finance.  In other words, just as a central role of kinship was to protect and 

support the family economy, the state-as-family’s key role was the defend and promote 

commerce.  Through the very turbulent decade of the 1790s, Girard witnessed the French 

and Haitian Revolutions, Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemics, and increasingly 

politicized mercantile diplomacy.  Through these overlapping familial crises, Girard 

learned that institutions backed by capital did a much better job at protecting and 

providing for citizens than did the traditional, patriarchal family. 

 This commercial solution to a public health crisis served as a corrective to the 

dangers of speculative commerce and fears inherent in an economy reliant on free and 

unfree labor.  In the same newspaper issue that celebrated Girard’s courage, news from 

France described a political climate that was spiraling out of control.57  Girard’s skill at 

imposing order provided a sharp contrast to the Terror of the French Revolution’s 

republican experiment.  Unfortunately for Girard, and other merchants like him, failed 

diplomacy on the Atlantic would continue to interfere with their business.  In the wake of 

the yellow fever epidemic, after providing for families ripped apart by disease, Girard 

became an advocate for American merchants threatened by imperial warfare.  When 

Congress and the Administration returned to Philadelphia after the epidemic, they had 

business to attend to.  Girard, chairing a committee of merchants resolved that, “the 

                                                 
 57 “Summary of Foreign Intelligence,” General Advertiser (Philadelphia), Nov. 25, 1793.  Ashli 
White describes these dangers writing, “While continental corruption had not descended to the level of that 
in the colonies, nevertheless, they claimed, both men and nation were in need of rehabilitation before it was 
too late, and this urgent ‘masculine republicanism’ infused rhetoric of French revolutionaries int he 1780s 
and 1790s” [White, Encountering Revolution, 55]. 
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carrying trade of the United States, and the proper defence of its navigation, are objects 

of primary importance to the prosperity, dignity, and happiness of America.”  When 

disease destroyed families, benevolent businessmen acted as institutional parents; in turn, 

the state also needed to protect merchants and sailors on the “high seas.”  In this way, 

commerce and the state began to come together to provide for and protect the new 

national family.58

                                                 
 58 “Stephen Girard, Esq. in the chair,” The Diary; or, Evening Register (New York), Mar. 14, 
1794.  On the state stepping in to protect the health of its citizens, see Rao, “Administering Entitlement.” 
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CHAPTER 4 
CAPTURED SHIPS AND STOLEN SERVANTS:  

DEPENDENTS & DEPENDENCY ON THE ATLANTIC 
 
 
 On Saturday, November 15th, 1794, a young man departed Stephen Girard’s 

household in Philadelphia.  Later that week, a runaway advertisement described that 

young man named Crispin as “a kind of mulatto East India boy ... about 19 years old, 5 

feet four inches high, slender built.”  Girard had “reason to believe” that Crispin ran to 

New York and explained to his New York associate John Ferrers that, “I am attached to 

that Boy and Sincerely believe that he was persuaded to leave my service.”  Adding, “I 

wish to have him back if possible,” Girard asked Ferrers to post the advertisement in the 

New York papers and apologized for the trouble.1  Interestingly, while the advertisement 

suggested that Crispin was a typical runaway, Girard’s correspondence suggested a much 

more complex turn of events. 

 Girard did not believe that Crispin actually ran away.  Writing just a few days 

later, Girard explained to Ferrers that, “I have at last discovered with certainty that a 

french man named Larelle with whom I have not the least acquaintance has stole my 

Indian Servant Boy.”  With this knowledge, Girard was prepared to spare no expense to 

retrieve his servant and assured Ferrers that if Crispin was recovered, “I will be under a 

great obligation to them and reimburse their Charges &c. Cheerfully.”2  Girard explained 

                                                 
 1 “Twenty Dollars Reward,” The Daily Advertiser (New York), Nov. 21, 1794. 

 2 SG to John Ferrers, Nov. 19, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 214, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Ashli White, Encountering Revolution: Haiti and the Making of the Early Republic (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2010), 148, 155.  According to White, Crispin was from Malabar, on the coast of 
southwest India.  France was the most active European imperial power in the Indian slave trade in the late 
eighteenth century.  See Madeleine Dobie, Trading Places: Colonization and Slavery in Eighteenth-
Century French Culture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010); and Richard B. Allen, “Suppressing 
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that Larelle and Crispin had fled on board the brig Franklin out of Philadelphia to St. 

Thomas and therefore expanded the effort at capture to all of his correspondents from 

New York and Virginia to the Caribbean.3 

 Crispin was not the first servant or slave to run away from Girard’s household, 

but the effort that Girard invested in his capture suggests that the value Girard placed on 

Crispin was great.  The broader context of Crispin’s departure also sheds light on 

Girard’s response.  In the months leading up to Crispin running away, almost all of 

Girard’s ships were captured and condemned overseas, mostly in the Caribbean.4  In 

trying to free his ships and protect his investments, Girard spent much of 1794 struggling 

with the inadequacies of commercial sovereignty for U.S. merchants overseas.  Anxiety 

over dependencies – familial, national, and commercial – made more extreme by 

captured ships, help to explain Girard’s heightened sense of loss in response to Crispin’s 

escape. 

 The lives of Crispin and Girard intersected in the mid-1790s and their divergent 

trajectories point to a transforming Atlantic world of commerce, increasingly complicated 

by anxieties associated with race, nationalism, and dependency.  In just a few frenetic 

years, Girard went from being a largely isolated, francophone merchant in Philadelphia to 

one of the most well-known merchants and benevolent forces in the early American 

Republic.  Girard’s service during the yellow fever epidemic catapulted him into the top 

                                                 
a Nefarious Traffic: Britain and the Abolition of Slave Trading in India and the Western Indian Ocean, 
1770-1830,” William and Mary Quarterly 66 (Oct. 2009), 873-894. 

 3 SG to unknown, Nov. 28, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 231, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to 
William Douglas, Dec. 3, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 234, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 4 George Wilson, Stephen Girard: The Life and Times of America’s First Tycoon (Conshohocken, 
PA: Combined Publishing, 1995), 136. 
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ranks of Philadelphia’s merchant community, if not in actual wealth, in reputation.  Into 

the spring of 1794, just before Crispin ran away, newspapers continued to express their 

“most cordial, grateful and fraternal thanks, for their [Girard and Helm’s] benevolent & 

patriotic exertions in relieving the miseries of suffering humanity on the late mournful 

occasion.”5 

 As the previous chapter discussed, the pairing of benevolence and patriotism 

signified an important shift in Girard’s familial and business strategies in the second half 

of the 1790s.  When Girard brought careful order to the finances of Bush Hill hospital, he 

learned the value of institutional finance.  In the wake of the epidemic, Girard took this 

local experience in protecting the health of Philadelphians through management of 

capital, and scaled up his efforts to the national level in the face of commercial crises on 

the Atlantic.  Rather than a simple commitment to doing good or an ideological 

commitment to the early government of the United States, Girard’s increased 

benevolence and patriotism were calculated business strategies.  For Girard, the 

continued wars on the Atlantic between the French and the British pushed him to 

increasingly identify as an American.  But this newfound American identity for Girard 

was about business.  Additionally, such business strategies should be understood 

alongside household governance and relationships of dependence.  Central to this story is 

that from Girard’s perspective, Crispin, a non-white servant, did not and could not have 

an independent commercial identity.6 

                                                 
 5 Philadelphia Gazette, Mar. 18, 1794. 

 6 On citizenship, naturalization, and race in the 1790s, see especially Douglas Bradburn, The 
Citizenship Revolution: Politics and the Creation of the American Union, 1774-1804 (Charlottesville, VA: 
University of Virginia Press, 2009), 103-148, 239-273. 
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 Later, Girard also helped Martin Bickham, the young apprentice and brother of 

his mistress Sally, establish himself as a merchant in the French Caribbean.  Both young 

men, Crispin and Martin, left Philadelphia for revolutionary Saint-Domingue, but the 

differences in their paths to commercial independence, and Girard’s responses highlight 

the acceptable strategies for commercial independence in the revolutionary Atlantic. 

 The mid-to-late 1790s was a particularly messy moment in the history of the new 

nation.  Diplomatic history deals with quarreling imperial powers; economic historians 

trace shifts from mercantilism to capitalism; while political and social historians narrate 

similarly complicated quarrels over the bounds of citizenship in the new nation.  And this 

is just a sampling of the many contested spheres of this moment and its history.  

However, Stephen Girard, his family and household, and the conflicts he faced in each of 

these arenas provide a snapshot of this enduring post-revolutionary moment.  In this 

moment, early American capitalism was more reliant on dependents and dependency than 

on either real or ideological independence.7 

                                                 
 7 On diplomacy, see Samuel Flagg Bemis, Jay’s Treaty: A Study in Commerce and Diplomacy 
(New York: Macmillan, 1924); Alexander DeConde, The Quasi-War: The Politics and Diplomacy of the 
Undeclared War With France, 1797-1801 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966); and Wendy H. 
Wong, “Diplomatic Subtleties and Frank Overtures: Publicity, Neutrality, and Diplomacy in the Early 
American Republic, 1793-1801” (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2014).  On the economy, see Steve 
Pincus, “Rethinking Mercantilism: Political Economy, the British Empire, and the Atlantic World in the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” William and Mary Quarterly 69 (Jan. 2012), 3-34; Winifred Barr 
Rothenberg, From Market-Places to a Market Economy: The Transformation of Rural Massachusetts, 
1750-1850 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Cathy Matson, “A House of Many Mansions: 
Some Thoughts on the Field of Economic History,” in The Economy of Early America: Historical 
Perspectives and New Directions (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 1-70.  
On citizenship and nationalism, see David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of 
American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); John L. 
Brooke, “Consent, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere in the Age of Revolution and the Early American 
Republic,” in Beyond the Founders: New Approaches to the Political History of the Early American 
Republic, eds. Jeffrey L. Pasley, Andrew Robertson, and David Waldstreicher (Chapel Hill, NC: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2004), 207-250; Bradburn, Citizenship Revolution; and Marilyn C. Baseler, 
“Asylum for Mankind”: America, 1607-1800 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998). 
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 This chapter, therefore, examines the relationship between commercial 

independence and familial dependence on several levels.  Girard’s rise in the national 

political economy hinged on his commitment to national sovereignty through the 

protection of free trade and capital.  Shifting allegiances and the increasing importance of 

national identification changed the way capital and property worked on the Atlantic.  In 

the process of protecting free trade, especially during debates over American neutrality 

and Jay’s Treaty, American merchants increasingly defined who got to be free, economic 

actors in the Atlantic political economy.  Meanwhile, Crispin’s escape and Martin’s 

departure speak to the salience of race and class in the early national political economy.  

Moreover, the ways that Girard dealt with his captured ships help us better understand his 

responses to Crispin and Martin.  These multilayered relationships show how commerce 

and family, like independence and dependence, functioned dialectically. 

 This is also a story about men.  The overlap between citizenship and commerce 

played a significant role in pushing women aside.  It was not that gender became less 

important, but quite the opposite.  Though women were certainly economic players, as 

commerce became a battleground for national identity the bounds of citizenship hardened 

as white and masculine.  As practices of Atlantic and early national commerce shifted, so 

too did practices of labor in the household.  Girard’s household provides a compelling, if 

exceptional, example.8  Even as Girard assisted Martin, the female influence in the 

                                                 
 8 This analysis relies heavily on Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the 
Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); and Toby L. Ditz, 
“Shipwrecked; or Masculinity Imperiled: Mercantile Representation of Failure and the Gendered Self in 
Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” Journal of American History 81 (Jun. 1994), 51-80.  Boydston identifies 
a fleeting moment during the American Revolution when women’s domestic labor was meaningfully 
valued, but argues that the same did not happen with the War of 1812.  She argues that during the 
antebellum period, concurrent with the rise of the middle class, came increased masculine anxiety about the 
instability of the American economy and male ability to make a living.  This, according to Boydston, 
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household lessened when Sally and Girard broke off their relationship in the late 1790s; 

Sally moved out and married another man.  Authority and dependency between men were 

shaped by shifting understandings of manhood and womanhood and their relation to 

productive labor and capital.9 

 Girard’s defense of his American citizenship during the second half of the 1790s 

was embedded in his identity as a householder.  Though Girard’s household was not 

made up of biological offspring, he held mastery over a household based on production 

and exchange.  Girard’s attempts to demonstrate mastery at home did more than simply 

coincide with his attempts to maintain commercial independence amidst Atlantic turmoil.  

Girard expressed his frustration with Crispin at the same time as his ships were captured 

in the midst of slave rebellion in the French Caribbean.  That Girard denied Crispin’s 

agency, while maintaining silence about the abolishment of slavery in the French 

colonies of Saint-Domingue and Guadeloupe, is more than telling.  The commercial 

identity that Girard tried to defend, that he had mastery over all things fungible in an 

emerging capitalist marketplace, required that women and nonwhites were dependent.  

                                                 
contributed to the devaluing of women’s economic positions.  See also Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage 
Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009).  As 
Rockman has more recently noted, though many women worked for wages, “Instead of producing goods to 
be sold elsewhere, urban women performed the hidden labor of capitalist economies: the work of social 
reproduction” [Rockman, Scraping By, 101].  See also Rosemarie Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash: Women 
and Politics in the Early American Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007); Susan 
Klepp, Revolutionary Conceptions: Women, Fertility & Family Limitation in America, 1760-1820 (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor, The Ties That Buy: Women 
and Commerce in Revolutionary America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009); Karin 
Wulf, Not All Wives: Women of Colonial Philadelphia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); Nancy 
Isenberg, Sex and Citizenship in Antebellum America (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
1998); Sara T. Damiano, “‘To Well and Truly Administer’: Female Administrators and Estate Settlement in 
Newport, Rhode Island, 1730-1776,” New England Quarterly 86 (Mar. 2013), 89-124; and Elaine Forman 
Crane, Ebb Tide in New England: Women, Seaports, and Social Change, 1630-1800 (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1998). 

 9 Harry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & 
Rinehart, Inc., 1943), 146-147. 
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As Eric Williams theorized, slavery helped make capitalism.  Unfortunately, capitalism 

did not unmake slavery.10 

 

 Whereas during the American Revolution Girard strategically employed various 

national identities and profited from his brother Jean’s credit in the French colony of 

Saint-Domingue, national loyalty was necessary in the Atlantic commerce of the 1790s.  

When Girard’s ships were captured, his choice to call on the United States’ federal 

government for support and protection was a significant shift from his earlier avoidance 

of national affiliations.11  Rather than skirting his national allegiance, each subsequent 

capture forced Girard to more fully commit to being an American.  However, Girard’s 

increasingly vocal identification with his American identity still had much more to do 

with his business strategy than with patriotism. 

 Girard’s mercantile correspondence related to the captures of his brigs Kitty, 

Good Friends, Sally, and Polly all employed claims to American citizenship as a defense 

of neutrality.  When tensions escalated between France and Great Britain in 1793, 

Washington’s administration proclaimed the United States neutral.  Merchants like 

Girard, however, sought to profit from their own versions of strategic neutrality.12  It is 

                                                 
 10 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (New York: Capricorn Books, 1966 [1944]).  On power 
being made by household relationships, but for the antebellum period, see Stephanie McCurry, Masters of 
Small Worlds: Yeomen Households, Gender Relations, and the Political Culture of the Antebellum South 
Carolina Low Country (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); and Amy Dru Stanley, From Bondage 
to Contract: Wage Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave Emancipation (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

 11 Wilson, Stephen Girard, 136. 

 12 Bemis, Jay’s Treaty, 140-141.  Interestingly, as Bemis notes, the word “neutrality” was 
purposefully not in Washington’s proclamation though correspondence quickly began to use the word to 
describe the administration’s policy.  The administration’s, especially Thomas Jefferson’s, lengthy 
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tempting, and far too easy, to view Girard’s repeated claims that he was an American and 

his ships carried American property as evidence of ideological, nationalistic commitment.  

Such an interpretation would be a drastic shift in Girard’s business strategy.  Through the 

1780s and early 1790s, as previous chapters show, Girard successfully used his 

ambiguous national identity as a French Philadelphian to his advantage.  Making profit 

and protecting capital were at the heart of Girard’s new employment of American identity 

in the second half of the 1790s. 

 Girard’s American identity and his defense of commercial sovereignty of the 

United States were both part of a larger shift in business strategy from mercantile risk-

taking reliant on personal and familial bonds to a new kind of financial risk that replaced 

familial surety with institutional protection.  This shift towards institutional capitalism, 

however, was still largely shaped by familial relationships, not wholly impersonal 

mechanisms of exchange.  Indeed, as historian Carole Shammas argues, “It is impossible 

to incorporate gender, race, and class into a coherent political narrative for the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries without considering household authority and 

dependency.”13  That Girard’s commitment to an American identity only strengthened as 

he faced challenges to his authority on the seas and at home further demonstrated his 

                                                 
discussions about the meanings of neutrality suggest that the policy did not set as clear of a precedent as 
one might expect. 

 13 Carole Shammas, A History of Household Government in America (Charlottesville, VA: 
University of Virginia Press, 2002), xiii; Elizabeth Blackmar, “Inheriting Property and Debt: From Family 
Security to Corporate Accumulation,” in Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation of 
Nineteenth-Century America, eds. Michael Zakim and Gary J. Kornblith (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2012), 92-117.  Blackmar productively identifies how family commercial practices structured 
institutions in the transition to capitalism.  This shifting of risk from individuals to institutions, however, 
does not mean that capitalism is a wholly impersonal mechanism for the transfer of capital. 
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increasing commitment, and the commitment of other American merchants, to free trade 

as both a necessary component of national sovereignty and commercial masculinity. 

 Captain William Waters of the brig Kitty was the first to report the trouble of 

Girard’s ships in the Caribbean.  Waters and the Kitty, preparing to depart from the island 

of Guadeloupe in January 1794, were captured by a French privateer.  The ship and its 

cargo were accused of supplying provisions to the British.  Waters expressed extreme 

distress at the unjust treatment he and his crew endured writing, “In short, I have been 

most cruelly rob’d of every thing in the world, even my second shirt & my watch.”  

Waters described the chaos of being prey to both the French and the British as the two 

imperial powers struggled over the island, reporting that, “there are now 31 American 

vessels at this place” all captured as prizes.  Later that week, the number of vessels taken 

prisoner had risen to 33 and Captain Waters wrote that, “there is hardly an American to 

be seen here but what is distressed, among which I am one of the unfortunate.”  Despite 

American attempts at neutrality, it seemed that flying American color often made those 

ships targets for imperial privateers.14 

 In the meantime, Girard was notified of yet another detainment of one of his 

ships, this time the Good Friends in Bordeaux, France.  After receiving this news, 

Girard’s initial response reflected his continued, though weakening, loyalties to the 

                                                 
 14 Capt. William Waters to SG, Feb. 9, 1794, Montserat, Letters Received 1794: 48, Roll 11, 
Series 2, SGP, APS; Capt. William Waters to SG, Feb. 12, 1794, Montserat, Letters Received 1794: 55, 
Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, APS.  On neutrality and risk, see A. Glenn Crothers, “Commercial Risk and Capital 
Formation in Early America: Virginia Merchants and the Rise of American Marine Insurance, 1750-1815,” 
Business History Review 78 (Winter 2004), 607-633.  It is helpful to consider neutrality and insurance as 
strategies against risk, but important to remember that these strategies were often unsuccessful.  As 
Crothers points out, it remains up for debate whether American policies of neutrality led to American 
economic growth.  See Douglass C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790-1860 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1961); versus Donald R. Adams, Jr., “American Neutrality and 
Prosperity, 1793-1808: A Reconsideration,” Journal of Economic History 40 (Dec. 1980), 713-737. 
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French.  After writing to his insurers to try to recoup his losses, Girard appealed to the 

French Republic to give them an opportunity to right their wrong.  Writing to Citizen Le 

Blanc, the Secretary of the Legation of the French Republic to the United States, Girard 

explained that the Good Friends and its cargo were solely American.  Girard also pleaded 

his case for the brig Kitty writing that: 

In my capacity of citizen of the United States, where I have lived for 
twenty years, I could have applied directly to the Federal Government; but 
my attachment to the cause of the French and my impression that it would 
be prudent to give as little publicity as possible to the infamous and 
piratical conduct of the officers of the French Republic then in power at 
Guadeloupe, not only in the matter of my brig “Kitty” and her cargo but 
also toward the captain and crew of that vessel.  For, not content with 
treating them with the greatest possible inhumanity, depriving them of 
food and throwing them into prison, they also allowed these unfortunate 
men to be robbed just as if they had been captured by an Algerian pirate, 
that is to say stripped to the last shirt, - these considerations have induced 
me to apply first to the legation of the French Republic in the United 
States.15 

 
By emphasizing the depredations of the French privateers, Girard hoped to appeal to the 

common interests of the French and the Americans to protect free trade on the Atlantic. 

 The imprisonment of both people and property was also a significant component 

of the capture and Girard’s response.  Indeed, the French privateers did not simply 

capture the property, but the sailors themselves.  Allusions to slavery through the 

language of “inhumanity” and imprisonment directly heightened fears associated with 

dependence.  Girard’s mention of “an Algerian pirate” is also initially puzzling.  Though 

Algerian pirates were a constant threat, and did capture numerous American vessels, none 

of Girard’s ships became their victims.  All of Girard’s ships during this period were 

captured by the French or the British.  By invoking Algerians here, Girard alluded to the 

                                                 
 15 SG to Citizen Le Blanc, n.d., Letters Received 1794: 60, Roll 11, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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increasing and ever-present fear of the “other” on the Atlantic.  Instead of invoking Haiti, 

which was far more frightening because racial order turned upside down there was 

already a reality, and because Girard maintained his trade with the embattled French 

colony, he invoked the Algerians with similar effect.16 

 In Guadeloupe, the Kitty also faced turmoil over slavery and race in the 

revolutionary Caribbean.  After the British captured the island in 1793, the French 

abolished slavery in all of its colonies, in large part to encourage former slaves to take up 

arms against the British.  In June 1794, this strategy began to pay off.  While the Kitty 

and its crew were still held in Basse-Terre, Guadeloupe’s southwestern half, the French 

took back Grande-Terre in the northeast and continued to right for control over the rest of 

the island.  As historian Laurent Dubois demonstrates, “the emancipation decree made it 

possible for the French to take back Guadeloupe.”17  Although Girard was silent on this 

conflict, he must have known that imperial controversies affecting his ships had turned 

into conflicts over the future of slavery and the meaning of independence on the Atlantic.  

The transfer of power between the French and the British hampered many of Girard’s 

attempts to reclaim the Kitty’s cargo.  But for Girard, and more especially for the 

inhabitants of Guadeloupe, there was much more than just capital at stake. 

                                                 
 16 Frank Lambert, The Barbary Wars: American Independence in the Atlantic World (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 2005); Ray W. Irwin, The Diplomatic Relations of the United States with the Barbary 
Powers, 1776-1816 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1970 [1931]).  On the eventual treaty between the U.S 
and Algiers, see Hannah Farber, “Millions for Credit: Peace with Algiers and the Establishment of 
America’s Commercial Reputation Overseas, 1795-96,” Journal of the Early Republic 34 (Summer 2014), 
187-217. 

 17 Laurent Dubois, A Colony of Citizens, Revolution & Slave Emancipation in the French 
Caribbean, 1787-1804 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 114, 189, quote on 
224. 
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 Unfortunately, Girard’s attempt to come to a solution without involving the 

diplomatic interference of the federal government was unsuccessful.  John Ducorurnau, 

also on board the Kitty at the time of her capture, reported their continued detention in 

Guadeloupe.  Ducorneau wrote at the end of March that, “I am kept in jail without any 

regard to my character as a citizen of Philadelphia.”  Though Ducorneau and Captain 

Waters had submitted their log books and papers as evidence of their neutrality during the 

trial, they were prevented from speaking on behalf of their neutrality.  Ducorneau’s letter 

showed how it was really the ship and crew’s nationality that was on trial.  He suggested 

that during the trial, there was planted a “white cockade purposely introduced in the 

mate’s pocket book.”  Ducorneau explained that,  

The American property having been well acknowledge’d, the 
condemnation is grounded on our intercourse with a British Country; I 
believe Congress will not hesitate to cause you to be redress’d in as much 
as that our voyage does not afford a single circumstance of our deviating 
from the neutrality of our nation.   

 
The duress that Ducorneau was under was also apparent since he wrote his letter to 

Girard in English.  While the British still controlled the port, Ducorneau was not even 

permitted to communicate to Girard in his native French.18  

 When the third of Girard’s brigs was captured by the British off the coast of 

Barbados in March 1794, Girard’s nationality became a point of contention.  The brig 

was taken to Kingston, Jamaica and condemned.  Girard published in the newspapers a 

copy of the letter from Captain John Cochran announcing the capture.  Cochran explained 

that, “they took possession of my vessel, without even the formality of looking over my 
                                                 
 18 John Ducorneau to SG, Mar. 20, 1794, Guadeloupe, Letters Received 1794: 95, Roll 12, Series 
2, SGP, APS.  This entire exchange is additionally confusing since it seems that the ship may have 
originally been captured by the French, but was then held by the British.  Some clarity may have also been 
lost in translation since Ducorneau was forced to write in English. 
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papers.”  Although with the letter from Captain Cochran, the Philadelphia Gazette 

announced the nomination of John Jay as envoy to Great Britain.  The rest of the article 

called for “calm exercise of the reasoning faculties” to prevent war that would “behold 

our cities burnt, our property wantonly destroyed, our wives and children murdered by 

the relentless foe, and what is still more horrible - not a six pence in the treasury to pay 

the interest of the debt.”19  For the United States to secure independence from Great 

Britain, they not only had to ensure commercial sovereignty, but fiscal rationality – 

seemingly more important than even the protection of families. 

 Upon hearing of the new capture, Girard immediately sought help to secure 

restitution from the British for his loses.  To do so, Girard needed to prove his neutrality 

by supplying evidence of his American citizenship.  Girard subsequently went about 

obtaining a certificate of citizenship.  Fellow Philadelphia merchant Isaac Hazlehurst 

swore before Clement Biddle, then notary for the state of Pennsylvania, that he knew 

Girard to be an “Established Merchant” in Philadelphia since 1776.  The certificate 

further stated that,  

Girard has carried an extensive Business as a resident merchant of said 
City and as a Citizen of the United States of America since that time and is 
a considerable owner of real Estate, a house keeper and married man of 
character credit and repute in said city.20  
 

Interestingly, Hazelhurst would certainly have been aware that Girard’s wife Mary was 

committed to Pennsylvania Hospital and yet Girard’s status as a married man remained 

                                                 
 19 “Copy of a letter from Capt. John Cochran.  Kingston, March 4, 1794,” The Philadelphia 
Gazette, Apr. 17 1794; SG to Mr. Higginson, Apr. 17, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 55, Roll 123, Series 3, 
SGP, APS. 

 20 Certificate of Citizenship of Stephen Girard, May 23, 1794, Letters Received 1794: 150, Roll 
12, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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an important signifier of his citizenship.  As a married man, whether his wife was visible 

or not, sane or insane, Girard was keeper of a house.  Even the complex syntax of the 

sentence, which confused whether Girard was an owner of a house or a housekeeper, tied 

Girard’s citizenship to the trappings of domesticity.  This status, so wedded to Mary and 

the other women and dependents that made up his household, could not be divorced from 

his business credentials in determining Girard’s credit and reputation. 

 As further evidence of his American citizenship, Girard also secured a voucher 

from his time in New York, dating his American residency to 1774, before the American 

Revolution.  This was significant because it proved that Girard was a resident of America 

before wartime; otherwise his process of naturalization would be suspect.  Neutrality was 

not a simple thing to prove.  According to the laws of war derived from the law of 

nations, individuals who changed their nationality during wartime would not be 

considered citizens of their new nation when engaged in international commerce.  As 

legal historian Daniel Hulsebosch explains, “although a naturalized American citizen of 

French nativity would be an American citizen under municipal (or, national) law, and 

probably also under French law, he would remain a French citizen on the high seas.”  

This confusion over citizenship on sea and on land played out in the courts, most 

especially in cases like Girard’s in which the cargo was insured as neutral, American 

property.21 

                                                 
 21 Certificate of Citizenship of Stephen Girard; Daniel Hulsebosch, “Writing Law on the Margins: 
Chancellor Kent and the Republic of Letters in the Early Republic,” (conference paper presented at The 
Republic of Letters in America, 1500-1800, The Huntington Library, San Marino, CA, Dec. 8, 2012), 43-
48.  On naturalization, sovereignty and citizenship, see also Laura Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law 
and Geography in European Empires, 1400-1900 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 104-
161; and Bradburn, Citizenship Revolution.  On the law of nations, Benton explaines, “This innovation 
marked the sea as a privileged arena within the global order” [Benton, Search for Sovereignty, 120]. 



 

127 

 Girard forwarded his citizenship papers on to Capt. Cochran in Jamaica to “make 

... you perfectly easy on that Subject” since his associates in Kingston of the firm 

Bridgman & Hall “have refused to enter security for your vessel and cargo saying that as 

I was born in France the risk was greater.”  Girard then further explained that Cochran 

must “bring with you all the papers relative to the condemnation &c. so we may be able 

to prove here to our underwriters that the whole is condemned as american property.”  He 

added that, “otherwise it will be impossible to recover the loss from them without great 

difficulty as we have guaranteed to them that the vessel and goods were american 

property.”22  Again, the emphasis here was to proved that the condemned ships and 

property were American so that Girard could recoup his losses from his insurers. 

 At first glance, though they seemed to be distinct, the degrees of separation 

between Girard’s mercantile reputation and his reputation as a household head were not 

so great.  Part of what made Girard an American was his marriage and he needed those 

two signifiers – house keeper and man of business – to provide sufficient evidence of his 

American citizenship.  Therefore, Girard’s domestic manhood lent credit to his claims to 

citizenship, and his citizenship defended his commercial interests.  One might also ask if, 

read in reverse, could Girard’s commercial strategies also threaten his household?  To 

early American merchants, commerce and families, or households, were intimately bound 

even while moving towards a more institutional understanding of how families best 

functioned. 

                                                 
 22 Certificate of Citizenship of Stephen Girard; SG to Capt. John Cochran, May 25, 1794, 
Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 76, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to John Ferrers, Jun. 20, 1794, Philadelphia, 
L.B. 5: 81, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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 Girard also appealed to the United States federal government.  He forwarded the 

protest of Captain Waters to then Secretary of State Edmund Randolph and explained 

that, “as a citizen of the United States, I claim the protection of Government, 

consequently I request as a particular favour that you will make as soon as possible such 

representation to the Nation of France as you will think necessary.”23  Interestingly, 

Girard had also pled his case to the French Minister Fauchet, back in March.  Sending 

copies of the same documents that he would send to Randolph, Girard explained to 

Citizen Fauchet that, “Being assured that the contents of these documents will place 

before your eyes the infamous methods which have been used to confiscate my property, 

I beg that you will have justice rendered to me and to my crew.”24  Indeed, according to 

Girard’s continued correspondence with Capt. Cochran, Girard’s national identity 

remained a point of contention.  “It is astonishing that Mr. Kingston who knows me well 

enough will persist in keeping your cargo under a frivilous [sic] pretention that I am a 

french man,” Girard complained, “I hope that the papers which I have sent you ... will 

                                                 
 23 SG to Edmund Randolph, Jun. 6, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 88, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 24 SG to Citizen Fauchet, Mar. 28, 1794, Philadelphia, Letters Received 1794: 104, Roll 12, Series 
2, SGP, APS.  The correspondence between Girard, Randolph, and Fauchet is all the more interesting when 
read with the benefits of hindsight.  Now understood as the Randolph affair, Randolph was accused of 
treason for allegedly trying to accept bribes from Fauchet to interfere with U.S./British diplomacy and Jay’s 
Treaty.  Some argue that this scandal contributed, in part, to Washington’s ultimate decision to sign Jay’s 
Treaty.  Though many scholars do not emphasize this point, I find it interesting that Randolph was so 
susceptible to these charges because of his struggling family economy.  Randolph was very short on cash at 
this moment and he and his heirs would never recover from the accusations and subsequent payments he 
was required to make in failed diplomatic dealings.  See Irving Brant, “Edmund Randolph, Not Guilty!” 
William and Mary Quarterly 7 (Apr. 1950), 179-198; Mary K. Bonsteel Tachau, “George Washington and 
the Reputation of Edmund Randolph,” Journal of American History 73 (Jun. 1986), 15-34; Todd Estes, The 
Jay Treaty Debate, Public Opinion, and the Evolution of Early American Political Culture (Amherst, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 13, 96-97. 
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fully prove to that Gentleman that I am as Good an american as he is a compleat [sic] 

pirate.”25 

 When Girard’s fourth brig Polly was captured off the coast of Bermuda in April 

1794, Girard was quick to defend his American citizenship.  Enlisting the help of another 

associate, Girard was recommended to James and William Perrot as “a Gentleman of 

Character & fortune and has resided in america a number of years as a merchant of the 

first repute.”  Unfortunately, though Girard was able to prove his American nationality, 

the Polly was condemned anyway by the British for trading with the French.26 

 While endeavoring to protect his capital through mercantile networks abroad, 

Girard also began to act on his claims to American citizenship at home.  In the wake of 

the captures, in the first few months of 1794, Girard joined political societies and 

mercantile committees to defend the interests of mercantile commerce.  In January 1794, 

Girard joined the Democratic Society of Pennsylvania.  In the previous meeting the 

society had passed a resolution that: 

We conceive we ought in the Same manner to resent the outrageous 
conduct of great brittain in impressing our Seamen, in Seizing our Vessels 
on the high Seas, and detaining them in their ports on the most frivolous 
pretences, in stiring up against us the savage nations of Africa and 
America, and in short in carrying on against this Country a covert of 
insidious warfare, which evinces her fear of our power, at the same time it 
can leave us no doubt of her hatred and enmity.27 

                                                 
 25 SG to Capt. Cochran, Jun. 18, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 100, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 26 Extract of a letter wrote by Messrs. E. John Perrot, May 23, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 70, Roll 
123, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to Messrs. E. John Perrot, May 22, 1794, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 68, Roll 123, 
Series 3, SGP, APS; David S. Miller, “The ‘Polly’: A Perspective on Merchant Stephen Girard,” 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 112 (Apr. 1988), 205-206; Albert J. Gares, “Stephen 
Girard’s West India Trade, 1789-1812” (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 1947), 320-321. 

 27 Minutes of the Democratic Society of Pennsylvania, 1793-1794, Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania, 34, 40; Albrecht Koschnik, “Let A Common Interest Bind Us Together”: Associations, 
Partisanship, and Culture in Philadelphia, 1775-1840 (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 
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In addition to the clear disdain for British privateering and impressment, the resolution 

pointed to the fear of North African pirates and revolution against slavery, active in Haiti 

and Guadeloupe, spiraling out of control.  The resolution also foreshadowed tensions that 

would continue between opposing political factions throughout the debates that would 

ensue over Jay’s Treaty. 

 Just as he stepped in to provide benevolent support during the yellow fever 

epidemic less than a year earlier, Girard, along with four other prominent Philadelphians, 

formed a committee “for soliciting donations from all benevolent and patriotic freemen 

for … a fund to relieve and redeem our unfortunate fellow citizens who sailing on board 

of the vessels belonging to the port of Philadelphia have been captured and enslaved by 

the Algerine or any other piratical state.”  Later that month, Girard led a meeting of 

concerned citizens in the State House Yard and listed the wrongdoings of Great Britain 

including that “she has violently seized and sequestered the vessels and property of the 

citizens of the United States, to the value of several millions of dollars.”28 In taking this 

public stand, Girard did more than simply defend his own interests.  He declared his 

allegiance to the United States in a way that he had never done before.  Here, Girard 

united himself with his American “brethren” and began to position himself as a defender 

of the American commercial family. 

 Girard and his correspondents, even his brother Jean, continued to be cautiously 

hopeful that negotiations in Britain would be favorable.  Writing in September 1794, Jean 
                                                 
by a Spirit of Opposition: The Origins of American Political Practice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, forthcoming 2014). 

 28 “Town Meeting,” General Advertiser (Philadelphia), Mar. 25, 1794; “From a Philadelphia 
Paper,” The Eastern Herald (Portland, ME), Apr. 7, 1794; Wilson, Stephen Girard, 142-145. 
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concluded hopefully that, “if any favorable news arrives from Mr. Jay, I shall conclude 

that a voyage to those parts cannot help turning out well.”  As fall turned to winter, 

Girard and his friend Paul Bentalou continued to speculate about how the negotiations 

continued across the Atlantic and commented on how the delays affected trade.  Bentalou 

explained that, “Believing it might be better to wait for the result of Jay’s negotiation 

before applying to the underwriters, I did not think it necessary to send you the 

documents which you ask for.”  Bentalou then commented,  

It is not that I have a high opinion of him (Jay); on the contrary, you will 
remember what I told you about him in Philadelphia, and so far what we 
know about him unfortunately justifies but too well this bad opinion that I 
formed of him at that time, and I agree with you entirely that he will come 
back without having accomplished anything. 
 

Despite their hope that negotiations would go well, Bentalou’s “bad opinion” anticipated 

the negative reception of terms of treaty.29  

 In the winter of 1794-1795, news began to trickle back from England that John 

Jay had signed a treaty with the British, sparking off over a full year of heated public 

debate over the terms and the new nation’s continued relationship with Great Britain.  

The treaty, though moderately successful insofar as it satisfied the terms that the British 

evacuate American territory, it accomplished little else.  Democratic-Republicans read 

the treaty as a submission to Britain’s power over the Atlantic world of commerce and an 

affront to the U.S.’s relationship with France.30 
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 Though the failures of the treaty most significantly affected those Americans on 

the seas and the merchants who invested in U.S. commercial sovereignty, many at home 

took to the streets in protest.  The failure to prevent British impressment further 

heightened anxieties of continued dependency.  As historian David Waldstreicher argues, 

public debates and protests of Jay’s Treaty by Democratic-Republicans used gendered 

familial metaphors to express anxiety over the new nation’s continued dependence on 

Great Britain.  Waldstreicher demonstrates that, “Opponents of the Jay Treaty insisted 

that further intercourse with Great Britain would entail a loss of independent manhood.”  

Girard was certainly in this camp and newspaper allegories that employed “the trope of 

the young man of untried character” were particularly prescient as he encountered crises 

with the dependents in his own household.31 

 Girard would continue to be a vocal opponent of Jay’s Treaty for the next several 

years.  As chairman of a town meeting denouncing the treaty Girard exclaimed: “It is 

time for Americans to open their eyes or they may fall back into slavery.”  Echoing the 

popular rhetorical binary of independence and slavery, Girard linked the treaty debates 

with larger themes of national dependency.  However, this emphasis on domestic debates 

over the protection of free trade and national sovereignty sometimes hid how these 

concerns were connected to the Haitian Revolution that was far from over.32  Some of 

this intentional denial can be seen in Girard’s correspondence, especially that concerning 

the captured ships and the runaway servant Crispin.  Though Girard was clearly still 
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concerned over the unrest in Saint-Domingue, he did not always completely connect the 

dots between events in Haiti and the larger French Caribbean to the fates of his captured 

ships.  A similar kind of denial was likely at play when Girard thought that, like his 

captured ships, Crispin was stolen.33 

 Unwilling to believe that Crispin ran away on his own, Girard overlooked other 

hints that suggested Crispin’s own motivations.  In the newspaper advertisement about 

Crispin’s escape, Girard explained that Crispin “has been in Philadelphia about 3 years, 

speaks French and broken English” and  

had on when he went away, an almost new black hat, new short jacket, 
and a pair of French fashion trowsers with feet to them, made of grey 
coating with plated buttons, white shirt, and French handkerchief, with no 
almost new pair of shoes, tied with ribbons, and wears sometimes a 
National cockade. 

 
The French fashion that Girard described in the advertisement, especially the “National 

cockade,” was an important indicator of political performance in 1790s Philadelphia.  

The cockade, usually the tri-colored red, white, and blue, served as a visual 

representation of enthusiasm towards the French and the francophile Democratic-

Republicans in the mid-1790s.34 

                                                 
 33 As Michel-Rolph Trouillot suggests in Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History 
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[White, Encountering, 3]. 

 34 “Twenty Dollars Reward.”  On the politics of clothing, see David Waldstreicher, “Why Thomas 
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Culture in the Early Republic,” in Riot and Revelry in Early America, eds. William Pencak, Matthew 
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 The advertisement also hinted at several other reasons for Girard’s determination 

to get Crispin back.  Not only were nearly all the clothes described as new, suggesting 

that Girard invested in more than just the indenture, but the fashion also suggested a 

political affiliation that Girard and Crispin shared.  Moreover, Crispin’s fluency in French 

would have made him a welcome conversation partner in largely English-speaking 

Philadelphia.  However, despite this description of an individual performing a political 

identity, so clearly apparent through the clothing, it seemed that Crispin’s race may have 

served as a blinder for Girard.  Girard believed that Crispin was stolen, likely because he 

could not imaging how his “mulatto Indian boy” could have a political identity and 

aspirations of his own.35 

 Immediately after Crispin’s escape, Girard employed his network of friends and 

associates up and down the eastern seaboard to ensure the servant’s return.  By early 

December 1794, John Ferrers of New York, Jean Girard in Connecticut, Paul Bentalou in 

Baltimore, and William Douglas of Petersburg, Virginia were all involved in located 

Crispin and the alleged thief Joseph Larelle.  All of these men engaged their respective 

networks to aid Girard.  Bentalou forwarded to Girard a copy of a letter he sent to one of 

their associates, in which he explained that, “You will see by this advertisement that 

Girard is determined not to spare any effort nor pecuniary expenditure.”  Girard even 
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 35 “Twenty Dollars Reward.”  On analysis of runaway advertisements, see David Waldstreicher, 
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Century Mid-Atlantic,” William and Mary Quarterly 56 (Apr. 1999), 243-272; and Waldstreicher, 
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entrusted William Douglas with his power of attorney “for the purpose of instituting legal 

proceedings” if necessary and sent along “two buttons of the same kind which the boy 

had one ... when he was stolen from me.”36 

 The correspondence that followed is particularly interesting not only because of 

its volume - Girard obsessed over Crispin’s escape and capture – but also because of its 

confused and contradictory content.  In several instances associates reported that Crispin 

was captured, or nearly caught, only to learn that their lead led to nothing.  On December 

26th, Girard reported to Ferrers that, “my Indian Boy Crispin has been taken and put in 

jail in Norfolk and the thief Jos. Larelle arrested at Williamsburg.”  However, it seemed 

that Bentalou down in Baltimore had not yet received the news.  On December 28th, 

1794, Bentalou reported his knowledge of Larelle and Crispin’s whereabouts.  He 

explained that Larelle had most certainly been in Baltimore, according to the mistress of 

the boarding house where Larelle stayed and “two Bordelese captains who know him 

perfectly.”  Bentalou explained that Larelle had with him an “Indian in white pantaloons 

and a carmagnole [short jacket] of the same color.”  In the same letter, Bentalou also 

inquired about the difficult of their ships captured on the Atlantic.  Vindication for these 

two types of property was clearly united for the Baltimore merchant.  “My presentiment 

in regard to the arrest of your Indian has been realized,” Bentalou wrote just two days 

later, “I congratulate you very sincerely and you may assuredly depend on my zeal to 
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have him conveyed to you with all possible diligence and all necessary precautions so 

that he may be delivered into your own hands.”37 

 Girard, still confident a week later that both Crispin and Larelle had been located 

and secured, explained that he wanted Larelle brought to Philadelphia to be tried for his 

“infamous crime.”  He also instructed that Crispin should be prevented from having “any 

intercourse with Joseph Larelle or any other person until he is delivered into the hands of 

my friend in Baltimore.”  Girard did not hold back his disdain for Larelle writing, “I 

flatter myself to have a little share of humanity but for such man as Joseph Larelle I have 

no feeling and I do sincerely believe that it is the duty of every honest man to make a 

villain known to the world and to bring him to justice.”  Writing from Connecticut, Jean 

Girard congratulated Stephen after receiving news that Crispin had been caught.  Jean 

then went on to recount his own experience with capturing a runaway noting that he 

appreciated the “sweetness of it fully because I had the same misfortune here not long 

ago in the case of a negress, who had also run away and whom I caught as she was going 

to Boston.”  Jean explained that in addition to the capture he “got a judgment from the 

justice of the peace condemning her to serve me, in addition to her time, a period long 

enough to reimburse me for the said outlays and damages at the rate of 3s per week, 

which is the present wages for labor of this kind.”  Here, Jean’s use of wages to quantify 
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his own efforts at capturing his servant in a way assigned value to his own labor.  

Stephen’s investment in Crispin’s capture did much the same thing.38 

 By employing his mercantile network to ensure Crispin’s return and gain 

vindication against Larelle, Girard leveraged his own capital and reputation.  Paul 

Bentalou in Baltimore wanted to cash in on his service to Girard right away, even before 

Crispin’s capture was certain.  Also facing difficulty because of captured ships on the 

Atlantic, Bentalou needed assistance and asked to “allow me to draw upon you ... the sum 

of three thousand dollars.”  Bentalou was quick to follow up his request with a reminder 

that, “if I find your Indian, he will leave at once in care of my clerk, a young fellow who 

is strong and active, as he needs to be to accomplish such a task.”39  Like Girard, 

Bentalou employed his own household to enforce his (and Girard’s) authority. 

 Writing nearly every other day to William Douglas in Petersburg, Virginia, 

Girard’s fixation on Crispin and Larelle was apparent.  In his next letter, Girard 

apologized to Douglas for asking for so much assistance and then explained his fears that 

Larelle may have “sent [Crispin] to [the] West Indies with the human intention to sell 

him there as a slave.”  Interestingly, Girard also suggested an alternative mode of action 

that he could have “applied to the society for the abolition of slavery who would have 

taken proper steps.”  While this demonstrated Girard’s awareness of the Pennsylvania 

Abolition Society’ s (PAS) work against kidnapping of freed blacks, turning to the PAS 

seemed a curious option.  However, the PAS frequently used indenture as a means to 
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manumission, an intermediary status between slavery and freedom, in the 1790s.  Since 

Crispin was legally a servant and not a slave, Girard could have employed the services of 

that society to bring Crispin back into bondage.40 

 Though he was determined to seek vengeance, Girard began to received push 

back from Larelle and his own attorney, Jared Ingersoll, challenging Larelle’s guilt.  As 

Ingersoll explained quite directly, “By a careful perusal of the Affidavits, I find that no 

person swears positively that your Boy was ever seen in the company of Capt. Larelle.”  

Ingersoll added that, “the Letters from your friends, if accurate, shew [sic] to a 

demonstration that the Boy who is with Capt. Larelle is not your Boy.”  Ingersoll 

recommended that Girard try to reach some “compromise” with Larelle and lay the 

matter back to rest.  But Girard did not give up so easily.41 

 By the middle of February, Girard was less convinced that Crispin was in Virginia 

and suspected that the servant might have headed for Cap Français, Saint-Domingue 

instead of St. Thomas as originally thought.  Still determined to prove Larelle’s guilt, 

Girard turned to the best person he knew for more inventive schemes – his brother Jean.  

With knowledge that Larelle had a mistress in New York, Stephen entrusted Jean to 

travel to New York, find the woman, and get information from her.  “I have succeeded in 

finding the woman ... who calls herself Mdme. Larelle,” Jean quickly reported back.  But 

never enlisting all of his trust in only his brother, Stephen also sent his clerk, John Henry 
                                                 
 40 SG to William Douglas, Jan. 19, 1795, Philadelphia, L.B. 5: 283, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-1840 
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Carolina Press, 2002), 42, 45.  It is also telling that Girard did not turn to the Abolition Society.  This may 
have had something to do with the fact that he still held Hannah as a slave in his household. 
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Roberjot to procure damaging information about Larelle in Norfolk where the alleged 

thief was being held.42 

 Unfortunately, neither Jean or Roberjot reported back with positive news.  

Roberjot explained that everyone in Norfolk believed Larelle to be innocent writing that, 

“as a rule everybody speaks in his favor and I was informed that he was practically free 

and went wherever he liked and only slept in jail,” adding that, “It appears that even the 

Governor of Virginia is in his favor.”  From the north, Jean tried to keep Stephen’s hopes 

alive, explaining that he thought Crispin was definitely on board the Franklin, and that 

Larelle and Crispin likely knew each other, but he was unable to provide any more 

definitive evidence of either Crispin’s whereabouts or Larelle’s guilt.  Martin Oster, the 

French Consul in Virginia, was even more direct, recommending that Girard 

“Acknowledge your mistake, my dear friend.  Larelle never enticed your Indian; that is 

absolutely certain.  I advise you to put an end to this matter in the best way you can.”43  

This should have been the end of the ordeal, but it was not the end of the confusion in this 

case. 

 Consul Oster tried to explain the origins of the confusion over the mistaken 

identity of the Indian servant then in prison at Norfolk.  “This Indian and the one 

belonging to Mr. Francis ran away on the same day,” explained Oster, adding that, “Mr. 

Francis’s Indian went to London on an English vessel and yours came here on a Danish 
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vessel, which left Philadelphia on the 5th of November, 1794.”  But just a couple days 

later, after Oster penned his letter, Roberjot reported back to Girard about “a most 

singular incident [that] has upset all our plans.”  Though it was increasingly clear that the 

Indian jailed at Norfolk was not Crispin, this individual (very likely the runaway of the 

aforementioned Mr. Francis) claimed that he indeed belonged to Girard.  Roberjot and 

William Douglas were suspicious.  After further contemplation, the dates did not line up 

since Crispin had “been gone since the 15th” and the vessel that this Indian sailed on had 

left on the “9th and arrived here on the 15th.”  Roberjot also questioned the man’s 

language abilities, writing that, “your Indian speaks bad English and this one speaks very 

good English.”  The whole thing seemed to be quite a mess to Roberjot and he suggested 

that if Girard wanted further explanation, that he would need to arrange for the transport 

of both Larelle and the Indian alleging to be Crispin to Philadelphia.  Frustrated with 

Roberjot’s inability to confirm or deny the claims of Larelle and the Indian claiming to be 

Crispin, Girard sent Lawrence Maher, “a man of confidence” to Norfolk to “Take Charge 

of the prisoner as this Maher is well acquainted with my family and Knows my Boy 

Crispin.”44 

 When Larelle and the Indian claiming to be Crispin arrived in Philadelphia in late 

April, it was clear that they had conspired simply to get free transport back north.  The 

Indian belonged to another Philadelphia merchant as Girard explained, “The 

Circumstance of Mr. Francis Boy being metamorphased in my Crispin is really a curious 

history however ... [I] am convinced that Joseph Larelle is the person who has stole my 
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servant.”  Ignoring the advice of his attorney and others, Girard continued to try to track 

down Crispin and to prosecute Larelle, but eventually received further confirmation that 

Crispin was not aboard the Franklin and had not, to anyone’s knowledge, arrived at St. 

Thomas.  In the same month that the Senate met in secret to accept Jay’s Treaty, Girard 

had to fully deal with the fact that Crispin had run away (not been captured) and that he 

had run to revolutionary Saint-Domingue.45 

 Through the rest of the summer of 1795, Girard and other likeminded merchants 

in Philadelphia stepped up their opposition to the treaty with Great Britain in numerous 

town meetings.  They objected to the treaty on the grounds that it was “inconsistent with 

the rights, and destructive to the interests of an independent nation” and that it 

“surrenders certain inherent powers of an independent government.”  Girard and these 

other merchants, in calling so vehemently for commercial “independence” were not doing 

anything radically new; however, it was important that their resolutions untied the free 

market and national sovereignty.  Of further interest was that many of these merchants, 

like Girard, were also motivated to resist the treaty by captured ships and runaway 

servants and slaves.  The first resolution that they stated included their objection that the 

treaty “waves a just claim for the value of the negroes who were carried off at the close of 

the war.”  Just as Girard’s initial response to Crispin’s escape was that he had been 

stolen, these leading merchants, Girard included, chose not to accept that their slaves ran 

away to British lines.  The denial of humanity necessary to make slaves into commodities 
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was also at the heart of the myths of the free market and commercial independence.  

Moreover, Girard’s denial when it came to Crispin endured.  Into the late summer, Girard 

reached out to associates in the Caribbean to entice Crispin to return to Philadelphia, but 

with no luck.46  

 One correspondent confirmed that Crispin was in Saint-Domingue writing that,  

It is quite true that he is at Port de Paix, but in spite of all that has been 
done, in spite of every effort that I have made to him and the security I 
have offered for any sum that might be named, in spite of all of this it has 
been impossible to induce him to embark for Philadelphia to join you.   

 
This associate enlisted his own network to inquire about Crispin in Saint-Domingue and 

enclosed the response he received from General Etienne Laveaux, the Chief Commander 

of the republican forces in the northern part of the island.  General Laveaux was more 

direct when he responded to one of Girard’s agents: 

You must know very little of me to dare to hope that in defiance of our 
Glorious Constitution, I would consent to force a man against his own will 
to leave the land of liberty where he has taken refuge.  No, Citizen, I 
cannot do what you ask of me - arrest the Citizen Crispin.  In coming to 
Port de Paix he has come to enjoy liberty.  In Philadelphia he was a slave.  
Have I the right to order him to take up his chains again?  Assuredly not. 

 
As historian Ashli White explains, though freedom from slavery was far from certain in 

the rebellious colony at that moment, “Crispin understood the meaning of the cockade he 

wore and believed that he would be a free citizen in revolutionary Saint-Domingue.”47  

While Girard, for the most part, was able to ignore the fact that his ships were captured in 
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the midst of slave rebellion, he was not able to ignore that Crispin, unlike other 

commodities traded across the Atlantic, could and did claim his own freedom. 

 Crispin’s escape to freedom and Girard’s response also helps us to understand 

how citizenship and commercial sovereignty were defined by race and gender in the 

revolutionary Atlantic.  As historian Laurent Dubois helpfully points out in his sweeping 

analysis of revolution in the French Caribbean, “There are important parallels between 

the justifications used for the exclusion of women in the metropole and those used against 

people of African descent in the colonies.”  Dubois further argues that, “In the wake of 

emancipation, continuing racial exclusion was justified by evoking the economic needs of 

the threatened nation and ultimately defining the rights of freed people by the roles they 

had occupied when they were enslaved.”  In the French Caribbean and the United States, 

hierarchies of dependency helped to define economic and political sovereignty.48 

 Crispin was not the only one of Girard’s former dependents seeking independence 

in the French Caribbean.  In 1796, after facing the failure of his own Philadelphia firm, 

Martin Bickham chose to stay in Port-au-Prince rather than come home to face his 

creditors -  a striking parallel to how Girard entered the world of commerce two decades 

before.  Girard wrote to Martin on the death of the latter’s business partner and explained,  

Though I am fully persuaded that you have before now set off from Port 
au Prince to come back to your native country were [sic] you are wanted 
to settle the result of what perhaps may be called an improper conduct, I 
hazard this letter in view that in case your hand still be in the west indies 
this advice may be serviceable to you. 
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Writing two weeks later, Girard was “surprised to find that at the period which you have 

wrote your letter you [Martin] had not yet heard of the death of your partner Mr. 

Cochran.”  When it was clear that Martin would not return to Philadelphia in time to 

settle the affair, Girard acted on his former apprentice’s behalf.49 

 Martin forwarded his power of attorney and thanked Girard for his assistance and 

friendship writing, “I am fully aware of the disagreeableness of it and how precious your 

time must be, but what to do, I have it not in my power to return, nor have I any person to 

do it for me in america.”  Martin further deferred to Girard writing, “I am conscious that I 

acted in some measure so as to not merit your Confidence or friendship, I do assure you it 

was altogether owing to the Cowrice of others and inexperience.”  Still in Port-au-Prince 

into the spring, Martin felt “Extremely uneasy” about his credit after the failure in 

Philadelphia, but was hopeful that Girard would take “the Business requested at hand” 

which “keeps up on some degree my spirits.”50 

 Girard was not pleased that Martin chose to stay in the West Indies, but wrote his 

responses with a tone of fatherly advice.  Girard presented Martin’s options pointing out 

that, “Honour and your interests are two Strong motives,” and strongly recommended that 

Martin return to Philadelphia rather than “take your chance at the risk of your life in view 

to make money” in the West Indies.  Moreover, Girard looked out for Martin’s interest, 

referring him favorably to his associates, Massac & Co. at Port-au-Prince.  The firm’s 
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response further spoke to the high regard Girard had for Martin as they explained, “We 

have not waited for you to recommend Mr. Martin Bickham to us .... The interest that you 

have always shown in this young man and his personal merit were enough to induce us to 

do so.”  Clearly, the familial feelings were mutual as Martin responded: 

I should have looked upon myself as duty bound to have done it, for I have 
more your interest at heart than my own .... permit me to render you my 
Sincerest thanks for the Kind offer of a passage and for the Services you 
have rendered me in Philadelphia depend that Gratitude shall not be 
wanting on my part, for I consider that you have treated me more like your 
child than otherwise. 

 
Martin ended his letter with additional deference, highlighting his continued dependence 

on Girard’s commercial knowledge.  Emphasizing his confidence that Girard was 

“desirous of advising me for the best,” Martin concluded that he was “determined to 

follow yours & no other persons, hoping that you will forgive all little irregularities, 

which I may have committed for want of maturity.”51  

 Girard and Martin’s sentimental relationship provides a compelling example of 

how business relationships in a household could forge emotional bonds that resembled 

those between family members.  As historian Michael Zakim argues, merchants who 

oversaw clerks needed to “transcend narrow business interests and assume paternal 

control.”  The institutions of apprenticeship and clerkship in the Girard household created 

a family that thrived on a free market.  Moreover, as historian Toby L. Ditz explains, 

mercantile correspondence was particularly concerned with establishing relationships of 

                                                 
 51 SG to Martin Bickham, May 21, 1797, Philadelphia, L.B. 6: 247, Roll 123, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Massac & Co. to SG, Apr. 12, 1797, Port-au-Prince, Letters Received 1797: 139, Roll 16, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Martin Bickham to SG, Apr. 14, 1797, Port-au-Prince, Letters Received 1797: 142, Roll 16, Series 2, 
SGP, APS, emphasis original. 
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dependence, and therefore trust, between men struggling with “fragile masculinity.”  In 

so doing, they charted their way through the failure-ridden world of Atlantic trade.52 

 

 While Girard dealt with his household dependents, he simultaneously endeavored 

on behalf of the merchants in Philadelphia, in the name of the United States, to break free 

from commercial dependency on Great Britain and France.  Girard’s labor, both as a 

merchant and a head of household, was conscripted by things “stolen,” whether they were 

ships or people.  Understanding these two kinds of dependency - familial and commercial 

– this chapter argues, helps us understand the rhetoric of the free market on a more 

complex and meaningful level.  When Girard needed to prove his citizenship, he needed 

to prove that he was a merchant AND a householder. 

 Ultimately, Girard lost many of his ships, he lost Crispin, and he never won his 

case against Larelle.  His obsession over all three failures illustrated the very real 

anxieties associated with maintaining and projecting manhood in high stakes merchant 

capitalism.   Martin Bickham, the next generation of Girard’s family, was born of a free 

market that was far from free.  Moreover, Girard was not free of his French family or the 

threats of imperial dependency on the Atlantic. 

                                                 
 52 Michael Zakim, “Producing Capitalism: The Clerk at Work,” in Capitalism Takes Command, 
237; Ditz, “Shipwrecked,” 79-80.  The terms apprentice and clerk are also used somewhat interchangeably 
here because this was a moment of transition from apprenticeship to clerkship in a rapidly commercializing 
economy.  In reality, the two institutions were not all that different, though the language used to describe 
them was.  So, while Roberjot, discussed earlier in the chapter was described as a clerk, Martin was 
described as an apprentice.  On clerks versus apprentices, see Brian P. Luskey, On the Make: Clerks and 
the Quest for Capital in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: New York University Press, 2010); and 
W. J. Rorabaugh, The Craft Apprentice: From Franklin to the Machine Age in America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1986).  As Luskey explains, “The institution of apprenticeship ... was an abomination to 
many Americans who believed in the radical ideas radiating from the American Revolution that privileged 
the liberty of the individual .... The ideals of apprenticeship constrained the advancement of young men 
according to a timetable not of their own choosing, but clerkships continued to sustain the illusion of merit-
based upward mobility in the new nation” [Luskey, On the Make, 14]. 
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 On September 22, 1803, off the coast of St. Vincent, a British cruiser captured 

Jean Girard’s ship.  While Stephen Girard remained safe in Philadelphia, Jean continued 

to travel the Atlantic.  Therefore, while Stephen used pen and paper to fight over the 

captures of his own ships, Jean fought for his own life.  Jean wrote to his brother that, 

“what I dread the most is my illness and weakness as I can’t stand a moment on my legs.”  

In his postscript, Jean added, “I don’t see any use to write to my wife such sad news it’ll 

be very well if I don’t die.”  Just a few weeks later, Jean succumbed to his illness, dying 

the West Indies.53 

 Jean had been in Bordeaux with the extended Girard family in the late summer of 

1803.  Staying with their sister Sophie and her new husband, Joseph Capeyron, Stephen’s 

absence from this family in France was noticeable.  Writing to inform Stephen of the 

death of another sibling, Victoire, Sophie complained of Stephen’s neglect writing, “We 

both wish your turn might come to take a trip to Bordeaux and we hope that after you 

have inquired about us, you will choose to make your real home with us.”  Sophie further 

explained that if Stephen got to know his “real” family better then “perhaps it would even 

make you regret your indifference and neglect.”  Her harsh words belied a growing 

awareness that Stephen was doing quite well financially on the other side of the Atlantic 

though she tried to hide any presumptions of need writing, “although we cannot even 

approach your fortune, we are in comfortable circumstances and above all enjoy a good 

                                                 
 53 JG to SG, Oct. 5, 1803, St. Vincent, Letters Received 1803: 454, Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
JG to SG, Oct. 16, 1803, St. Vincent, Letters Received 1803: 479, Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to Mrs. 
E. Girard, Dec. 31, 1803, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 31, Roll 124, Series 3, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 
188-189. 
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reputation.”  Despite Sophie’s relative comfort, however, not all of the Bordeaux family 

were quite as secure.54 

 Before their sister’s death, their aunt and Stephen’s godmother, Anne Lafargue 

had lived with Victoire.  Stephen had sent an allowance for financial support.  After 

Victoire’s somewhat sudden death, however, Aunt Anne’s security was less certain.  

Anne went to live with Sophie and her new husband, but letters sent to give the news of 

Victoire’s death were far more preoccupied with ensuring that Stephen would continue to 

send Anne her allowance.  Indeed, Sophie and Capeyron, though certainly not destitute, 

tried to live beyond their means and were eager to make nice with Stephen in hopes of 

benefiting from his growing fortune.  Their welcoming of Anne into their home was more 

opportunism than genuine concern.55  Thus continued the Bordeaux family’s continued 

dependence on Girard, which was only heightened further by Jean’s death.  Girard 

repeatedly learned that establishing oneself as an independent householder in a capitalist 

marketplace brought with it a reliance on debt and dependents.

                                                 
 54 Sophie Girard, wife of Capeyron, to SG, Sep. 1, 1803, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1803: 399, 
Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, APS. 

 55 Capeyron to SG, Aug. 30, 1803, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1803: 397, Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Anne Lafargue to SG, Sep. 3, 1803, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1803: 402, Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Anne Lafargue to SG, Sep. 3, 1803, Bordeaux, Letters Received 1803: 403, Roll 29, Series 2, SGP, 
APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 224-240.  Wildes characterized that relationship between Stephen and his 
Bordeaux relatives, titling this chapter “Leeches of Cash.”  See also Henry Atlee Ingram, The Life and 
Character of Stephen Girard of the City of Philadelphia, in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Mariner 
and Merchant (7th ed., Philadelphia, 1896), 17. 
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CHAPTER 5 
NIECES, NEPHEWS & NATIONAL FINANCE: FUNDING ECONOMIC 

INDEPENDENCE AND THE POWER OF HOUSEHOLD CAPITAL 
 
 

 After Crispin’s escape, Martin’s departure, Sally’s marriage, and Jean’s death, 

Stephen Girard’s household could have felt empty.  However, during the first decade of 

the nineteenth century No. 23 Water Street welcomed a steady stream of new apprentices 

whom Girard trained in the ways of mercantile economy.1  There was also a new mistress 

of the house, Polly Kenton, and the household bustled with Polly’s extended family, who 

frequently visited.  Just as Sally had done in the decade before, Polly sent along her 

favors to Girard’s business associates.  Martin Bickham, after making his start in Saint-

Domingue, now extended his mercantile success in the Isle of France.  To Martin, Polly 

sent along “a small box candy a pot of Apple butter and two of Pickles.”2 

 Though childless, Girard had built a productive household, held together by the 

bonds of the mercantile economy.  Yet, his other family continued to threaten such 

productivity, especially Jean’s widow Eleanor and her four children, were still dependent 

on Stephen to administer his late brother’s estate.  Even after his death, Jean continued to 

be indebted to his brother as charges against Jean’s estate for legal fees continued through 

late 1808 and Eleanor remained a persistent, and to Stephen irritating, presence.  

Stephen’s nephew, William Girard, was in school at Sorèze, France, while Eleanor and 
                                                 
 1 Girard had his Water Street home/counting house built in 1796.  He originnaly chose the French 
architect, Pierre Charles L’Enfant, best known for designing the layout of the new capital at Washington, 
D.C., to design his house at No. 23 Water Street.  However, Girard ultimately settled on two Philadelphia 
architects John Rugan and Mark Rhodes, who designed and built a much simpler and more practical 
structure.  On the design and decoration of No. 23 Water Street, see Wendy C. Wick, “Stephen Girard: A 
Patron of the Philadelphia Furniture Trade” (M.A. Thesis, University of Delaware, 1977). 

 2 SG to Martin Bickham, Nov. 25, 1803, Philadelphia, L.B. 8: 669, Roll 124, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
Henry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 
1943), 184-5. 
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her three girls, Antoinette, Caroline, and Henrietta remained in the United States.  Unlike 

his greedy relatives in Bordeaux, there was no ocean to keep Eleanor away.  Eleanor, 

dependent on Stephen for support, was a constant reminder of the Girard family’s limited 

capability to protect capital.3 

 On the national scene, Girard’s star was also rising.  He was able to draw 

advantage by positioning himself to invest in new endeavors in response to the continued 

imperial wars between Britain, France, and Spain, which added to his wealth and 

reputation.  Moreover, the Napoleonic Wars, along with the U.S. response of the 

Embargo of 1807 and Non-Importation of 1808-9, created conditions whereby Girard 

began to shift his investments.  Though still running a profitable mercantile business, 

increasingly trading with ports as far away as Canton, China, Girard increasingly invested 

in bank stock.  With a large proportion of his assets tied up in British banks, and with 

tensions rising between the United States and Britain, the best way for Girard to get his 

capital back stateside was to purchase shares in the Bank of the United States (BUS).4 

 When Congress failed to renew the charter for the BUS in 1811, Girard was its 

largest stockholder.  Though he could have profited from liquidating his stock, Girard 

chose instead to open a private bank in his own name.  On May 12, 1812, in the same 

                                                 
 3 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 186-197; Charge Estate of John Girard, May 5, 1808, Memorandum Book 
1808-1809, Roll 60, Series 3, SGP, APS.  Wildes’ biography has a particularly colorful flair with its 
narrative and titling of chapters.  The chapter referring to this period in Girard’s life is aptly titled “Eleanor 
the Unwanted.” 

 4 Donald R. Adams, Jr., Finance and Enterprise in Early America: A Study of Stephen Girard’s 
Bank, 1812-1831 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1978), 7.  On Girard’s China trade, see 
Jonathan Goldstein, Stephen Girard’s Trade With China, 1787-1824: The Norms Versus the Profits of 
Trade (Portland, ME: MerwinAsia, 2011); and James R. Fichter, So Great a Proffit: How the East Indies 
Trade Transformed Anglo-American Capitalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 257-
264. 
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building that once housed the BUS, Stephen Girard’s Bank opened.5  Thus, Girard went 

from success as a merchant to success as a powerful banker.  Though he opened his bank 

without a corporate charter, his immense capital and political connections meant that his 

bank could operate in much the same way as the chartered banks.  This also meant that 

Girard’s private bank was highly controversial.  As Donald R. Adams, Jr. argues in his 

study on Girard’s bank, “in America, banking provides the first clear-cut example of the 

replacement of private ownership by the corporate form.”  Girard’s bank was certainly 

exceptional, as Adams notes, since it was a private institution without a corporate charter.  

However, Adams argues that Girard’s bank “served as an important link between the ... 

era of private bankers and the era of corporate banks.”  Girard’s defense of his bank 

against corporate opposition serves as an important window onto debates over corporate 

power in the early American Republic.  As historian Andrew Schocket argues, 

corporations and their growth in the early American Republic played a major role in 

fusing the politics of the state with the growing economic power of capitalism.  In 

establishing his bank, Girard proved that an individual, with sufficient capital, could exert 

immense power over the local and national political economy.6 

 Moreover, it was important that this all took shape leading up to and during the 

War of 1812.  Sometimes referred to as the second war for independence, or as a civil 

war, the War of 1812 did not accomplish nearly any of its stated goals, but set the new 

                                                 
 5 Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 14-15; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 210. 

 6 Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 5-6; Andrew M. Schocket, Founding Corporate Power in Early 
National Philadelphia (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2007), 5. Since Girard operated 
without a charter, he as an individual, took on all the liabilities that the bank incurred.  As such, the 
endeavor was risky.  Moreover, that Girard even had enough capital to establish an institution of this nature 
illustrates the exceptionality. 
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nation on its way to solidifying citizenship and defending the nation’s honor.  When the 

United States Treasury was strapped for cash to fund the war effort, Stephen Girard and 

his bank helped to defend the nation’s credit.  Leveraging his skill at securing vast sums 

of capital, Girard helped Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin in exchange for recognition 

of his private banking enterprise.  In so doing, the credit of Stephen Girard and the credit 

of the United States became codependent.  As the previous chapter demonstrated, Girard 

had been struggling with establishing his citizenship for over two decades and such 

defenses relied on bonds of household dependency.  Girard’s role in helping to finance 

the war solidified his place in the American citizenry.  It also secured Girard’s place in 

the economic elite of the early American Republic.  Therefore, it is worth investigating 

how this bond between the nation and the bank was also sustained by similar networks of 

dependencies rooted in the household.  As historian Nicole Eustace argues, “we need to 

consider it [the War of 1812] as a cultural event as much as a military one.”  And as a 

cultural event, according to Eustace, the War of 1812 wedded understandings and 

performances of nationalism and citizenship to emotional and familial bonds.  If, as 

Eustace demonstrates, “reproduction was a tool of war,” and “familial affection [was] the 

source of American patriotism,” then Stephen Girard’s financial assistance during the war 

might be illuminated along similar lines.7  Especially since Girard’s household, though it 

                                                 
 7 Adams, Finance and Enterprise,26-31; Nicole Eustace, 1812: War and the Passions of 
Patriotism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), x, 119, 196.  Scholarship on the War of 
1812 has recently expanded, see Alan Taylor, The Civil War of 1812: American Citizens, British Subjects, 
Irish Rebels, & Indian Allies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010); Paul A. Gilje, Free Trade and Sailors’ 
Rights in the War of 1812 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013).  On citizenship, see 
especially Douglas Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution: Politics and the Creation of the American 
Union, 1774-1804 (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2009).  Bradburn argues that 
Jefferson’s reelection in 1804 was a turning point in defining the citizenry since it suggested a “consensus 
about how to interpret the Constitution” [Bradburn, Citizenship Revolution, 294].  However, much of the 
1812 scholarship suggests that citizenship was further solidified by the war. 
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functioned as a family, did not fit the nuclear family ideal - a reality for many urban 

working households in the early Republic.8  Indeed, just as institutions could protect 

families, they could also protect nations. 

 Girard also played more than a small role in financing the War of 1812.  His 

involvement and its consequences for the political economy of the nineteenth-century 

United States therefore merit further attention. The War of 1812 and its aftermath are also 

often used as a starting point for the historiography of the market revolution and 

expansion of capitalism.  As historian Drew McCoy argues, the War of 1812 represented 

a recognition by Madison’s administration that a Republican political economy based on 

surplus agricultural production depended on European markets and manufactures.  

Embedded in this Republican political economy was the core tension between agriculture 

and commerce.  It was precisely this tension of the “hybrid republican vision,” between 

the virtues of working the land and the potential corruption inherent in international trade 

that wedded capitalism to the American national vision.  Charles Sellers’ sweeping 

analysis of the market revolution then takes the war as a jumping off point and identifies 

a similarly “ambiguous republicanism” at work in blending commerce and agriculture.  

Stephen Girard was a central player in these developments.9 

 This chapter therefore makes three seemingly separate, but related, points.  First, 

Girard’s exposure to his extended family, especially his nieces, convinced him of the 

important role families played in educating children to be moral, productive citizens.  

                                                 
 8 Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor, The Ties That Buy: Women and Commerce in Revolutionary America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). 

 9 Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (Chapel Hill, 
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 234-237; Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: 
Jacksonian America, 1815-1846 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 34-69. 
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Indeed, to Girard morality and productivity were nearly synonymous.  Second, Girard’s 

transition to banking and finance exposed him to the corporate form and set the stage for 

conflicts over the rights and powers of individuals and corporations in the transforming 

economy.  Third, like his struggle over citizenship, Girard’s establishment and defense of 

his bank and his role and reputation as a household head were inseparable.  In other 

words, even as Girard and his bank’s credit and capabilities grew, reputation, and 

therefore credit, remained contingent on family.10  This became more apparent when a 

second generation of Girards and a new group of apprentices and clerks filled his home. 

 

 Shortly after learning of Jean’s death in the early winter of 1803, Stephen began 

the process of settling his brother’s debts and providing for the wife and children left 

behind.  Eleanor was in Charleston, supposedly for her health though she was rumored to 

be an alcoholic and apparently left home frequently, leaving her three girls with 

neighbors.11  Stephen sent news of Jean’s death to Eleanor and included $130 for her 

support, but noted that, “nothing less than the death of my brother Jean Girard induces 

me to write you.”  He then added,  

While I lament and regret the loss of that unfortunate brother I meet with 
some consolation in thinking that he is relieved for ever of his daily 
difficulties and dissatisfaction, particularly when I represent myself with 
the death stroke which he should have received by hearing at his arrival in 
this city of your precipitate departure for South Carolina.   

                                                 
 10 Though about an earlier moment, and about the institution of print, rather than banking, Adrian 
Johns’ claim about credit being contingent on the domestic household serves as a helpful model for the 
arguments of this chapter, see Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making 
(Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1998), esp. Ch. 2, “Literary Life: The Culture and Credibility of the 
Printed Book in Early Modern London,” 58-186. 

 11 SG to Messrs. Edward Halam & Co., Dec. 15, 1803, Philadelphia, L.B. 9:21, Roll 124, Series 3, 
SGP, APS. 
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Stephen’s disdain for Eleanor was apparent as he went on to explain how he would 

handle his late brother’s estate writing,“I do not wish you to believe that the intention of 

this letter is to convey any reproach, I leave that to your conscience.”  He closed the 

letter, urging Eleanor to return home “Immediately so some arrangements may take place 

respecting those fatherless Children.”  Unfortunately, Eleanor was not quick to return and 

Stephen explained to Jean’s creditors in Connecticut that he would “provide for her 

children,” and that as administrator “there can be no doubt of the validity of my receipt.”  

It seems that Jean did not leave his estate and his family financially secure, and Eleanor’s 

penchant for spending did not help.12 

 Eleanor, however, clearly had additional plans.  While still trying to settle Jean’s 

estate into the spring of 1804, Stephen explained to her that,  

I observe you are desirous to be put in some way of business, but upon the 
whole I think that your grand object is to know what you can expect from 
me or from the estate of your late husband, in answer to this, I am sorry to 
say that I cannot give you a flattering prospect.   

 
Stephen went on to recount the circumstances of Jean’s death, explaining that he would 

support Eleanor and the girls with an allowance of $60 each month if she would cease her 

requests for a valuable plate then in Philadelphia, adding that, “my principle motive in 

securing that plate is to reserve it for your children.”  Stephen considered his offer 

generous since, “Mrs. Philips having in your absence supported your three Children for 

less than twenty dollars per month, [I] trust that you can do it much cheaper or at least as 

                                                 
 12 SG to Mrs. Eleanor Girard, Dec. 31, 1803, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 31, Roll 124, Series 3, SGP, 
APS; SG to Messrs. Edward Hallam & Co., Jan. 27, 1804, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 43, Roll 124, Series 3, 
SGP, APS; Edward Hallam & Co. to SG, Jan. 2, 1804, New London (CT), Letters Received 1804: 2, Roll 
29, Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 189.  Both Stephen and his correspondents used the 
spellings “Jean” and “John” interchangeably. 



 

156 

low as she has done it.”13  Moreover, though Stephen was willing to continue his support 

of Eleanor and the girls, he had no interest in supporting Jean’s son still in school in 

France writing, “I do not wish to have any charge of him.”14 

 Only speculation is possible as to Stephen’s motives for providing for his nieces 

but not his nephew.  Practically, Stephen certainly would have found his nieces more 

vulnerable, if only because they were wholly reliant on their irresponsible mother.  

William was doing well at Sorèze, so Stephen may have felt little need to alter the status 

quo.  However, it is possible to dig a little deeper to speculate what Stephen’s responses 

to his nieces and nephews tell us about what Stephen believed and valued in family, 

especially children.  Stephen was well-read in the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 

owned a marble bust of the enlightenment philosophe, and named his second in a series 

of four philosopher ships the Rousseau in 1801.  Best known for his Discourse on the 

Origin and Foundations of Inequality (1754) and Of the Social Contract (1762), 

Rousseau’s broader body of work, including his novels Julie (1761) and Emile, or On 

Education (1762), theorized on the role of the family and the inequalities between men 

and women.  Rousseau’s writings may better explain why Stephen was initially reluctant 

to bring his nephew, and even his nieces, to live with him.15 

                                                 
 13 Charge Estate of John Girard for Copy of Letter of Administration, Mar. 22, 1804, 
Memorandum Book 1802-1804, Roll 60, Series 3, SGP, APS; Receipt for clothing for John Girard’s 
Children, Jan. 31, 1804, Roll 208, Series 2, SGP, APS; SG to Mrs. Eleanor Girard, May 14, 1804, 
Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 138, Roll 124, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 14  SG to Mrs. Eleanor Girard, May 21, 1804, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 147, Roll 124, Series 3, SGP, 
APS. 

 15 William F. Zeil, A Catalogue of the Personal Library of Stephen Girard, 1750-1831 
(Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society, 1990); Robert D. Schwarz, The Stephen Girard 
Collection: A Selective Catalog (Philadelphia: Girard College, 1980). 
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 Rousseau argued that the root of education, love, and family was wholly the 

responsibility of women and mothers.  In Emile, Rousseau explained,  

The good constitution of children initially depends on that of their 
mothers.  The first education of men depends on the care of women. Thus 
the whole education of women ought to relate to men.  To please men, to 
be useful to them, to make herself loved and honored by them, to raise 
them when young, to care for them when grown, to counsel them, to 
console them, to make their lives agreeable and sweet - these are the duties 
of women at all times, and they ought to be taught from childhood.16   

 
Knowing Stephen’s poor opinion of Eleanor, he would be less-than-enthusiastic to take in 

her daughters who would very likely resemble their mother.  As for William, the greater 

influence of his relatives in Bordeaux due to his close proximity to them, and the new 

Napoleonic order in France that gave greater inheritance power to sons, could have been 

another deterrent to Stephen’s guardianship.17  According to political scientists 

Christopher Kelly and Eve Grace, Rousseau posited that, “family life centered around 

romantic love ... could counteract the narrow and vain selfishness fostered by modern 

life.”  In other words, key to a functioning social contract in commercial society were 

clear gender roles that provided moral models for children.  Significantly, however, 

Rousseau’s moral compass instructed readers that it was a woman’s duty to labor for the 

benefit of men.  Only with such a strong moral base, could modern capitalist society, 

tempted by greed and corruption, survive.18  Of course, Girard’s actions towards his 

                                                 
 16 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Collected Writings of Rousseau, vol. 13, Emile or On Education: 
Includes Emile and Sophie, or The Solitaries, ed. and trans. Christopher Kelly and Allan Bloom (Hanover, 
NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2010), 540. 

 17 Denise Z. Davidson and Anne Verjus, “Generational Conflict in Revolutionary France: 
Widows, Inheritance Practice, and the ‘Victory’ of Sons,” in “Centering Families in Atlantic Histories,” 
special issue, William and Mary Quarterly 70 (Apr. 2013), 399-424. 

 18 Christopher Kelly and Eve Grace, “Introduction,” in Rousseau on Women, Love, and Family 
(Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2009), xxii.  See also Christopher Kelly, ed., Rousseau on 
Philosophy, Morality, and Religion (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2007). 
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extended family cannot be wholly attributed to the influence of a single philosopher, but 

Rousseau lays a productive foundation for understanding how Girard may have 

understood the intersection of family and commerce. 

 Through 1804 and 1805, Eleanor continued to beg Stephen for more money.  She 

even blamed her “small children that is constantly wanting some thing” and have “been 

acustom’d to their little nesecerys [sic] it is hard to brake them of such habits at onse 

[sic].”  Blaming the children for her own fiscal irresponsibility, however, did not 

convince Stephen to send more money.  Frequent letters became even more desperate as 

Eleanor complained that, it was “a very cold winter” and begged “god have pitty on 

me!!”19  Eleanor even enlisted her son William to plead her case from France as the 

teenage boy explained, “I know that her affairs cannot be doing well and that she is not 

only somewhat embarrassed for means and in grief at the loss of her husband, my father, 

your brother, but also of her children.”20 It clearly angered Stephen that even with the 

monthly allowance, Eleanor could not support herself and her girls.  From Stephen’s 

vantage point, Eleanor was failing as a mother. 

 Stephen’s low opinion of Eleanor was confirmed in the summer of 1805 when the 

three girls, Antoinette, Caroline, and Henrietta, appeared on his doorstep in Philadelphia 

with no warning from their mother.  One of Stephen’s neighbors found the girls “looking 

                                                 
 19 Eleanor Girard to SG, Dec. 9, 1804, Philadelphia, Letters Received 1804: 599, Roll 32, Series 2, 
SGP, APS; Eleanor Girard to SG, Jan. 3, 1805, Letters Received 1805: 5, Roll 32, Series 2, SGP, APS; 
Eleanor Girard to SG, Jan. 6, 1805, Letters Received 1805: 13, Roll 32, Series 2, SGP, APS; Eleanor 
Girard to SG, Jan. 30, 1805, Letters Received 1805: 73, Roll 33, Series 2, SGP, APS; Eleanor Girard to SG, 
Feb. 28, 1805, Letters Received 1805: 138, Roll 33, Series 2, SGP, APS; Eleanor Girard to SG, Mar. 8, 
1805, Letters Received 1805: 162, Roll 33, Series 2, SGP, APS; Eleanor Girard to SG, Apr. 1, 1805, 
Letters Received 1805: 221, Roll 33, Series 2, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 191. 

 20 William Girard to SG, Jun. 3, 1804, Sorèze, Letters Received 1804: 260, Roll 31, Series 2, SGP, 
APS. 
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for my house.”  Stephen subsequently refused yet another of Eleanor’s requests for 

money and explained that,  

In regard to your enquiry respecting those three children for whom you 
pretend to manifest a great love, although you had the cruelty and 
inhumanity to send them to my house about six weeks ago (without giving 
me notice and on the very next day after you had received from me money 
intended for their monthly support) almost naked, having on an old 
bonnet, a white muslin frock, and a pair of shoes, without shifts, or any 
other clothing whatever ... are still in my house, under the care of Mrs. 
Mary Kenton, who is acting towards them, as a respectable woman, and a 
good mother, she generally takes them twice every sunday to her church. 

 
Stephen further warned that Eleanor would not be admitted to “my house, under any 

pretext what ever.”  Later in the same month, begging that Eleanor “not trouble me with 

your letters,” Stephen explained that the girls were well cared for, “fat, clean, and 

decently clothed.”21  Though Stephen was experienced in instructing young boys and 

men in the world of Atlantic commerce, as he had in the decades before with Martin 

Bickham, he needed to quickly learn how to be the guardian of young girls. 

 Thankfully, Girard’s new housekeeper Polly Kenton ran the Girard household 

smoothly and Jean Girard’s girls fit in seamlessly.  Polly bought the girls new clothes, 

spending nearly $200, and sent the two eldest to Reverend Andrew Benade’s Moravian 

Seminary in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.  Little Henrietta, not even ten years old at the 

time, suffered from an infection on her arm and stayed in Philadelphia under the care of 

her uncle and his housekeeper.  The same, unfortunately, could not be said for William.  

The boy died suddenly while still in France and his mother was not far behind him.  

                                                 
 21 Mrs. Garnié brought Eleanor Girard’s children..., Aug. 1, 1805, Memorandum Book 1804-1806, 
Roll 60, Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to Mrs. Eleanor Girard, Sep. 9, 1805, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 454, Roll 124, 
Series 3, SGP, APS; SG to Mrs. Eleanor Girard, Sep. 22, 1805, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 465, Roll 124, Series 
3, SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 190-192.  Though Girard refers to her as “Mrs. Mary Kenton” here, 
he is indeed referring to Polly Kenton. 
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Eleanor died alone in Pittsburgh on January 26, 1807.22  As such, Stephen became the 

permanent guardian for his nieces. 

 Meanwhile, as Girard’s trade increasingly shifted from the Atlantic ports in the 

West Indies to the Indian and Pacific, commerce on the oceans remained tense.  Writing 

to Sir Francis Baring & Co., prominent merchant-bankers in London, Girard explained 

that, “after a mature consideration, I am at a loss to know how to act in view to prevent 

my ships and cargoes from being captured and perhaps condemned.”  He continued, “I 

am one of those neutral merchants, who has ever since the year 93 strictly observed and 

complied with the laws of nations and the several Treaties of Commerce existing between 

the U. States and the belligerent powers.”23  Though this clearly drew on Girard’s 

selective memory of his mercantile strategies, he was not alone in his frustration over the 

impediments to trade.  The British continued to capture U.S. ships and impress American 

seamen through the first decade of the nineteenth century, challenging the ideals of free 

trade, and threatening U.S. sovereignty.  Americans, according to historian Paul Gilje, 

“came increasingly to espouse free market ideas and associated this meaning of ‘free 

trade’ with the heritage of the Revolution.”24  Though the meanings that ordinary 

Americans associated with “free trade” varied, and rarely lined up with how commerce 

actually functioned in the early nineteenth century, the concept of the free market, while 

long-valued, increasingly became wedded to the American national identity. 
                                                 
 22 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 192-195. 

 23 SG to Sir Francis Baring & Co., Nov. 25, 1805, Philadelphia, L.B. 9: 499, Roll 124, Series 3, 
SGP, APS.  On the Barings, see Philip Ziegler, The Sixth Great Power: A history of one of the greatest of 
all banking families, the House of Barings, 1762-1929 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988). 

 24 Gilje, Free Trade, 34.  See also McCoy, Elusive Republic; Gautham Rao, “The Creation of the 
American State: Customhouses, Law, and Commerce in the Age of Revolution” (Ph.D. diss, University of 
Chicago, 2008), 287 
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 President Thomas Jefferson’s answer to Britain’s continued belligerence was to 

use the economy as a weapon.  In 1807, Congress passed the Embargo Act, which 

attempted to halt foreign trade and in so doing, choke the British from access to markets.  

Girard was well aware of the implications of the Embargo as he explained to a Charleston 

merchant,  

Our Congress appears to be silent on the subject of the non-importation act 
which if not repealed will be in force in a few days some of our politicians 
are of opinion that the moment that law takes place it will be considered as 
an act of Hostility on the part of the United States.25   

 
Girard’s answer to his frustration over impractical neutrality and embargo was to 

continue his trade, but expand it past the Atlantic, increasingly relying on his ships, like 

the Rousseau, to bring profits back from ports in the East Indies and China. 

 Writing again to the Baring Brothers, Girard explained that, “Being desirous to 

avoid difficulties I have uniformly conducted my Commercial transactions as a strict 

neutral.”26  After some reflection, however, Girard came to believe that, though 

inconvenient, the embargo would do the necessary work to both ensure a reinstatement of 

free trade and earn the United States respect.  Writing to one of his supercargoes Edward 

George, then in Charleston, Girard explained that,  

Our political situation appears to take a serious change.  I am now fully 
convinced that the present embargo will not be taken off before the 
belligerent powers have repealed their blocading decrees and that our Flag 
will be respected by them, the plan of retaining our wealth and strength at 

                                                 
 25 Rao, “Creation of the American State”, 280-349; SG to John S. Adams, Dec. 7, 1807, 
Philadelphia, L. B. 11: 39, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS.  On the Embargo, see also Jeffrey A. Frankel, 
“The 1807-1809 Embargo Against Great Britain,” The Journal of Economic History 42 (Jun. 1982), 291-
308; Douglass C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790-1860 (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1961), 37-38; Christopher Ward, “The Commerce of East Florida during the Embargo, 
1806-1812: The Role of Amelia Island,” Florida Historical Quarterly 68 (Oct. 1989), 163. 

 26 SG to Messrs. Baring Brothers & Co., Dec. 26, 1807, Philadelphia, L.B. 11: 92, Roll 125, Series 
3, SGP, APS. 
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home is undoubtedly preferable than to be involved in a war created by 
intrigue, jealousy, ambition and tyranny. 

   
Girard’s desire for the United States to stand above the inter-imperial quarrels reflected a 

more determined allegiance to his adopted nation.  It also mirrored his household 

strategy.  When his relatives in France and Eleanor asked for money, he also retained his 

“wealth and strength at home.”27 

 Back at his home and countinghouse on Water Street, the constant flurry of 

exchange among business associates, supercargoes, apprentices, and servants continued.  

In early 1808, Girard welcomed a new apprentice, Samuel Wagner, indentured on 

February 6th.  Girard would welcome Samuel’s brother, William just a few years later.  

The younger Wagner remembered his time in Girard’s countinghouse fondly and enjoyed 

in his old age telling stories of meals shared at crowded tables and pranks among 

“mischievous” apprentices.28  With Edward George we can also see how Girard’s 

business and family lives continuously overlapped.  After returning from Charleston later 

in 1808, George’s next duty was not to serve as supercargo on another of Girard’s ships, 

but to retrieve Girard’s eldest niece, Antoinette, from school.  Girard apologized to 

Reverend Benade for Antoinette’s “improper conduct” and requested that the Seminary 

                                                 
 27 SG to Edward George, Jan 22, 1808, Philadelphia, L.B. 11: 96, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS.  

 28 William Wagner, Lectures on Life and Times of Stephen Girard, 1882, William Wagner 
lectures, Call number 89-015, Series V. Miscellaneous Lectures, Box 9, Item 109, Wagner Free Institute of 
Science, Philadelphia, PA.  On the Wagners, see John W. Jordan, ed., Colonial Families of Philadelphia 
Volume II (New York: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1911),1576-1577.  William Wagner is a 
particularly interesting member of Girard’s household.  He grew up to be a successful merchant and 
philanthropist, and like Girard had a keen interest in education and natural science.  In 1855, Wagner 
opened the Wagner Free Institute of Science, a natural history museum in North Philadelphia that is still 
dedicated to providing free education about the natural sciences.  On continued importance of family 
amidst rapid commercial change in cities, see Brian P. Luskey, On the Make: Clerks and the Quest for 
Capital in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: New York University Press, 2010), 8.  On apprentices 
as members of the household, see Johns, Nature of the Book, 114; Rorabaugh, Craft Apprentice, vii. 179. 
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“receive her sister Henrietta ... this last is about ten years old and is perfectly well of the 

white swelling in her arme [sic].”  Benade agreed and Girard sent Henrietta under the 

care of George off to Bethlehem.  George then collected Antoinette and brought the 

mischievous niece to her Aunt Jane Fenimore and then again to Mrs. Deborah Grelaud’s 

boarding school in Philadelphia.  True to his always careful accounting, Girard charged 

Jean Girard’s estate for all the associated costs.29 

 Girard’s residence and countinghouse at No. 23 Water Street in its very layout 

also encouraged the blending of domestic and commercial realms.  Located on a 

convenient stretch of Water Street, close to the action on the docks, the building served as 

both home and office.  The brick building was four stories tall, with an adjoining two 

story counting house.  In the main building, Girard’s mercantile operations, a kitchen, 

and a small back parlor occupied the first floor.  On the second floor were the formal 

front parlor and a back parlor looking out to the street and the Delaware, respectively.  

Climbing upwards, the third and fourth floors housed bedrooms.  The house was simple 

and practical, and of Philadelphia.  The young apprentice, William Wagner, remembered 

long days at work, that “very often I worked all Sunday and sometimes,  

when ships were being dispatched, all night.”  This meant, as Wagner recounted, 

“partaking of meals with the family, with all of whom I was as intimate as with my own 

relatives.”30 

                                                 
 29 SG to Rev. Andrew Benade, Sep. 12, 1808, Philadelphia, L.B. 11: 245, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, 
APS; SG to Rev. Andrew Benade, Sep. 23, 1808, Philadelphia, L.B. 11: 247, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS; 
“Charge Estate of John Girard”, Sep. 27, 1808, Memorandum Book 1807-1809, Roll 60, Series 3, SGP, 
APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 195-197. 

 30 Wick, “Stephen Girard,” 95-96; Wagner, Lectures, 6. 
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Illustration 3: Residence of the Late Stephen Girard, Water Street, Philadelphia.  William Johnson 
(1821-1907) drew this detail of ink and watercolor circa 1840.  Property of Girard College. 
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The Girard household, with its mix of characters, can serve as a sort of microcosm 

for the urban economy of early national Philadelphia.  For one thing, most of the 

individuals in Girard’s household were there as clerks or apprentices.  As historian Brian 

Luskey argues, clerks were the “faces of capitalism,” and as such, their predominantly 

white, male faces remind us of the inequalities that the spread of capitalism made wider.  

Scholarship on apprentices and clerks has identified a decline in the former institution as 

the authority of masters waned and yielded to a nineteenth-century embrace of 

individualism.  However, Girard’s household mastery preserved both of these 

institutions,  one alongside the other.31  This reflected Girard’s ability to maintain 

authority and his skill at household governance.  Girard also derived such authority from 

success in the fiscal realm.  Girard’s apprentices and clerks stayed in line for the real, 

tangible rewards of working for a successful merchant. 

 The faces of clerks and apprentices also serve as reminders of the enduring 

physical presence of actual people in a supposedly abstract capitalist marketplace.  Some 

of those other important individuals were the women in Girard’s household: Polly and 

Hannah.  These women were perhaps less visible, but no less important.  Girard almost 

never left greater Philadelphia, but individuals of his household did.  These men and 

women, girls and boys, as members of Girard’s household, were extensions of Girard 

himself.  Therefore, their actions reflected back on Girard, his reputation, and his credit.  

This was all the more important for Girard because, unlike other prominent merchants in 

                                                 
 31 Luskey, On the Make, 13-15, quote on 13; Rorabaugh, Craft Apprentice, 97. 
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Philadelphia, Girard chose not to socialize with Philadelphia’s elite.32  Just as Girard 

invested in his mercantile trade, he invested time and money in his nieces and young 

apprentices.  In many ways, then, he applied similar principles of value to personal 

relationships as he did to exchanges of capital.  This would become increasingly 

important as Girard’s wealth grew and as he began to wield it more visibly as he entered 

the realm of banking. 

 

 In late 1810, European commerce remained strained and Girard experienced great 

“anxiety to employ my ships as advantageously as possible.”33  Girard remained nervous 

into the new year and in a letter to an associate in Charleston, Girard stated that he was 

“extremely anxious” not once, but twice.  Contributing to his anxiety with this particular 

venture was that Girard felt cheated.  The captain and supercargo discovered that in the 

cargo of cotton, “they have found nineteen Bales marked IDSG containing in the middle 

cotton seeds which after being taken out did weigh 2017 lb.”  With the value of cotton 

being so obscured, Girard was not just concerned about the capital he lost, but about 

“preserving our Commercial character.”  He instructed his associate in Charleston to 

“shew [sic] no lenity to the Villain who has committed the fraud.”34  The great anxiety 

that Girard experienced was widespread in the early national economy.  This instance of 

counterfeit cotton highlights the problematics inherent in an economy perched between 
                                                 
 32 On Girard’s less-than-sociable character, see Sigmund Diamond, The Reputation of the 
American Businessman (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers,1955), 13-15; and Stephen Simpson, 
Biography of Stephen Girard, with his will affixed; Comprising an Account of his Private Life, Habits, 
Genius, and Manners... (Philadelphia: Thomas L. Bonsal, 1832). 

 33 SG to Capt. Robert Wilson, Dec. 16, 1810, Philadelphia, L.B. 12: 179, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, 
APS. 

 34 SG to John S. Adams, Jan. 14, 1811, Philadelphia, L.B. 12: 193, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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supposedly free trade and slavery, both real and rhetorical.  Laborers, both enslaved and 

free, lifted these heavy bales of cotton and surely struggled under their weight as they 

loaded merchant vessels like Girard’s.  Such laborers, like the monied men that they 

toiled under, could easily be misled about the commercial value of each heavy load.  

Such instabilities of value were at the heart of early nineteenth-century capitalism. 

 Much the same concept applied to paper money circulating in the form of bank 

notes.  Bank notes, though in an ideal world were meant to represent specie vaulted in a 

central location, were exchanged instead on unstable reputations of banks and the men 

who ran them.  As historian Jane Kamensky explains, the value of a bank note depended 

on a “dense web of local knowledge: the bank’s reputation for probity and promptness, 

the good names of its directors and debtors, the fullness of its vaults, and myriad other 

factors.”  When Girard discovered the fraudulent bales of cotton, such questions of 

representative value were still being worked out.35   

 Girard also frequently exchanged notes at discount.  Discounts were commercial 

loans in which the interest was collected up front.  An examination of his Memorandum 

book for that same month, January 1811, reveals that a third of the exchanges of paper 

operated at a discount.  Judging something at face value therefore takes on added 

meaning in this context.  The phrase “face value,” though not coined until 1851, refers 

only to the numerical amount printed on paper, but the meaning behind the phrase should 

be pushed back further.  As historian Stephen Mihm argues in his analysis of 

counterfeiting in the early national economy, “Economic history too often traffics in 
                                                 
 35 Jane Kamensky, The Exchange Artist: A Tale of High-Flying Speculation and America’s First 
Banking Collapse (New York: Viking, 2008), 16. Writing about a later moment in the American South, 
Walter Johnson analyzes similar instabilities of value.  See Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and 
Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 43-45; 
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numbers more than names.”  To understand the spread of capitalism at this moment, it 

was important to put more human faces behind fiscal values.36 

 While in the United States, merchants, bankers, shopkeepers, and artisans most 

frequently traded in paper.  However, specie, or coin, was central to trade with the East 

Indies, and in this case for Girard, specifically China.  Between his first investment in a 

China cargo in 1787 and the end of 1813, Girard had interest in twelve vessels to China, 

many of them reaping immense profits.37  Even Girard’s household displayed traces of 

the China trade.  Girard owned over 250 pieces of white and blue porcelain from Canton 

and at least two Chinese lacquer tea boxes.  Three portraits of Canton merchants (of 

which only two survive) also hung on the walls of his Water Street home. Enthusiasm for 

the China trade, especially in porcelains and textiles, was prevalent in Philadelphia and 

other merchants and shopkeepers, even the infamous Ann Carson who later would 

become famous for her attempts at inventing value, asked Girard for a $1,000 loan to 

keep her investment in Chinese imports afloat.  Girard denied Carson’s request, and in 

the following decade, desperate for capital, Carson forged Girard’s signature, 

                                                 
 36 January 1811, Memorandum Book 1809-1811, Roll 60, Series 3, SGP, APS; “Face value,” 
Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford, UK: Oxford University press, 2014); Stephen Mihm, A Nation 
of Counterfeiters: Capitalists, Con Men, and the Making of the United States (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007).  See also Michael O’Malley, Face Value: The Entwined Histories of Money and 
Race in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012).  

 On discounts, business historian Robert Wright explains, “Borrowers had to present the bills of 
exchange and promissory notes of others to the bank before getting the loan as a sort of collateral.  The 
borrower would be responsible to the bank if these securities did not produce enough to cover the loan.  
Usually, however, the notes were paid and the borrower would owe the bank nothing, having paid the 
interest at the time of discount” [Robert E. Wright, Origins of Commercial Banking in America, 1750-1800 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2001), 8, 15n54. 

 37 Fichter, So Great a Proffit, 4-5; Goldstein, Stephen Girard’s Trade with China, 101-106.  
Fichter’s intervention here is his emphasis on capital, in which he argues better explains the “great 
divergence,” or shift of the center of world trade from the east to the west.  See Kenneth Pomeranz, The 
Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2000). 
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counterfeiting $1,000 in bank notes.38  With his wealth and the awareness of it growing, 

however, Carson was not the first individual desperate for capital to target Girard. 

 Conspiring together in the spring of 1811, James Sylvanus McClean and William 

L. Graham concocted a scheme to kidnap Stephen Girard to extort money from him.  

Their plan, its downfall, the subsequent trial, and its newspaper following further 

elucidate the uncertainty of value and the importance of reputation in the capitalist 

marketplace.  The two men, having moved to Philadelphia to establish a soda 

manufactory imagined that they were owed reparations from Girard for supposedly 

suffering aboard one of his captured ships in the 1790s.  They planned that on June 13th, 

they would lure Girard from his counting house, capture him, and detain him “on board a 

vessel that should be anchored in the stream.”  McClean and Graham planned to keep 

Girard secured on the vessel “till you had written and furnished one hundred and twenty 

thousand dollars.” The plan was thwarted, however, when they requested the help of a 

third potential accomplice, Samuel Salter.39   

 Salter upon being informed of the scheme, alerted the mayor and agreed to go 

along with the plan to “unfold the whole mystery.”  Salter played along with McClean 

and Graham, exchanging letters about their scheme in an attempt to see how far the men 

would take it.  Salter learned that McClean and Graham planned to invite Girard to their 

“house for trade” and “as soon as he entered the house he was to be seized and gagged 
                                                 
 38 Susan Branson, Dangerous to Know: Women, Crime, and Notoriety in the Early Republic 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 9-10, 79, 111, 11, 119, 120, 127; Wick, “Stephen 
Girard,” 102-104; Schwarz, ed., The Stephen Girard Collection.  Branson’s account also provides a helpful 
model for this chapter.  In her analysis of Carson’s early commercial endeavors, Branson illustrates how 
women could also capitalize on an expanding commercial economy.  And like most shopkeepers and 
merchants in early national Philadelphia, the boundaries between shop and home were blurred.  

 39 A Report of the Trial, of James Sylvanus McClean, Alias J. Melville and William L. Graham, 
Before the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: printer’s name illegible, 1812). 
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and conveyed to a cellar where he was to be compelled to write a note to be sent to his 

family.”  The co-conspirators decided, “that he should be absent a week, and during the 

interval he was to be forced to draw checks for his money in the bank.”  Upon being 

alerted of the scheme by Salter and the mayor, interestingly enough, Girard himself 

agreed to cooperate.  In the trial that followed, it was noted that, “Mr. Girard was not 

afraid, and professed his readiness to go and be taken by the conspirators, in order to the 

overt development of their supposed machinations.”  However, it was then that Salter’s 

courage ran out and he did not proceed with the plan.  Subsequently, McClean and 

Graham were captured and imprisoned on the charge of conspiracy.  What transpired 

over the course of the trial of McClean, then, was significant.40 

 Coming to McClean’s defense was none other than Stephen Girard’s friend and 

legal advisor, Jared Ingersoll, who put forth the defense of not guilty by reason of 

insanity.  Ingersoll explained that, “It will not be pretended that he is either a lunatic or a 

maniac - but nevertheless so diseased in his mind as to be incapable of judgement, not a 

free agent, and consequently not liable to punishment for the commission of crimes.”  

Ingersoll provided evidence to prove McClean’s insanity, including the testimony of 

witnesses and a thorough discussion of the causes and effects of madness.  Of these 

causes, one in particular was significant to Ingersoll – the fear of poverty.  Ingersoll 

explained that, “this dread undoubtedly acts most powerfully on the mind,” and claimed 

that it was this fear of poverty that drove McClean to plan such a “wild scheme for 

obtaining money by violent and unlawful means.”  As Ingersoll narrated the various 

                                                 
 40 “Philadelphia, June 18,” The Rhode-Island American, and General Advertiser (Providence), 
Jun. 25, 1811; A Report of the Trial, of James Sylvanus McClean, 19. 
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schemes that McClean had engaged in, from steam engines to soda water factories, he 

was able to convince the court of McClean’s innocence.  A man driven to crime by his 

lack of access to capital, could be acquitted on the grounds that he was insane, and thus 

incapable of the rational thought to understand his actions.  It was in this context where, 

like in the 1780s when the Revolution and its aftermath created such a scarcity of money 

that the line between real and imagined was blurred, that again an inability to grapple 

with the changing economy led to ruin.  Now, in the 1810s, Girard had repeatedly proven 

that he was capable of judging value to calculate profit.  It was also in this context, and 

partly because of it, that Girard set out on the path to becoming a banker.41 

 The “Extraordinary” incident certainly did not detract from Girard’s rising 

reputation; indeed, as newspapers reprinted the story about the scheme and the trial, 

Girard was touted as “the wealthiest merchant” of Philadelphia who had the courage to 

go along with such a scheme in order to catch the villains.  It is also worthy of note here 

that Girard’s kidnappers seemed to view Girard’s body as a representation of his money, 

and thus as a commodity to be stolen.  Reflecting back on the previous chapter and 

Crispin’s escape adds additional layers to the kidnapping scheme.  McLean’s acquittal by 

reason of insanity was, in part, possible because it was plausibly insane to kidnap the 

white, merchant Stephen Girard.  Crispin’s status as a non-white servant, however, 

reduced him to a commodity, making a similar defense in Larelle’s case impossible.  

Moreover, though only a slight reference, it was important that they endeavored to 

                                                 
 41 A Report of the Trial, of James Sylvanus McClean, 19-22.  Jared Ingersoll (1742-1822) was a 
very prominent Philadelphia attorney.  He was a signer of the Constitution and served as the Pennsylvania 
State attorney general.  For more on Ingersoll, see Anne T. Keene, “Ingersoll, Jared, Jr.,” American 
National Biography Online (Apr. 2010), http://www.anb.org.libproxy.temple.edu/articles/07/07-
00821.html.   
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ransom Girard’s family.  This suggests, if only in a mad man’s imagination, that Girard 

had a family who valued Girard enough to pay money for his freedom.  These criminals, 

despite their irrationality, sought to extract capital out of the most valued of relationships 

– the family.42 

 

 Through the embargo and nonimportation, Girard had been trying to transfer as 

much of his European capital as possible from the Baring Brothers in London to stock in 

the United States.  As political conditions continued to worsen between the United States 

and Great Britain, Girard became more wary.  However, despite all of his attempts to 

withdraw funds, his account with the Baring Brothers continued to grow.  By the spring 

of 1811, the Bank of the United States had failed to renew its charter with Congress and 

was then trying to convince the Pennsylvania legislature to provide a charter.  Here, 

Girard saw an opportunity.  Girard needed to get as much of his capital as possible out of 

Europe.  The Bank of the United States was set to lose its charter, and therefore shares 

were selling at a bargain.  If Pennsylvania or another state legislature decided to charter 

the bank, Girard’s investment would be profitable; on the other hand, if the bank failed to 

renew its charter, Girard would also be able to liquidate his stock profitably.  Moreover, 

as fall turned to winter, war with Great Britain appeared increasingly more likely, and 

                                                 
 42 “Philadelphia, June 19, A Conspiracy,” The Virginia Patriot (Richmond, VA), Jun. 25, 1811; 
“From the Aurora of June 18,” Northern Whig (Hudson, NY), Jun. 28, 1811; “Extraordinary,” Weekly 
Visiter (Kennebunk, ME), Jun. 29, 1811; “A Conspiracy,” Hampshire Gazette (Northampton, MA), Jul. 3, 
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Girard knew that the federal treasury would need help if tensions broke out into war.   

Girard could profit from being the largest stockholder in the Bank of the United States.43 

 When Girard ultimately decided to use his BUS shares and open a private banking 

institution, the legal ramifications of family again came to the fore.  In the spring of 1811, 

something, or rather, someone, was very much in the way of Girard investing in such a 

massive institution.  In early March, Girard sought legal advice from Jared Ingersoll, the 

same attorney who would soon defend McClean, not about the bank, but concerning how 

to obtain a divorce from his wife Mary.  Mary was still confined in Pennsylvania 

Hospital, where she had been since 1790.  In his response to Girard, Ingersoll 

recommended that Girard “inquire of Mr. Benj. Morgan,” another prominent Philadelphia 

attorney, and suggested that with “certificates signed by the managers etc. at the Penna. 

Hospital proving several circumstances,” Girard might be able to use Mary’s madness as 

grounds for divorce.44  

 Scholars seeking to understand the decision-making process that Girard took in 

establishing his bank look almost exclusively at his business correspondence and his 

investment decisions.  Indeed, Donald Adams’ analysis of the origins of Girard’s bank, 

though quite thorough, traces Girard’s interest in private banking to June 1811.  Adams 

quotes a letter from Girard to the Baring Brothers in London in which Girard instructs the 

firm “to retain here the remainder of my funds which I will keep in activity by 

                                                 
 43 Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 12-15; SG to Joseph Curwen, Jan. 9, 1812, Philadelphia, L.B. 
12: 377, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 44 J. Ingersoll, Esq., to SG, Mar. 15, 1811, Philadelphia, Letters Received 1811: 499, ROLL, 
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discounting notes.”45  Girard’s inquiries concerning a divorce suggest that perhaps he was 

thinking about the consequences of his bank several months earlier. 

 On December 8, 1811, on behalf of Girard, Benjamin Morgan presented a petition 

to the state legislature for divorce.  In Pennsylvania, divorce was legal, but only on 

limited grounds and insanity was not one of them.  Therefore, Girard needed to present a 

private bill and have it pass though the state legislature to obtain his divorce.  However, 

as biographer Harry Emerson Wildes explains, “opposition developed” since “upstate 

members, it appeared, suspected Girard’s motives.”46  Therefore, Girard requested that 

Morgan, “make a favorable impression [on] ... members of the house of representatives 

and of the senate respecting the bill dissolving my marriage.”  Girard explained that,  

Having relied on the sincerity of my memorial and on the justice of my 
request I have avoided taking any steps which would in any way influence 
the opinion of the members, but as it now appears that it is necessary to 
inform some Gentlemen of the Legislature, Capt. John Cochran of the 
Northern Liberties who knows the family of Mrs. Mary Girard and has 
been in my employ for upwards of twenty five years will go in a day or 
two to Lancaster where he will be ready to answer any question.47   
 

Thus, Girard relied on the trust of Captain Cochran, the same man who had been aboard 

the brig Sally when it was captured in the Caribbean in 1794, to represent his interest in 

matters where family and business collided. 

                                                 
 45 SG to Baring Brothers, Jun. 5, 1811, Philadelphia, L.B. 12: 266, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS 
quoted in Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 12. 
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Press, 1980), 181; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 198-199 

 47 SG to Benjamin R. Morgan, Esq., Feb. 2, 1812, Philadelphia, L.B. 12: 398, Roll 125, Series 3, 
SGP, APS; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 199.  
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 Girard had been married to Mary for almost thirty-five years and for twelve of 

those years, Mary was institutionalized at Pennsylvania Hospital.  In all those years, 

Girard had plenty of time to consider and pursue divorce if he wanted, but he did not.  

Only when he was ready to invest a large fortune in a new enterprise, and when, at the 

age of sixty-one he was old enough to worry that he might die before she did, did Girard 

seek a divorce.  It is with this news, before any rumors emerged about Girard opening his 

bank, that it became clear that Girard had decided to make a major financial change.  

Unfortunately for Girard, facing mounting opposition, he agreed to add an amendment to 

the divorce bill that would establish a trust fund for Mary of $20,000.  Despite his 

attempts at lobbying, however, the bill was denied on February 14, 1812, defeated 44 to 

40.48 

                                                 
 48 “New-York, Feb. 22, 1812,” New-York Gazette & General Advertiser, Feb. 22, 1812; “The bill 
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 At the same time, Girard continued to inquire about the possibilities for a bank 

with his correspondents up and down the east coast.  Writing to an associate in New York 

in January 1812, Girard announced that the Pennsylvania Legislature decided not to grant 

“a Charter to that monied Institution.”  Girard inquired then about “an application for the 

same object” being “made to your Legislature” and requested to “Please let me know if 

any success is to be expected from that quarter so I may either keep or sell the shares 

which I own.”  By early February, however, Girard wrote to Joseph Curwen, then 

managing Girard’s financial affairs in London that, “It is pretty well understood that the 

late Bank of the United States will fail in obtaining a Charter.”  Girard added that, “If my 

information is correct there is no doubt that after making due allowance for contingencies 

&c. &c. that their Capital will not divide less than four hundred dollars per share.”  

Girard therefore instructed Curwen that, “Should you judge advantageous to invest the 

remainder of my funds that way, I leave with you to act for the best of my interest.”49 

 Still married to Mary, and with an enormous amount of stock in BUS shares, 

Girard took his next step towards opening his bank in the spring of 1812.  In the first 

week of May rumors began to circulate that Girard had purchased the former building 

that housed the BUS and dwelling next door for $115,000.  Girard’s clerk J. H. Roberjot 

cleverly tired to deflect some of the speculation writing to Girard that, “several others 

called to make enquiry, if you were going to establish a Bank.  To get ride of them I tell 

them you reserve the House for a Hospital.”  This investment made Girard’s attorney 

Jared Ingersoll uneasy.  Writing on May 5, 1812, Ingersoll warned Girard that, “if the 
                                                 
 49 SG. to William H. Thomas, Jan. 23, 1812, Philadelphia, L.B. 12: 382, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, 
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report be true that you are about to purchase the House belonging to the late Bank of the 

United States, I think it would be best to have it conveyed to some other person so as to 

avoid any claim of Dower.”50  Though enforcement of dower rights, a widow’s right to 

one-third of her deceased husband’s estate, weakened into the early nineteenth-century as 

it became increasingly difficult to ascertain stable property values in the rapidly 

expanding economy, Girard’s extraordinary wealth made any errant claims to his estate a 

mounting concern.51  Thus, Ingersoll continued to worry that Mary, still Girard’s wife, 

could lay claim to the real estate and potential profits of the bank.  

 Almost as an afterthought since he had already opened the bank, Girard wrote to 

Simon Snyder, Governor of Pennsylvania, on May 23, 1812 announcing his decision to 

open his bank: 

The unfavorable prospect of our maritime Commerce has induced me to 
appropriate some of my funds to discount negociable notes, for that 
purpose I have purchased from the Trustees of the late Bank of the United 
States, their Banking House ... situated in this City, South Third Street, 
and there intent to transact on my private account the Banking business as 
far as prudence will permit.52 

 
Girard’s decision to open the bank was a savvy one, designed to shelter as much of his 

capital as possible from (and perhaps profit from) the growing conflict between the 

United States and Great Britain.  Yet, when understood in the larger context of Girard’s 

                                                 
 50 J.H. Roberjot to SG, May 8, 1812, quoted in Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 15-16; Jared 
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family finances and that he was still unable to get a divorce, the bank was also a real risk.  

Girard was certainly aware of the credit and reputation necessary to run a successful 

private banking enterprise, writing, “In forming the establishment alluded to my principal 

object is to cultivate the confidence of my friends and fellow citizens.”53  To ensure the 

Bank’s success, Girard had to consider the reality that a private bank was tied to private, 

domestic capital. 

 Though Girard had an enormous amount of capital, commentary on his reputation 

was not always glowing.  In a letter to former president John Adams, just after Girard 

opened his bank, Dr. Benjamin Rush wrote that the character of Stephen Girard: 

is as singular as his prosperity has been extraordinary.  In the year 1793, 
he acted as a superintendent of the yellow fever hospital at Bush hill, and 
even performed many of the humble offices of a nurse for the sick.  With 
this great stock of voluntary humanity to strangers, he has lately refused to 
see a sister with several helpless children who were allured from France 
by the fame of his wealth in hopes of being assisted by him.54 

 
Nearly twenty years after the yellow fever epidemic, Girard’s heroism was remembered, 

but it was not enough to erase Girard’s dismissal of traditional family.  Perhaps Rush was 

still a sore loser – it was Girard and his more gentle treatments for yellow fever that 

garnered the respect and congratulations of Philadelphians after the epidemic as opposed 

to Rush’s “heroic” bleeding.   Despite this, even Rush could see something less-than-

honorable in the ways Girard valued family.  Girard would need to do more to rescue his 

reputation and his care towards his extended household can be understood as part of this.   
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 Girard and his bank continued to endure backlash from many angles and most of 

them tended to equate Girard the individual with Girard the bank.  Girard’s bank was a 

novel institution.  It did not have a corporate charter, which should have prevented its 

ability to issue and discount notes, but Girard with his typical creative maneuvering 

managed to sidestep such regulations.  In 1810, the Pennsylvania Assembly had passed a 

law that, “declared it to be unlawful for any unincorporated association of persons to do 

any act which an incorporated Banking Company might lawfully do.”  Yet the stipulation 

was included that, “Any individual citizen of Pennsylvania may still however, engage in 

the Business of Banking as he may in any other lawful pursuit.”  Girard and his attorneys 

argued that since Girard was the sole owner of the bank, he could operate in the same 

manner as his chartered competition.  As further protection for his new banking 

institution, Girard made a trust agreement whereby in the event of his death, the trustees, 

a group of well-known and respected businessmen, David Lenox, Robert Smith, Robert 

Waln, Joseph Ball, and George Simpson, would make sure “that all business may be 

transacted, with the like promptitude and punctuality, as it could during the life time of 

Mr. Girard.”  As such, “this arrangement ... places his business in the same secure 

foundation, in regard to the public as that of the Incorporated Banks.”55   

 In theory, discounting notes seemed to represent a more stable link between paper 

value and real commercial transactions.  As Girard was known to state, “The principle of 

banking is not to furnish capital but simply to facilitate commercial operations by 

discounting bills or notes which result from real transactions for which value has been 
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received.”56  Yet, in practice and in public opinion the link between the values printed on 

paper and the physical specie or commodity were more tenuous.  An aquatint by William 

Charles, “The Ghost of a Dollar or the Bankers Surprize” highlights this critique and 

engages in debates over the failures of representation at the heart of the expansion of 

capitalism.  In the image, “Stephen Graspall,” a caricature of Girard, is described as a 

“Banker & Shaver.”  The cartoon Girard, garbed in out-of-date fashion, exclaims with 

surprise at the image of a Spanish dollar rising out of a cloud, “Surely my eyes do not 

deceive me - It certainly must be a DOLLAR!”  The accusation here was that Girard’s 

bank did not hold enough specie in reserve to pay its holders.  Ironically, however, 

especially in the bank’s early years, Girard held far more specie in his vaults than his 

competitors.  The cartoon also referred to Girard as a “shaver,” suggesting that he 

purchased notes at discount with a higher interest rate than was legally permissible.  This 

would be accomplished by tacking on fees and commissions to the original, up front 

interest payment.  In the cartoon, then, one can poke fun at Girard, the old-fashioned 

merchant-banker, whose ruse at inventing capital was a joke.  Yet the larger message was 

the more wide-ranging shortage of specie among many banks and the resulting 

instabilities of value.57   

                                                 
 56 Stephen Girard, quoted in Wildes, Lonely Midas, 214. 
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Illustration 4: The Ghost of a Dollar or the Bankers Surprize.  William Charles (1776-1820) made this 
hand-colored aquatint circa 1813.  Courtesy, The Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana. 
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The success of Girard’s bank was also tied to international affairs.  One June 18 

1812, just a month after Girard opened his bank, President James Madison signed a 

declaration of war against Great Britain.  Tensions between Great Britain and the United 

States had mounted steadily from 1803 to 1812 out of continued failures to defend free 

trade and protect against the impressment of sailors.  The earnest, ideological 

commitment to free trade also had significant practical dimensions.  The problem, 

however, was that the United States did not have enough money to finance the war.  

Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin turned to Stephen Girard. 

 Gallatin approached Girard through the intermediary of George Simpson, the 

cashier of Girard’s bank, and requested if Girard was “disposed to make a large loan to 

the government.”  In exchange, Gallatin agreed to lobby on Girard’s behalf to ensure that 

the private bank would operate on the same footing as the chartered banks.   Gallatin 

asked Girard for a loan of $500,000.  In exchange for the loan, Girard wanted for his 

bank to be considered “on an equal footing with any one of the Banks in the City who 

have loaned the same amount.”  But, as historian Donald Adams explains, “a hitch 

quickly developed in the negotiations” since Gallatin did not agree that Girard’s bank 

could collect revenue bonds.  The agreement broke down, but this would not be the last 

time that the U.S. Treasury would turn to Girard for financial assistance.58 

 All the while, Girard continued to run his household and serve as guardian to his 

nieces.  Though this kind of guardianship is more difficult to locate in the documentary 

record, some small hints do survive.  Girard kept young Henrietta’s copy book from 
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November 1812.  The goal of the copy book, designed by James Carver, self-proclaimed 

Professor of Penmanship, was to serve as “an unerring guide to perfection in Penmanship 

- exhibiting the principles, and facilitating the attainment of that elegant and polite 

accomplishment, and relieving teachers form the labour of reiterated but indispensable 

demonstrations.”  On the odd pages, Henrietta would copy, in bold cursive, large words 

from “Animation” to “Knowledge,” one word for every letter in the alphabet.  On even 

pages, were memorable adages, like “Let prudence and moderation govern” and 

“Benevolence and humanity are amiable.”  As such the copy book operated under the 

pedagogical assumption that:  

Writing is the Key to Arts and Sciences - the register and recorder of them 
all.  It is the life and soul of Commerce and Correspondence.  It is the 
inheritance of Posterity, whereby they receive whatever is left them by 
Law, to live by - in Letter to learn - in Evidence to enjoy.  It is the Picture 
of Time, and the Rule of Futurity. 

 
This passage, common across many copy books of the era, emphasized the value of 

rational thinking as opposed to “tedious memory work.”  According to Cathy Davidson, 

copy books like this one represented a growing educational reform movement that, 

“insisted not on the value of passively learning to spell and pronounce but on the need 

both for the active production of meaning in the free play of the mind ... and for the 

active production of meaning that arises from writing out one’s own thoughts.”  The 

goals of the manual were therefore twofold.  First, by relieving teachers, presumably, 

access to such analytical skills would be expanded.  And second, with mastery of 

rational, critical thinking, children would be more productive, and efficient citizens in an 

ever more expansive commercial sphere.  Moreover, these copy books were produced 

and distributed as commodities to be bought and sold.  Their very existence was evidence  
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Illustration 5: Excerpts from Henrietta Girard’s Copy Book.  Displayed are the cover and two interior 
pages from Henrietta’s notebook, with the label on front that reads, “Henrietta Girard, her book, November 
the 4th 1812.”  Property of Girard College. 
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of the wedding of capitalism and republicanism for a new generation of consumers.  

Additionally, such values would become increasingly important to Girard as he grew 

older and considered what to do with his immense wealth.  As Girard was helping to 

build capitalism on the ground, these glimpses into his household show us how capitalism 

as a set of assumptions and beliefs about the political economy were inherited from 

generation to generation.59 

 Girard also continued in his attempts to divorce Mary.  In January 1813, amidst 

continued battles over his bank, Girard asked John Connelly to submit two more 

memorials to the state legislature, “one of which is printed and was before the House 

during the last Session the other is made by Mr. Morgan and embraces the divorce or the 

liberty to convey or devise my real Estate without being subject to the Dower of my wife 

Mary.”  Girard also enclosed “two certificates from Mr. Samuel Coates,” the doctor at 

Pennsylvania Hospital, a “Hospital Account” and other sundry documents.  Moreover, in 

closing, Girard requested that Connelly also “represent my Banking Establishment as 

your candor and friendship for me will dictate.”  Clearly, Girard knew that he was up 

against quite a lot in the 1813 session.  Later that month, however, Girard expressed his 

frustration over his repeated, failed attempts to procure a divorce, writing: 

By your esteemed favour of yesterday of observing that the success of my 
memorial to our Legislature is very doubtful.  Although I am convinced 
that your advice emanates from the best motive I have decided not to vary 
from the true meaning of my application.  If my request is to be rejected 
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My duty is to support & maintain my wife Mary during her natural life, no 
one has a right to compel me to give or leave any thing.60  

 
Girard was adamant that he would choose what to do with his money.  His defense of his 

bank operated under a similar set of assumptions.  Just as with his divorce, Girard’s bank 

experienced mounting opposition from his competitors and from the legislature.   

Girard’s financial future bound to another in marriage was troublesome. 

 In the winter of 1812-1813, the military effort was not going well.  Optimism on 

the Canadian Front was dashed when poor leadership and inadequate reinforcements 

resulted in repeated losses to the British.  Moreover, New Englanders’ distaste for “Mr. 

Madison’s War” only grew.  The poor military performance combined with political 

unrest only made it more difficult to raise funds.  Girard, facing growing opposition to his 

bank, saw this as an opportunity.  In February 1813, Congress needing a massive influx 

of funds authorized a loan for sixteen million dollars.  Gallatin turned to the nation’s most 

prominent monied men including David Parish of Philadelphia, John Jacob Astor of New 

York, and Girard.  Girard, however, would not cooperate unless his bank was put on 

equal footing with the other banks.61 

 At first, Gallatin was not prepared to meet Girard’s demands, but by March 1813, 

the loan had failed to reach its goal of sixteen million dollars and the Treasury was 

desperate.  For Girard to subscribe without complete recognition for his bank would also 

be a risky endeavor.  The other Pennsylvania Banks were actively trying to ruin Girard 
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and if notes related to the loan ended up in the rival banks, they would be able to drain 

Girard’s bank of its specie.  Girard, therefore, agreed to subscribe to the loan only if 

“funds deposited in his bank for subscriptions should remain there until needed by the 

Treasury and under no circumstances should be transferred to other banks.”  In the end, 

Girard, in concert with David Parish, managed to raise sufficient funds, $1,291,500 of 

which was his own money.62  

 Writing to William Ames, the Secretary of the Navy, Girard explained the 

agreement regarding the sixteen million dollar loan, whereby, “the payments thereof 

should be lodged in Stephen Girard’s Bank to the credit of the Treasury of the United 

States.”  In effect, Girard’s bank operated as the primary vehicle for the U.S. Treasury.  

With U.S. defense struggling in the war effort, Girard also expressed concern over the 

encroachment of the British on Philadelphia, writing that, “The situation and disposition 

of our Enemy in our Bay & River is very alarming.  I have several ships in this port with 

28 fine Swedish Guns.... I will lend them and give my services Gratis for the defense of 

our country.”  Yet, just as with the bank, even Girard’s more physical support of the war 

effort was not without a price as he concluded that such defenses would be supplied, 

“provided expenses, losses & damages are reimbursed to me.”63 

 Girard’s banking competitors did not take kindly to his bank’s elevated status 

with the U.S. Treasury.  In the spring of 1813, they stepped up their resistance to his 

private banking scheme and refused to accept Girard’s notes.  Girard complained to 

David Parish that, “I do not intend to embarrass any one of our Banks, but as they have 
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Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS. 



 

188 

agreed among themselves not to take my notes.”  The other banks, among them the Bank 

of Pennsylvania, sought to drain Girard’s bank of its specie, but Girard had a clever 

strategy of resistance.  He continued in his letter to Parish that,  

it is not reasonable to suppose that I will be so accommodating as to retain 
theirs as a Relick, and to turn out the Solid means of my Banking 
Establishment, particularly at a moment when prudence dictates, that I 
should at all times have sufficient Specie in my Bank to meet the Debts of 
that Establishment.64   

 
If the other banks would not accept his notes, instead of paying out in specie, he would 

pay out in their own notes, which the banks could not refuse.  Girard explained as much 

to William Jones, the acting Secretary of the Treasury since Albert Gallatin was sent to 

Europe to negotiate a peace.  In response to negative rumors circulating about Girard’s 

bank in Washington, Girard wrote that, “I am extremely sorry to observe that 

informations unfavorable to me have been lodged with you.”  He continued that since the 

Banks “have agreed among themselves not to receive my notes, I have judged advisable 

to exchange a part of theirs in my possession for some of the specie which they have in 

several instances drawn out of my Banking Establishment.”  Girard sought to defend his 

actions and concluded that, “I trust that time and future circumstances will point out the 

one whose conduct merits the approbation and support of his Government.”65 

 Girard did not miss an opportunity to lobby on behalf of his bank and he 

conveniently continued to use his position in securing the sixteen million dollar loan to 

his benefit.  With Parish in the capital, Girard suggested that,  
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If you have an opportunity to converse with the President of the United 
States and with the Secretary of War, please to say something respecting 
the conditions upon which you and me have taken the residue of the Loan.  
If the Funds resulting therefrom are constantly taken from my Bank to be 
lodged in others, it will seriously derange my operations particularly at a 
moment when money men who expect a new Loan is wanted, will not be 
disposed to purchase Stock from us.66   

 
On the following day, Girard reprised his requests that Parish would “endeavor to sponge 

off any unjust impressions.”67  Again, Girard demonstrated how the finances of his bank 

and the nation were intimately bound. 

 Unfortunately for the nation and for Girard, the war was not going well.  U.S. 

forces repeatedly faced embarrassing defeats and a new bank bill was likely to pass the 

Pennsylvania Legislature that would effectively make Girard’s bank illegal.  In early 

1814, the bank bill, or “An Act Regulating Banking” was put before the Pennsylvania 

Legislature that would make corporate charters necessary for all banking establishments.  

Girard immediately turned to three attorneys, two of them the same men who had helped 

Girard in his pursuit of a divorce, Benjamin Morgan, A. J. Dallas, and Jared Ingersoll.  

The three attorneys then drafted a bill concerning Banks & Bankers to be presented to the 

state legislature in defense of Girard’s bank.68 

 Girard and his legal team defended his bank on the principle of an individual’s 

right to property.  The memorial stated that the bill would “deprive him of the immediate 

enjoyment of his rights & to impair the Constitutional security of every citizen for 
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Property & credit the legitimate (although not constant) rewards of industry & integrity.”  

He believed that no corporation should have rights that an individual citizen could not 

exercise.  Girard also made sure to establish the usefulness of his bank and its 

relationships to the federal government by emphasizing his support of the “Public Loan 

of Sixteen Millions of Dollars.”  In defending his bank on the merits of individual rights, 

he further emphasized how the credit of his bank was intimately tied to his person, and by 

extension his household.  Just as Girard argued in his memorial for a divorce that he 

should not be forced to will any of his property to his wife, Girard in his memorial on 

Banks & Bankers vehemently resisted “a project, which obviously confounds things 

lawful with things unlawful.”  The language used to describe the circumstances by which 

he established the bank is also telling: 

When, therefore, the embarrassments of maritime Commerce, disposed 
your Memorialist to disengage his pecuniary Capital from that channel of 
employment & when (early in the year 1812) he had transferred to his own 
home the greatest portion of his funds, which had previously accumulated 
in the hands of European Agents, he determined upon motives of Public 
Utility as well as of private emolument to give activity to the wealth with 
which Providence had blessed a life of economy, enterprize & labor. 

 
Here, with words like “embarrassments” and by emphasizing the “Public Utility” of his 

bank, Girard united his own honor and reputation with that of the embattled nation.  In 

this passage, Girard also strategically positioned himself as a self-made man of sorts, 

drawing on the moral economy rhetoric of “economy, enterprize & labor.”  Here, Girard 

was drawing from a culture that equated masculine commercial success with economic 

independence, while simultaneously contributing to an economic system that made 

Girard’s level of success increasingly more difficult to achieve. Moreover, by using 
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“home” to describe both his nation and his bank, Girard united his household credit with 

that of his bank.69 

 Though votes were close and there was some hope that the bank bill would be 

defeated, the bill was eventually signed into law on March 21, 1814, outlawing Girard’s 

bank.  Girard, however, seemed to be above the law since the regulations against his bank 

were never enforced.   When Girard’s bank was listed as illegal in Harrisburg, Girard 

complained to the Governor.  “Knowing your friendly disposition towards that class of 

your Citizens, whose conduct merits the approbation and protection of Government,” 

Girard explained,  

I take the liberty to inform you that although I have complied with the 
Law passed by the Legislature of the State on the Subject of Private 
Bankers, yet I had the mortification to observe my name at the head of 
several other published as an unlawful Bank at the Seat of Government.   

 
After some negotiation Girard’s bank was removed from the list and his bank continued 

to operate out of Philadelphia.  Clearly, Girard’s determination, political connections and 

his elevated reputation meant that in practice, he could do with his capital whatever he 

wished.70 

                                                 
 69 To the Senate and House of Representatives of the General Assembly of Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania, The Memorial & Remonstrance of Stephen Girard of the city of Philadelphia, Merchant & 
Banker, Jan. 11, 1814, Philadelphia, L.B. 13: 122, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS; Adams, Finance and 
Enterprise, 40-42; Dana D. Nelson, National Manhood: Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity 
of White Men (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998).  On the rhetoric of moral economy and the 
virtues of “enterprise,” see Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1991), esp. ch. 18. “The Celebration of Commerce,” 325-347.  Problematic in Wood’s analysis is 
his commitment to the belief in capitalism as a democratizing system.  This chapter does not agree with 
Wood’s statement that, “Interest and moneymaking after all were egalitarian and democratic” [Wood, 
Radicalism, 337].  However, this is not to say that the economic culture that Wood describes did not exist 
or have a powerful hold on the American imagination.  Indeed, this was what Girard was capitalizing 
on.Girard’s anti-corporate arguments will be especially significant and ironic when discussed in the context 
of the court battles over Girard’s will in Chapter 6.   

 70 “[Stephen Girard],” Lancaster Journal (Lancaster, PA), Jan. 21, 1814; Adams, Finance and 
Enterprise, 43; SG to Simon Snyder, Esq., Governor of the State of Pennsylvania, Feb. 12, 1815, 
Philadelphia, L.B. 13: 265, Roll 125, Series 3, SGP, APS; Adams, Finance and Enterprise, 43. 
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 The end of the War of 1812 came with a similar strain of strategic denial as 

Americans, despite largely ineffectual negotiations, accepted a peace that accomplished 

almost nothing.  Negotiators, including Albert Gallatin, signed a formal peace treaty with 

Britain in Ghent on December 24, 1814.  The Treaty of Ghent returned U.S. territorial 

borders to their prewar conditions, made no formal agreement forbidding naval 

impressment, and failed to establish a free trade agreement.  However, as many historians 

argue, American’s won the war in their own collective memory.  As historian Paul Gilje 

explains, President Madison effectively lied to the American public about the nation’s 

triumph and as historian Nicole Eustace notes, Americans celebrated their collective 

strength at defending their national family.71  

 For his part, over the course of the war Girard had established himself as the 

nation’s premier financier and his involvement in the nation’s banks was far from over.  

With an end to the war, Girard led investors in the creation of the Second Bank of the 

United States.  It is therefore not an overstatement to say that Girard fundamentally 

reshaped the financial landscape of the early American Republic.72  

 

 On September 13th, 1815, Girard’s marriage came to an end, not through divorce, 

but with Mary’s death.  After thirty-eight years of marriage, twenty-five of which Mary 

was confined within the walls of Pennsylvania Hospital, Stephen buried Mary in the 

north lawn in front of the hospital.  Upon her death, Girard donated $2,000 to the 

Hospital.  Girard’s apprentice William Wagner reported in his old age that he “shall 

                                                 
 71 Gilje, Free Trade, 256-261, 279-287; Eustace, 1812, 215-220. 

 72 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 220-224. 
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never forget her funeral.”  The funeral was held on the afternoon of September 15th; 

Girard, his family including his nieces, and several neighbors were in attendance.  

Wagner wrote that, “All the family were present, myself among the number.  When Mr. 

Girard, usually passionless and immovable, stepped forward, filled with emotion, and 

kissed his dear wife for the last time, it was truly affecting.”73 

 Where one marriage ended, the marriages of Girard’s nieces were just beginning.  

In 1814, Girard’s oldest niece, Antoinette married John Hemphill of Wilmington, 

Delaware.  While under Girard’s guardianship, Antoinette had a taste for fine clothing, 

spending over $600 in 1813 and 1814.  Girard did not provide a dowry or any funds for 

the two to marry, but he did gift the bride and groom a case of claret.  For his favorite 

niece, Henrietta, Girard provided for a far more elaborate wedding and mate.  Girard 

matched Henrietta up with Henry Lallemand, a decorated French soldier.  In attendance 

at Henrietta and Lallemand’s wedding on October 28, 1817 were important dignitaries, 

including Joseph Bonaparte.  Girard spent a small fortune on the wedding, including at 

least $360 for the three nieces given throughout October and a comparative bargain of 

$13.25 on a wedding cake.74 

 Just as he always had done, Girard did was he wanted with his money.  He 

invested in the education of his nieces and he nurtured the capital in the vaults of his 

bank.  As he grew older, Girard continued his commitment to children and education.  

                                                 
 73 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 199-200; Thomas G. Morton, The History of Pennsylvania Hospital, 
1751-1895 (Philadelphia: Times Printing House, 1895), 138-139; Maneuvre’s Two Carriages..., Sep. 15, 
1815, Memorandum Book 1815-1816, Roll 61, Series 3, SGP, APS; Wagner, Lectures; Paid the 
Pennsylvania Hospital..., Sep. 27, 1815, Memorandum Book 1815-1816, Roll 61, Series 3, SGP, APS. 

 74 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 244-249; Receipt for clothing for Miss Antoinette Girard, 1813-1814, 
Bills & Receipts, Roll 208, Series 2, SGP, APS; October 1817, Memorandum Book 1817-1819, Roll 61, 
Series 3, SGP, APS. 
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This is important because it showed a significant concern on the part of Girard 

concerning the next generation.  Girard also put what he learned about institutional 

finance over the years of his involvement in benevolent institutions into practice when he 

opened his bank. 

 Girard’s defense of his bank also provides a compelling example of how, at its 

origins, capitalism was about breaking the rules.  After the passage of the bank bill, 

Girard’s bank was illegal, but that did not halt its operations.  Girard’s support of the U.S. 

Treasury tied his bank’s fate to the fate of the nation, in effect making it too big and too 

important to fail.  Girard also broke the rules when it came to family.  His attempt to 

expand the definition of grounds for divorce, though it did not pass, showed how Girard 

tried to push the public boundaries of supposedly private realms as well.  Therefore, 

reputation, both private and public, worked in mixed ways for Stephen Girard.  His 

financial reputation and the confidence that other men, and the nation itself, put in him 

through investment led to economic success.  Much of his more positive public reputation 

was also derived from his benevolence and philanthropy.  However, though his role as a 

household head had helped him secure citizenship years before, his negative reputation as 

a family man, especially as a husband, depleted much of the social capital he 

accumulated through benevolence.  The bottom line for Girard, however, was that access 

to capital was the means to authority and independence. 
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CHAPTER 6 
GIRARD COLLEGE AS INSTITUTIONAL FAMILY: CORPORATE 

PHILANTHROPY & THE TRIUMPH OF CAPITAL 
 

 
 As Stephen Girard grew older, into his seventies, his wealth continued to 

multiply.  His bank maintained its regular business and he invested in new corporate 

ventures, including coal, canals, and railroads in western Pennsylvania.  Girard’s 

household also changed, as it always had, into the 1820s.  In 1827, Polly Kenton retired 

after serving as Girard’s housekeeper for over twenty years.  Polly’s niece, Emeline 

Kenton, who had been a frequent visitor in Girard’s home throughout her youth, was 

Polly’s replacement.  However, shortly thereafter, Emeline married Richard Taylor, a sea 

captain who had worked for Girard.  Emeline’s replacement as housekeeper was Taylor’s 

aunt, Jane Taylor.  Taylor would remain by Girard’s side until his death.  Thus, until the 

end, Girard’s household continued to reflect the blending of productive labor with 

extended family.1 

 In his home and business lives, Girard valued labor.  It was stated widely that, 

“Mr. Girard was never idle, but was, emphatically, a man of business.”  It was even 

reported about a month before his death that, “when death comes for me, he will find me 

busy unless I am asleep in bed.”2  Girard detested idleness and with this in mind he began 

to consider what to do with his financial legacy.  He was adamant that no individual 

would become wealthy from his inheritance.  Girard’s will, which he began to consider 

and then draft at the end of the 1820s, was a testament to this position.  Wills and 
                                                 
 1 George Wilson, Stephen Girard: America’s First Tycoon (Conshohocken, PA: Combined 
Publishing, 1995), 314-317. 

 2 “Stephen Girard,” Hampshire Gazette (Northampton, MA), Feb. 1, 1832; Wilson, Stephen 
Girard, 307. 
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inheritances tell us a lot about what individuals and societies value.  Most individuals 

bequeath their fortunes to family and how they divide an inheritance among relatives 

reflects to a certain extent who and what those individuals value.  Inheritance law also 

reflects the broader set of rules and assumptions that guided individuals as they wrote 

wills.3  As previous chapters have demonstrated, however, Girard operated with a 

different set of values.  Girard’s will and its legacy, which divided an estate of roughly 

seven million dollars, was the culmination of his free market family.  

 This chapter will analyze Girard’s will in two parts.  First, it will discuss the will 

itself in its original context.  Examining who and what Girard valued enough to include in 

his will sheds light on both his valuation of family and his gendered prioritization of 

labor.  Girard overwhelmingly gave his money to women; of the twenty-three individuals 

mentioned by name in the will to receive either a lump sum or an annuity, twenty of them 

were women.  Indeed, of the $141,000 bequeathed to individuals in lump sum payments 

(not annuity), $125,000 was to women.  If the figures for annuities are included, the ratio 

in favor of women only becomes more pronounced.  This reflects the significant roles 

that women played in Girard’s household during his life and, when paired with Girard’s 

views on work, seems to suggest that Girard felt these women were more in need of his 

money.  Girard did not want to give large sums of money to boys and men because he felt 

this could hamper their productivity.  His bequests to women indicate that this was not a 

                                                 
 3 On inheritance in the early American republic, see Carole Shammas, Marylynn Salmon, and 
Michel Dahlin, Inheritance in America From Colonial Times to the Present (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1987).  This chapter is also largely influenced by Morton J. Horwitz, The Transformation 
of American Law, 1780-1860 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977).  Horwitz effectively 
demonstrates how law and changes in the law can be understood as symptoms or reactions to changes in 
the economy.   
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concern for women and girls.  In some ways this reflects an important valuation of 

women’s reproductive labor, but at the same time it denied women the role of producer.  

 The establishment of Girard College for young orphan boys, discussed at length 

in the chapter, reflected a similar preference for the productive powers of capital through 

philanthropic education.  By stipulating that the college was for “poor, white, orphan 

boys” Girard further defined the qualities of productive citizens in the early American 

Republic along racial lines. 

 The second part of this chapter will discuss and analyze the much longer legacy of 

the will, culminating in the Supreme Court case – Vidal et al. v. Mayor, Alderman, and 

Citizens of Philadelphia (1844) – and a Louisiana State case – Girard et al. v. City of 

New Orleans et al. (1847).  Girard’s relatives in France were displeased with what they 

felt was a will that robbed them of their rightful inheritance.  The subsequent court cases 

and the reigning opinion of Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story set important precedent 

for corporate trusts in early U.S. law.  These legal decisions would influence debates 

about the role of corporations and the relationship between institutions and the family 

through the twenty-first century.4 

 

                                                 
 4 Will of Stephen Girard, SGP, APS.  This analysis of the Supreme Court opinion relies heavily on 
Robert A. Ferguson, “Charity in the City of Brotherly Love,” in Reading the Early Republic (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 234-253.  On capitalism, inheritance, and gender, see Shammas, 
Salmon, and Dahlin, Inheritance in America.  Though Shammas, Salmon and Dahlin do trace a shift 
towards greater equity in inheritance between the genders (between sons and daughters) through the 
nineteenth-century, their analysis jumps rather dramatically from 1790 to 1890.  Moreover, they do note 
that wealthier testators tended to preserve some of the inequality of the previous century by bequeathing 
more to sons. Girard’s death in 1831 therefore provides a particularly interesting moment where 
understandings about gender and inheritance were in flux.  Indeed, Pennsylvania passed its first statute that 
gave separate, though still limited, property rights to women in 1832 [Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, 
Inheritance in America, 89, 108].   
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 On Christmas Eve 1830, eighty-year-old Stephen Girard was going about his 

business, walking the streets of Philadelphia, just a couple blocks away from his bank, 

when he was struck by a wagon at the corner of Second and Market Streets.  The old man 

was thrown to the ground and the wheel of the “wagon came in contact with his head, 

lacerating one of his ears, and causing some other injury.”  Witnesses who rushed to help 

found that, “The flow of blood at the time, led to an apprehension of more serious 

wounds than (we are happy to state) appeared.”5  Girard was rushed home and put to bed 

to recover, where he would spend nearly two months regaining his health.  But just a day 

after his brush with death, Girard wanted to make sure that his estate was in order.  He 

called together witnesses on December 25, 1830 to review his will, drafted earlier that 

year, and sign off on the document.  Girard had big plans for his estate; he did not want 

the will to have any weaknesses that would merit a challenge.6 

 Stephen Girard’s will is a testament to his calculating and controlling character.  

The approximately seven million dollar fortune was divided in bequests laid out in 

twenty-six sections.  Added to the original thirty-five page long will were four additional 

pages of codicils, making the entire document a total of thirty-nine pages, meticulously 

written in attorney William J. Duane’s neat and exacting pen.  William J. Duane was son 

of William Duane, editor of the Aurora and political leader in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century.  Girard likely knew the Duanes well through the Democratic-

Republican society and found common ground in their attitudes towards the French.  The 

younger Duane was married to Deborah Bache, a granddaughter of Benjamin Franklin, 
                                                 
 5 The Berks and Schuylkill Journal (Reading, PA), Dec. 25, 1830. 

 6 Harry Emerson Wildes, Lonely Midas: The Story of Stephen Girard (New York: Farrar & 
Rinehart, Inc. 1943); 288-289; Will of Stephen Girard. 
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and had joined the Philadelphia bar in 1810.  In choosing William J. Duane to write his 

will, Girard trusted the weight and influence of this powerful founding family.7 

 Girard’s choice of Duane is not surprising as the two shared many beliefs about 

the effects of imprudent speculation and the dangers of privilege.  As chairman of the 

Committee on the Public Distress in the wake of the Panic of 1819, Duane reported that, 

“the inclination of a large part of the people, created by past prosperity, to live by 

speculation and not by labour, was greatly increased a spirit in all respects akin to 

gambling prevailed, a fictitious value was given to all descriptions of property.”  The 

report sounded much like the grumblings of Jean Girard from decades earlier, 

complaining of his brother’s risk taking.  However, as historian Ann Fabian argues, early-

nineteenth-century Americans experienced “moral confusion” over gambling, 

increasingly demonizing methods of speculation and risky investment that had 

characterized the emergence of capitalism just a few decades earlier.  For Girard, the 

difference in the 1820s was that he was a millionaire, and through his generous 

investments in the War of 1812, he and his methods seemed above reproach.  Duane’s 

support of General Andrew Jackson in the Election of 1828 as a member of the 

Democratic Committee of Correspondence for Philadelphia further demonstrated how in 

line Duane was with Girard’s belief in hard work and distaste for wealth acquired through 

inheritance.  One letter of the committee targeted supporters of John Quincy Adams by 

echoing growing populist sentiment, exclaiming, “are not the mutability of fortune, and 

the absence of hereditary privilege, among the happy characteristics of this country - 

                                                 
 7 Will of Stephen Girard; Russell Duane and Daniel Webster, “Who Wrote Stephen Girard’s 
Will?” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 54 (1930), 4-8; Sean Wilentz, The Rise of 
American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2005), 62, 81, 105-107. 
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checking the arrogance of some men and arousing the energies of others?”  Girard and 

Duane therefore applied their shared beliefs in the virtues of hard work and honest wealth 

to the will.8 

 After spending years battling with his family from Bordeaux, supporting them but 

refusing to send as much money as they hoped, Girard had reason to be concerned about 

what would happen to his fortune when he died.  In their discussions about the will, 

Duane remembered Girard’s determined assertion that, “No man shall be a gentleman on 

my money.” And that even if he had a son of his own, “If I should leave him twenty 

thousand dollars he would be lazy or turn a gambler.”  This attitude is not surprising, 

looking back on how Girard ran his household.  The people that Girard chose to surround 

himself with were there to work.  It was this productive labor that Girard valued the most.  

Girard and Duane met for months in deep discussions about what to do to ensure that 

Girard’s fortune was spent in a way that reflected this central value.  Ultimately, Girard 

and Duane decided that the majority of his estate would go to the City of Philadelphia to 

build a school for orphans.  The two men spent three full weeks composing the detailed 

document, which was completed on February 16, 1830.9 

                                                 
 8 William J. Duane, Biographical Memoir of William J. Duane (Philadelphia: Claxton, Remson & 
Haffelfinger, 1868), 14-15, 16-17, 23-25; Ann Fabian, Card Sharps, Dream Books & Bucket Shops: 
Gambling in 19th-Century America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990), 7.  Interestingly, Duane 
would later become Secretary of the Treasury under President Jackson in which position Duane would 
clash with Jackson over the Second Bank of the United States, an institution that Girard supported.  For 
more on Jackson and honor, reputation, and self-made ethos, see Andrew Burstein, The Passions of Andrew 
Jackson (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 48; and Lawrence Frederick Kohl, The Politics of 
Individualism: Parties and the American Character in the Jacksonian Era (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 1989), 23, 41, 157.   

 9 Duane and Webster, “Who Wrote Stephen Girard’s Will?”, 14-15; Duane, Biographical Memoir, 
22. 
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 Over the year following the accident, Girard’s health deteriorated.  He continued 

to work and made modifications to the will as he acquired more property.  But when an 

influenza outbreak struck Philadelphia in December 1831, Girard fell ill.  On the 

afternoon of Monday, December 26, 1831, Stephen Girard succumbed to his illness.  At 

Girard’s deathbed was Duane, who reported that Girard’s last words asked Duane about 

the health of his family.  Newspapers were quick to report on the death, but also quick to 

speculate on what would become of Girard’s great fortune.  One paper confirmed the 

death of Girard and within the same sentence, without a reflection on any details of his 

life, commented that, “we shall of course, ere long, hear how he has disposed of his 

immense wealth” and explained that, “Conjecture has often exhausted itself in attemps 

[sic] to divine how he would, by will, dispose of his immense property, having no 

immediate descendants.”  The nation and Girard’s distant heirs in Bordeaux waited in 

suspense to learn of how they would profit from the death.  “Doubtless, some particular 

and authentic account will be given of his interesting life,” another account reflected, 

explaining that this was, “an instance, scarcely to be paralleled, of a gradual progress 

from humble poverty to princely opulence, by the efforts of a single individual, endowed 

with those faculties and dispositions which, in trade, turn the favor of Fortune to the 

largest account.”  Stories quickly multiplied about Girard and his accomplishments, 

describing him as “probably the richest merchant in the world” and noting his age 

anywhere from eighty-one to ninety-eight.  Some even attributed to Girard the “touch of 

Midas [where] everything was turned into gold; and fruits, flowers, vegetables, ships, 

houses, lots, Bank, and all, contributed in the end to pour millions in his lap.”  Of course, 

Girard never experienced real poverty, and though he amassed a great fortune, he was 
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celebrated for his frugality.  With that, the myths of Stephen Girard as a self-made and 

“celebrated capitalist” began to emerge.10 

 The public, and Girard’s nephew Auguste Girard, son of Stephen’s brother 

Etienne, who happened to be in Philadelphia at the time of Stephen’s death, were anxious 

to learn of the contents of the will.  Auguste, fueled by greed as one of Girard’s few 

living male relatives, insisted that the will be read before the funeral.  On the clear, 

“though severely cold” morning of December 30, 1831, the funeral procession included a 

disgruntled nephew, three mourning nieces, numerous friends and dignitaries, along with 

curious passersby as they all accompanied Girard’s body to the Holy Trinity Catholic 

Church at Sixth and Spruce streets, where Girard was buried.  City residents were even 

asked to “close their windows at least from the hours of ten to twelve o’clock as a 

testimony of gratitude and respect to the memory of their liberal benefactor.”  These 

grieving citizens did not yet know how liberal a benefactor Girard was to their city.11 

 Just six days later, on January 5, 1832, it was announced that for the information 

of the citizens of Philadelphia, “The Messrs. Desilvers are about to publish at once a 

faithful copy of the Will of the late Stephen Girard.”  Papers were also quick to spread 

the news of the provisions for “the orphan academy that he has endowed with two million 

                                                 
 10 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 292; Rhode Island American and Gazette (Providence, RI), Dec. 30, 
1831; National Gazette and Literary Register (Philadelphia, PA), Dec. 29, 1831; “Stephen Girard,” Essex 
Gazette (Haverill, MA), Dec. 31, 1831; “Death of Stephen Girard,” The Farmers’ Cabinet (Amherst, NH), 
Jan. 7, 1832; Rhode Island American and Gazette (Providence, RI), Jan. 3, 1832.  On Girard as a self-made 
man, see Sigmund Diamond, The Reputation of the American Businessman (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1955), “1. Stephen Girard,” 5-22. 

 11 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 293-299; Wilson, Stephen Girard, 325-328; “The Funeral of Mr. 
Girard,” Richmond Enquirer (Richmond, VA), Jan. 5, 1832; American Daily Advertiser (Philadelphia, PA), 
Dec. 30, 1831, quoted in Wilson, Stephen Girard, 326; “Stephen Girard,” Spectator (New York, NY), Jan. 
3, 1832; “Stephen Girard,” Newburyport Herald (Newburyport, MA), Jan. 3, 1832; “Stephen Girard, Esq.” 
Eastern Argus (Portland, ME), Jan. 3, 1831. 
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of dollars.”  In the same issue, Stephen Simpson, son of Girard’s longtime cashier George 

Simpson, announced that he was preparing to publish a biography of Girard, explaining 

that, “The book will be composed of nearly four hundred pages duodecimo, and will 

contain the whole of the will of the deceased.”  Within another week, the National 

Gazette dedicated nearly an entire issue to publish the Will in its entirety for all to read.  

Acquisitive Americans could barely wait for the burial to devour information about the 

great wealth of Stephen Girard.12 

 The will itself is a fascinating reflection on who and what Girard valued most.  

The section that established the institution that would become Girard College was the 

single largest bequest and was also the most controversial.  It therefore received the most 

attention when the will was published in 1832 and subsequently has since received the 

most scholarly attention.  Girard College will be discussed at length in this chapter, but to 

fully understand what Girard was trying to do and what his will says about family and the 

economy in the early American Republic, it is necessary to examine the entire document 

and read it as the culmination of a life dedicated to mastering the making of profit.  Only 

by understanding the entire will, can one fully grasp how Stephen Girard, one of the first 

millionaires, shaped and was shaped by an expansive culture of capitalism. 

 The first section of the will, before any mention of the college or other bequests, 

provides the clearest glimpse of the household Girard created as well as the city and 

nation of which that household was a part.  In Section I, Girard gave to Pennsylvania 

Hospital, the same institution where his late wife Mary had lived out the last twenty-five 

                                                 
 12 National Gazette (Philadelphia, PA), Jan. 5, 1832; National Gazette (Philadelphia, PA), Jan. 5, 
1832; “The Will of The Late Stephen Girard,” National Gazette (Philadelphia, PA), Jan. 10, 1832. 



 

204 

years of her life, $30,000.  But that was not all.  From that sum, would be paid $200 

yearly to Hannah, who Girard described as “my black woman,” the slave and mistress of 

Stephen’s brother who had come to Philadelphia in 1784 and apparently never left.  Even 

more curious was that Girard added, in parentheses after Hannah’s name, “to whom I 

hereby give her freedom.”  As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, Hannah and her daughter 

Rosette had come to Philadelphia after the passage of the Gradual Abolition Act of 1780.  

Though Stephen freed Rosette right away, Hannah remained enslaved, but should also 

have become free after spending six months in the state.13  It’s further fascinating that in 

a twisted way, by making Pennsylvania Hospital the site of this money, Girard united 

forever the lives of two of the most significant, but least visible, women in his life: Mary 

and Hannah.   

 By 1831, Hannah would have been a much older woman (likely well into her 

sixties), and her life had been largely either erased or ignored by Girard’s meticulous 

record taking.  It was likely, as biographer Harry Emerson Wildes claimed, that Hannah 

may have frequently left Girard’s household.  Wildes speculated that, “She may have felt 

that her position as mother of Rosette, now freed by manumission and apprenticed to a 

physician, entitled her to special privilege; she began to stray from home.”  According to 

Wildes, Hannah also got herself into trouble when away, once returning pregnant and 

twice landing in jail.  In 1829, Girard was also billed for board and medical services at 

the Guardians of the Poor for “Hannah Augustine.”  The woman had spent 3 weeks and 6 

days there, for a total of $7.72.  Under normal circumstances, individuals who ended up 
                                                 
 13 Will of Stephen Girard; “An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery,” 1780, The President’s 
House in Philadelphia, accessed May 28, 2013, www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/history/gradual.htm; 
Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-1840 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 60-65. 
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at the poor house would have worked off their bill.  That Girard was charged suggests 

both the enduring connection between he and Hannah as well as the fact that Hannah was 

likely too old and too ill to work.14   

 Some, but not all, Americans reading the newspapers would also have been aware 

of Girard’s bequest to Hannah with the funds for Pennsylvania Hospital, though in 

accounts that did not print the entire will she was simply referred to as “a female slave, 

whom he sets free.”  Many newspapers, however, left Hannah out entirely and simply 

referred to the bequest to the Hospital.  To much of the public, then, Hannah was edited 

out of Girard’s will.  This not only erased Hannah from Girard’s household, but similarly 

obscured Girard’s continued involvement in slavery, which apparently trumped 

Pennsylvania emancipation laws in several ways, including in his mind in writing the 

will.  In the accounts that omitted Hannah, Americans could more easily claim Girard as 

a free market capitalist, eclipsing the unfree labor that made his success possible.  Such 

was the nature of Girard’s household and the gendered and racial economy of capitalism 

of which it was a part.15 

 By including Hannah as the first person mentioned in his will, Girard also 

presented an important valuation of women’s labor, a quality that runs through much of 

                                                 
 14 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 99; Bill for Board and Medical Expenses of a Woman, 1829, Roll 489, 
Series 2, SGP, APS.  I have not yet located the bills or receipts for the delivery or the jail bills noted in 
Wildes, likely they were before 1800 when Girard’s memorandum books more meticulously kept track of 
these charges.  

 15 “Domestic. Stephen Girard,” Richmond Enquirer (Richmond, VA), Jan. 5, 1832; “From the 
Philadelphia Gazette. the Late Stephen Girard,” New York Spectator (New York, NY), Jan. 6, 1832;  
“Philadelphia; Dec. 29, 1831,” New-Hampshire Sentinel (Keene, NH), Jan. 6, 1832; “The following Are 
among the Bequest Embraced in the Will of the Late Stephen Girard, Esq.,” Salem Gazette (Salem, MA), 
Jan. 6, 1832; The Farmers’ Cabinet (Amherst, NH), Jan. 7, 1832.  On women’s labor and capitalism, see 
Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). 
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the document.  Presumably, by including Hannah and listing her first, she was a valued 

member of Girard’s household, and yet, what did that value amount to?  Hannah was a 

slave for nearly her entire life when she should have been free.   In the shadow of the 

larger sums dedicated to more extensive improvements to Philadelphia, Hannah and, by 

association with the Hospital, Mary slowly faded away.       

 The remainder of Section I in the will, which described how the additional money 

to Pennsylvania Hospital should be spent, further highlighted Girard’s views on the labor 

of women.  Girard described that any interest remaining after the annuity for Hannah 

should be given for use of the hospital so that it would “at all times having, competent 

matrons, and a sufficient number of nurses and assistant nurses, in order not only to 

promote the purposes of the said Hospital, but to increase this last class of useful persons, 

much wanted in our city.”16  Girard left out any mention of physicians or apothecaries, 

dedicating nearly the entire first section of the will to the valuation and cultivation of 

women’s labor. 

 The following Sections II through VI set aside money for a variety of 

philanthropic causes.  Girard included bequests to the Pennsylvania Institution for the 

Deaf and Dumb, the Orphan Asylum of Philadelphia, and the Comptrollers of the Public 

Schools for the City and County of Philadelphia.  He also gave to the Mayor, Alderman, 

and Citizens of Philadelphia $10,000 for a fund to “purchase fuel, between the months of 

March and August in every year forever, and in the month of January in every year 

forever, distribute the same amongst poor white house-keepers and room-keepers, of 

good character, residing in the city of Philadelphia.”  This bequest was the first, but not 

                                                 
 16 Will of Stephen Girard. 
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the last time Girard would use race a defining factor in who could benefit from his estate.  

Girard also gave another $10,000 to the Society for the relief of poor and distressed 

Masters of Ships, their Widows and Children, an organization that he had been a part of.  

To the Masons, Girard gave $20,000.17  

 In Section VIII, Girard for the first time included a provision for education, but it 

was not for his orphan school.  Girard gave $6,000 in trust to Passyunk township, where 

he had enjoyed many of his later years at his farm house, to “purchase a suitable piece of 

ground ... and thereon erect a substantial brick building, sufficiently large for a school-

house, and the residence of a school-master, one part thereof for poor male white 

children, and the other part for poor female white children.”  Again, race served as an 

important distinction, but it appeared that Girard did find value in educating both boys 

and girls.18 

 Not until Section IX, when Girard had already given $116,000 for charitable 

institutions, did he mention any of his Bordeaux relatives.  The sums paled in comparison 

to what they were expecting.  Girard gave the property he had inherited from his father in 

Rue Ramouet aux Chartrons to his brother Etienne and niece Françoise Fénelon 

(mistakenly listed as Victoire in the will).  He then gave $5,000 each to all of his relatives 

from Bordeaux.  If anything, Girard was consistent.  He was resistant to give them money 

while he was alive, and he maintained the same relatively frugal support in his death.  Of 

course, $5,000 was no small amount of money in 1832, but compared to the immense 

estate, the relatives felt that they had been shortchanged.  For all of Girard’s careful 

                                                 
 17 Will of Stephen Girard. 

 18 Will of Stephen Girard. 
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planning in the writing of his will, his denial of his Bordeaux relatives would threaten all 

of his plans.19 

 For his three nieces, daughters of his brother Jean whom Stephen raised, Girard 

was more generous.  He left each Antoinetta, Carolina and Henrietta $10,000, with an 

extra bequest of $50,000 to Antoinetta because she had a far larger family than the other 

two.  Girard also gave to Henrietta’s daughter and his goddaughter, Caroline Lallemand, 

an additional $20,000.  These larger sums are not particularly surprising. Girard remained 

very close as the girls grew into young women and he stayed involved in their lives and 

the lives of their children; they all affectionately referred to him as Uncle Stephen.  The 

structure of these bequests, and the additional money towards Antoinetta’s children, also 

suggested that Girard valued these women primarily in their role as mothers.20 

 After his nieces, the will moves on to the individuals with whom Girard spent 

most of his time and energy, those who helped run his mercantile and business ventures.  

He left to any “captains who shall be in my employment at the time of my decease ... the 

sum of Fifteen Hundred Dollars,” but only under the conditions that said captains “shall 

bring safely into that port, my ship or vessel last intrusted to him, and also that his 

conduct during the last voyage shall have been in every respect conformable to my 

instructions to him.”  Thus, even in death, Girard planned to make sure that his captains 

followed his instructions, exactly.  Similarly, Girard stipulated that all apprentices and 

                                                 
 19 Will of Stephen Girard.  According to a relative value calculator, $5,000 in 1832 would be 
worth roughly $140,000 in 2014, Samuel H. Williamson, “Seven Ways to Compute the Relative Value of a 
U.S. Dollar Amount, 1774 to present,” MeasuringWorth, 2014, 
www.measuringworth.com/uscompar/relativevalue.php. 

 20 Will of Stephen Girard; Henrietta Girard Lallomand to SG, Aug. 7, 1826, Long Branch, NJ, 
Roll 482, Series 2, SGP, APS. 
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servants still in bondage at the time of his death “who shall then be under age,” would be 

assigned “suitable masters immediately after my decease, for the remainder of their 

respective terms.”  He also gave to each of “said persons in my service” $500, but “which 

sums respectively I direct my executors safely to invest in public stock, to apply the 

interest and dividends thereof, towards the education of the several apprentices or 

servants, for whom capital is given respectively.”  The servants and apprentices would 

only receive the money, with interest, at the end of their terms of service.  Girard 

designed even these smaller bequests to guarantee that individuals needed to be deserving 

of their inheritance and the primary mode of value was through education and productive 

labor.21  

 For the women who ran Girard’s household, Girard gave annuities.  To Jane 

Taylor, his final housekeeper, Girard gave an annuity of $500; to Mrs. Hesley, his 

housekeeper at the farm in Passyunk Township, Girard gave an annuity of $500 as well.  

Girard also provided for Mrs. Hesley’s daughter.  To Mary (or Polly) Kenton, Girard was 

slightly less generous, giving her an annuity of $300.  But, Girard also included much of 

Polly’s extended family, giving identical annuities to two of her sisters.  He also did not 

leave out relatives of Jane Taylor, giving Mrs. Amelia Taylor a $300 annuity.  These last 

several women were the last individuals mentioned in Girard’s will before the larger, and 

more controversial, bequests.  In a way, then, Girard began and ended the more 

conventional portion of the will with laboring women.  He began with Hannah and ended 

with his housekeepers.  By bookending the bequests in this way, whether he was aware of 

                                                 
 21 Will of Stephen Girard. 
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it or not, Girard demonstrated the centrality of women’s labor to the success of his 

household, and by extension his career.22 

 Bequests to women in Girard’s will therefore put dollar amounts, often much 

more substantial than those dedicated to men, on women’s labor.  Women were more 

deserving of his money because they were necessary to a functioning capitalist 

household.  However, in Girard’s will, and in the nineteenth-century U.S. more broadly, 

women were also deserving of such bequests because they were, ideally, not the heads of 

those households.  These women worked hard for their families, but they were usually 

not paid for that work; therefore, they would put Girard’s money to productive use.23 

  After providing for all the individuals close to him, Girard moved on to the much 

more substantial bequests.  In addition to his property in Philadelphia, Girard owned a 

substantial plot of property in Louisiana.  Setting the stage for what was to come, Girard 

gave the entire “said real estate consisting of upwards of two hundred and eighty 

thousand arpens, or acres of land” to the Corporation of the City of New Orleans and to 

the Mayor, Aldermen, and Citizens of Philadelphia.  Girard also included several 

stipulations.  He made it clear that, “I desire, that no part of the said estate or property, or 

the slaves thereon, or their increase, shall be disposed of or sold for the term of twenty 

years from and after my deceases.”  After twenty years, “the land and improvements 

forming said settlement, the slaves thereon, or thereto belonging, and all other 

appurtenant personal property, shall be sold.”  Girard left further instructions open-ended 

such that, “the proceeds of the said sale or sales shall be applied by the said Corporation 

                                                 
 22 Will of Stephen Girard. 

 23 See Boydston, Home and Work. 
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to such uses and purposes as they shall consider most likely to promote the health and 

general prosperity of the inhabitants of the City of New Orleans.”  If anyone was mislead 

about Girard’s attitude towards slavery after his bequest to Hannah, his bequest to the 

City of New Orleans made it clear how he felt about enslaved labor.  By delaying sale of 

the land and slaves for twenty years, Girard attempted to ensure the improvement and 

thus the value of that property. This would have further implications for corporate 

property law when Girard’s Bordeaux relatives challenged the will.24 

 Then, in Section XX, Girard turned back to Philadelphia for his largest bequest.  

Girard prefaced his motivation, writing: 

I have been for a long time impressed with the importance of educating 
the poor, and of placing them, by the early cultivation of their minds, and 
the development of their moral principles, above the many temptations to 
which, through poverty and ignorance, they are exposed; and I am 
particularly desirous to provide for such a number of poor male white 
orphan children, as can be trained in one institution, a better education, as 
well as a more comfortable maintenance, than they usually receive from 
the application of the public funds; and, whereas, together with the object 
just adverted to, I have sincerely at heart the welfare of the City of 
Philadelphia, and, as a part of it, am desirous to improve the 
neighbourhood of the river Delaware, so that the health of the citizens may 
be promoted and preserved, and that the eastern part of the city may be 
made to correspond better with the interior. 
 

Perhaps Girard reflected as far back as the yellow fever epidemic in 1793, when he had 

witnessed the destruction of so many families too poor to escape the disease-ravaged city.  

At the time, Girard was especially concerned with the children made orphans by the 

epidemic.  Girard’s pairing of childhood education with health in this section also points 
                                                 
 24 Will of Stephen Girard.  This section of the Will is additionally interesting because of the 
complexities and confusion over the land grant itself.  The land that Girard referred to was part of the 
Bastrop land grant, which had changed over so many times that it became impossible to confirm the claims.  
When arguments over these claims when to court, Girard’s claim failed.  See, Paul Wallace Gates, “Private 
Land Claims in the South,” The Journal of Southern History 22 (May 1956), 183-204; and Charles A. 
Bacarisse, “Baron de Bastrop,” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 58 (Jan. 1955), 319-330. 
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to this connection.  With that, Girard gave, in trust, $2,000,000 to the City of Philadelphia 

for a school for those children.25 

 Girard was very specific about how he intended this money to be spent and left 

detailed instructions about the location, design, and functioning of the college.  He first 

intended that the college be located on a plot of land between High (now Market) and 

Chestnut streets, and Eleventh and Twelfth streets, though this location changed in a 

codicil dated June 20, 1831, to a larger, forty-five acre plot of land along Ridge Road in 

Penn Township (now in northern Philadelphia).  As for the buildings, Girard insisted that, 

“The said college shall be constructed with the most durable materials, and in the most 

permanent manner, avoiding needless ornament, and attending chiefly to the strength, 

convenience, and neatness of the whole.”  He explained that the main building must be at 

least one hundred and ten feet long by sixty feet wide, and three stories tall “each story at 

least fifteen feet high in the clear from the floor to the cornice.”  To ensure that the 

building would be as fire-proof as possible, Girard forbade the use of wood for anything 

but doors and windows.  The will continued like this, defining the location of doors and 

windows, how the windows and doors should be hung, the number and dimensions of 

rooms on each floor, and went so far as to specifically describe how in the southern entry, 

there should be a double stair-case “to be made of smooth white marble, with plain 

square edges, each step not to exceed nine inches in the rise, nor to be less than ten inches 

in the tread.” The will covered every detail of the school for eight pages, concluding the 

description of the structures with a provision for a wall to surround the entire property 

that must be “at least fourteen inches thick, and ten feet high, capped with marble and 

                                                 
 25 Will of Stephen Girard. 
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guarded with irons on the top, so as to prevent persons from getting over.”  The only 

oversight was that Girard forgot, or chose not to change, this last provision in the codicil 

about the larger property, meaning that instead of enclosing a single city block, the wall 

needed to enclose forty-five acres.26 

 

Illustration 6: Front View of Girard College.  This is part of a collection of photos taken of “Views in 
North America” taken by the Patent Talbotype process by W. & F. Langenheim.  This image is from 1849-
1850.  Property of Girard College. 
 

Girard was also clear on who should be admitted to the school and how they 

should be educated.  As previously mentioned, Girard’s college was intended for “poor 

white male orphans,” adding that they be admitted “between the age of six and ten 

years.”  They would remain and be educated until they reached “between fourteen and 

eighteen years of age.”  He gave first preference to those orphans “born in the city of 
                                                 
 26 Will of Stephen Girard. 
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Philadelphia,” but added that second preference would be given to those born in 

Pennsylvania, then to the orphans of New York, since “that being the first port on the 

continent of North America at which I arrived,” and finally to orphans from New Orleans 

because it was according to Girard, “the first port on the said continent at which I first 

traded.”27  

 Regarding instructors, Girard was also particular.  He wanted only persons “of 

established moral character, and in all cases persons shall be chosen on account of their 

merit, and not through favor or intrigue.”  Girard then added a rather controversial 

restriction that,  

no ecclesiastic, missionary, or minister of any sect whatsoever, shall ever 
hold or exercise any station or duty whatever in the said College; nor 
shall any such person ever be admitted for any purpose, or as a visitor, 
within the premises appropriated to the purposes of said college.   

 
Girard felt that such a restriction might also require further explanation.  “I do not mean 

to cast any reflection upon any sect or person whatsoever,” the will stated,  

but as there is such a multitude of sects, and such a diversity of opinion 
amongst them, I desire to keep the tender minds of the orphans ... free 
from the excitement which clashing doctrines and sectarian controversy 
are so apt to produce.   

 
No time or energy were to be spent on religious conviction or argument because Girard 

felt that such would be a waste of hours that could be spent in more productive education.  

Here, Girard valued capital over culture.  With that and a few other minor stipulations 

regarding the maintenance and running of the school, Girard detailed the plans for what 

would become Girard College.28 

                                                 
 27 Will of Stephen Girard. 

 28 Will of Stephen Girard, emphasis original. 



 

215 

 The college was not the only public improvement that Girard intended for the 

City of Philadelphia.  In Section XXII, Girard gave an additional $500,000 to the city to 

redesign and rehabilitate the banks of the Delaware.  Girard was concerned, as he had 

been through much of his life, with the health of the city and he viewed the Delaware 

waterfront as a dirty and disease-prone space.  After shepherding the city through 

epidemics, Girard saw how the waterfront seemingly encouraged disease and thus halted 

commerce.  He specified that the half million dollars should be spent “To lay out, 

regulate, curb, light and pave a passage or street on the east part of the City of 

Philadelphia, fronting the river Delaware, not less than twenty-one feet wide, and to be 

called Delaware Avenue.”  Girard also added a provision to pave Water Street; he 

intended that such improvements would “place and maintain the section of the city ... in a 

condition which will correspond better with the general cleanliness and appearance of the 

whole city, and be more consistent with the safety, health, and comfort of the citizens.”  

Girard believed that rehabilitating public space and ensuring public health in this way 

would encourage private, productive enterprise.  As art historian Dell Upton explains, 

Girard had a vision for Philadelphia’s public space that would make it a more efficient 

venue for private business.  This, united with his plan for the college, articulated a vision 

for a future Philadelphia that would be as efficient a commercial center as possible, with 

productive citizens and productive spaces.29 

 

                                                 
 29 Will of Stephen Girard; Dell Upton, Another City: Urban Life and Urban Spaces in the New 
American Republic (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 303-305. 
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 Though it was likely not Girard’s intention, the court cases that ensued over his 

will were part of and contributed to a major shift in American corporate law and practice.  

The old conception of a corporation, especially a municipal corporation like the city of 

Philadelphia, was intended to protect capital and manage governance in the service of the 

public good.  When Girard bequeathed the majority of his estate to the corporation of the 

city of Philadelphia, he did so in this vein.  Girard College and the improvements to the 

banks of the Delaware River were intended to improve the city of Philadelphia for the 

benefit of its citizens.  However, during the first third of the nineteenth century, the goals 

and structures of American corporations were undergoing drastic transformations.   

 As historian Pauline Maier demonstrates, late-eighteenth-century corporations 

faced immense resistance from a public who believed that such institutions were vestiges 

of corrupt English governance.  Philadelphia had operated under a municipal charter 

since 1701 and rechartered in 1789, but not without opposition.  A writer in 1786, warned 

Philadelphians to “Consider well, then ... before you put on this yoke.”  It is also 

important to note that the differences between public and private corporations were not 

yet clear in the early nineteenth-century.  Much of the resistance to corporations in the 

early Republic relied on arguments similar to those Girard had employed in defense of 

his Bank.  As Maier explains, many Philadelphians who opposed the new charter argued 

that, “corporations violated the sovereignty of the people by granting privileges to a 

limited number of persons separated from the community.” The eventual acceptance of 



 

217 

corporations was not linear and attitudes towards such institutions remained mixed well 

into the nineteenth century.30 

 Defenders of corporations, both municipal and business oriented, increasingly 

argued that rather than being opposed to republican ideals, corporations were ideal 

republican institutions.  Their charters were “constitution-like” and they were required to 

fulfill public functions.  Corporations also did a great job of protecting capital for private 

ends.  As historians Carole Shammas, Marylynn Salmon and Michel Dahlin argue, 

corporations in the second half of the nineteenth century served as a much better way to 

protect capital than families.  As they note, “The family was and is a rather small and 

unstable unit for the supervision of large amounts of money and labor ... Corporate forms, 

in addition to their other advantages, pointed a way out.”  Though their analysis of 

numerous probate records is impressive, the necessity to make their project manageable 

meant that Shammas, Salmon and Dahlin skipped over much of the early Republic 

period, which was precisely when the shift from “family capitalism” to corporate 

capitalism took place.  Girard’s will and the subsequent litigation provide a snapshot of 

this culture of capitalism as it took shape.31 

                                                 
 30 Pauline Maier, “The Revolutionary Origins of the American Corporation,” in “Law and Society 
in Early America,” special issue of The William and Mary Quarterly 50 (Jan. 1993), 51-84; Russell F. 
Weigley, ed., Philadelphia: A 300-Year History (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1982), 18, 26-27, 
40, 368; “Remarks on the Memorial of the Grand Jury of the City of Philadelphia, praying that the 
Legislature would grant a Charter to the said city,” Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, PA), Aug. 30, 1786.  
On the corporation of the City of Philadelphia, see also Sam Bass Warner, The Private City: Philadelphia 
in Three Periods of Its Growth (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987 [1968]).  On 
corporate transformations, see Horwitz, Transformation of American Law, 49-50; Andrew M. Schocket, 
Founding Corporate Power in Early National Philadelphia (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 2007), 6-10; Hendrik Hartog, Public Property and Private Power: The Corporation of the City of 
New York in American Law, 1730-1870 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1983). 

 31 Maier, “Revolutionary Origins,” 79-80; Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, Inheritance in America, 
213. 
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 In response to a variety of factors, not least among them a national push toward 

economic growth concomitant with the expansion of capitalism, corporations 

increasingly co-opted public will and support in the service of private profit.  While 

Stephen Girard’s Bank was a private institution, as discussed in the previous chapter, and 

the defense of his bank was steeped in anticharter doctrine, he was no stranger to the 

benefits of corporations.  For example, the Schuylkill Navigation Company was founded 

to improve transportation into western Pennsylvania while also ensuring that investors 

would profit.  Girard’s investment in that corporate enterprise in 1823 rescued it from 

near ruin, and he profited immensely, negotiating a mortgage on the entire waterway.  

His investment in the Schuylkill Navigation Company followed a similar strategy as that 

which he used when purchasing shares of the Bank of the United States.  Whether the 

institution succeeded or failed, Girard was poised to make a profit.32   Girard’s will 

recognized the power and possibilities embedded in corporate investment, but it also 

invited the still powerful anti-corporate sentiment present in the early nineteenth century.  

Girard’s Bordeaux heirs would attempt to harness this well-established anti-corporate 

sentiment to challenge the Will and inherit what their believed to be rightfully theirs. 

 Girard’s Bordeaux heirs, led by Auguste, his brother Fabricius, and Francois 

Fenelon Vidal, Girard’s sister, challenged the will primarily on the grounds that the city 

had no legal right to accept the bequest.  After Girard’s death, the city legislature met on 

March 24th and April 4th, 1832 to pass acts that would enable them to carry out Girard’s 

bequest.  The city thus made it possible to appoint officers, to hold the property in trust, 

and additionally prevented the laying of any road that might pass through the lands set 

                                                 
 32 Schocket, Founding Corporate Power, 147-148; Maier, “Revolutionary Origins.” 
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aside for the college.  The board of trustees for the college was organized in March of 

1833 and construction began.  The heirs argued that the bills passed in these meetings, 

held after Girard’s death, meant that the corporation was not fully equipped to hold the 

estate in trust.  In October 1836, the heirs filed a bill with the Circuit Court of the United 

States for the eastern district of Pennsylvania, which was dismissed on April 24, 1841.  

Girard’s heirs then appealed to the Supreme Court of the United States.33 

 Girard’s snubbed heirs then retained one of the nation’s most preeminent 

attorneys Daniel Webster to lead their complaint in the Supreme Court case that ensued.  

The defense was led by Horace Binney, who had made his name in marine insurance law 

and came out of retirement specifically to defend his late friend’s will.  Webster lodged 

the complaints of the heirs on three main points.  First, he claimed that the plan for the 

college was too uncertain and vague to be valid for a trust.  Second, Webster argued that, 

“the corporation of the city of Philadelphia is not authorized by its charter to administer 

the trusts of this legacy.”  And finally, that the provision prohibiting any religious 

instructors or clergyman on the grounds was anti-christian and therefore opposed to the 

Constitution of Pennsylvania.  Webster’s position, however, was curious because it was 

almost nearly opposite from that which he argued in Dartmouth College v. Woodward in 

                                                 
 33 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 302; Etienne Girard, Etienne Girard and Francoise Fénelon Vidal, 
citizens of France, versus the Mayor, Alderman, and citizens of Philadelphia, and others: bill in Chancery, 
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1819.  The rise of the private corporation in U.S. law is often attributed to the Dartmouth 

College Case, which defended the charter of the college against public encroachment.  

However, in the late 1830s, Webster was deep in debt after several failed speculation 

schemes and it was rumored that if Webster succeeded in his argument on behalf of 

Girard’s heirs, he would be paid a fee of $50,000.  Webster and the heirs therefore 

attempted to harness continuing anti-corporate sentiment in the pursuit of private 

capital.34 

 The case was argued over ten days in February 1844.  Because of both the 

controversial nature of the case as well as the fame of the opposing attorneys, the Girard 

Will case garnered immense public attention.  Justice Joseph Story presided over the 

court in place of Chief Justice Taney since the latter was ill.  Newspapers reported on the 

courtroom scene, describing the mahogany tables, comparing the appearances and 

characters of the attorneys, and noting that so many wanted to attend the trial that the 

“court room was crowded to suffocation” and “hundreds and hundreds went away, unable 

to obtain admittance.”  In his attack on the anti-ecclesiastical provisions for the college, 

Webster attempted to appeal to parental instincts, asking  

if there was any father present who would prefer to see his offspring thus 
thrown upon the world, with no Christian eye to watch him and no 
Christian friend to lead him by the hand, he felt sure that no mother who 
heard him would thus consent to expose her child to the temptations of the 
destroyer.   
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v. City of Philadelphia; Wildes, Lonely Midas, 303; Maurice G. Baxter, “Webster, Daniel,” American 
National Biography Online, (Feb. 2000), http://www.anb.org.libproxy.temple.edu/articles/03/03-
00525.html; Maxwell Bloomfield, “Binney, Horace,” American National Biography Online, (Feb. 2000), 
http://www.anb.org.libproxy.temple.edu/article/11/11-00064.html. 
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Another observer reported that Webster’s argument “brought the whole force of his 

gigantic intellect to bear upon the premises.”  Though Webster’s arguments garnered the 

most attention by the press, other reports explained that, “The prevailing expectation is 

that the Supreme Court will sustain Girard’s will.”  They explained that, “Binney’s rather 

lengthy argument was a most powerful position of professional cannons.  Webster’s reply 

today was only a speech, at which ladies wept, and reporters cried Amen, but only a 

speech after all.”  Again, it seems that even the famed Daniel Webster could only stake 

his attack on the corporation, which he had helped to defend in the Dartmouth College 

Case, on shaky religious grounds.35 

 Justice Story took a couple weeks to draft his opinion and when he did, the 

decision helped to further augment the power of corporations in U.S. law.  In his opinion, 

Story summarized and refuted each of the three arguments that Webster and the heirs had 

made.  On the first question, Story explained, “as it respects the capacity of the 

Corporation to take the real and personal estate ... there would not seem to be any 

reasonable ground for doubt.”  Story further explained that if a Corporation could take 

such property, it could certainly hold it in trust.  He wrote, clearly, that, “It is now held 

that where the corporation has a legal capacity to take real or personal estate, there it may 

take and hold it upon trust, in the same manner and to the same extent as a private person 

may do.”  As to the second point, that the charity was too uncertain to be able to hold the 

                                                 
 35 Warren, Supreme Court, 124-133; “The Girard Will Case,” Pennsylvania Inquirer and National 
Gazette (Philadelphia, PA), Feb. 5, 1844; “Supreme Court of the United States,” The North American And 
Daily Advertiser (Philadelphia, PA), Feb. 5, 1844; “The Girard Will Case,” The Sun (Baltimore, MD), Feb. 
6, 1844; “The Girard Will Case,” Public Ledger (Philadelphia, PA), Feb. 6, 1844; “Mr. Webster’s 
Argument in the Girard Will Case,” Public Ledger (Philadelphia, PA), Feb. 13, 1844’ “Washington, Feb. 
13th, 1844,” Public Ledger (Philadelphia, PA), Feb. 15, 1844; “[Stephen Girard; Messrs. Jones; Sergeant 
Binney; Webster; Mr. Webster],” The Daily Atlas (Boston, MA), Feb. 16, 1844; Ferguson, “Charity,” 245. 
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property in trust, Story also found in favor of the Will.  Finally, in response to the third 

question, Story similarly rejected the objection that the College was “derogatory and 

hostile to the Christian religion” and thus void.  Story found that Girard made it clear in 

the Will itself that the College was not founded on anti-Christian principles.36 

 In upholding the Will, Story was not simply establishing the law for charitable 

trusts in the United States, but he was defending the corporation as a superior vehicle for 

capital.  As literary historian Robert Ferguson argues, at the time of the Girard Will Case, 

Story was immensely concerned with the future of the Republic.  In a letter to James 

Kent, Story wondered,  

How can a Republic long continue when the People ... refuse to listen to 
the counsels of Wisdom and Experience? ... For myself, I do not believe in 
the practicability of maintaining our Republic against such fearful odds.  
The law is now and has long been our only strength but it is crumbling 
under us.   

 
Upholding Girard’s Will by defending the rights of a corporation served as a way out.  As 

Ferguson explains, “The corporation as citizen not only protected property for those 

already in possession, it also personified the whole notion of ownership at the very 

moment when property seemed to be evaporating into a commercial commodity.”  It’s 

important to remember that the decision was made after two major fiscal crises: the Panic 

of 1837 and the Panic of 1839.  Failed land speculators and an inadequate banking system 

exposed the vulnerabilities of a market economy that did not have institutional regulation.  

                                                 
 36 Joseph Story, Will of Stephen Girard: opinion of the Supreme Court of the United States, 
delivered February 27, 1844 (Philadelphia: J. Crissy, Printer, 1844), accessed at The Making of Modern 
Law (Gale, 2014), 
http://galenet.galegroup.com.libproxy.temple.edu/servelt/MOML?af=RN&ae=F101147385&srchtp=a&ste
=14; Ferguson, Charity, 248-249.  For more on Story’s decision and religion, see Sarah Barringer Gordon, 
“Law and Religion, 1790-1920,” in The Cambridge History of Law in America, Volume II: The Long 
Nineteenth-Century (1789-1920), eds. Michael Grossberg and Christopher Tomlins (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 429-430. 
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In other words, nonprofit corporations as chartered institutions could serve as a 

conservative check on speculative market economy.37 

 It is also not surprising that the Girard Will Case of 1844 said nothing about the 

provision of the Will that established the College for “white orphan boys.”  Indeed, this 

specific stipulation, along with the many others that Girard wrote into the Will, was part 

of why Story was able to reject the argument that the charity was “uncertain.”  In so 

doing, the Will and the case reconfirmed the qualities of productive citizens as white and 

male.  Legal historian Morton Horwitz identifies such structures as a part of the 

relationship between law and the market economy in the nineteenth century.  Explaining 

the transformations in contract law that reflected changing conditions in the market 

economy, Horwitz argues that, “the law had come simply to ratify those forms of 

inequality that the market system produced.”  In other words, for a corporation to have all 

the rights of a citizen, that citizen needed to be white and male.38 

 With the Supreme Court decision, Girard’s Bordeaux heirs were almost fully 

defeated, except for one last ditch effort to acquire the property in Louisiana, which 

Girard left to the Corporation of the City of New Orleans.  Relying on a similar anti-

corporate argument as they had used in the 1844 case, the heirs, led again by Vidal, 

challenged Girard’s bequest to the City of New Orleans in 1847.  In Girard et al. v. City 

of New Orleans et al. the heirs argued that the city did not have the power to inherit the 

                                                 
 37 Joseph Story to James Kent, Aug. 31, 1844, quoted in Ferguson, “Charity,” 247-248; Daniel 
Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 502-505; Jessica M. Lepler, The Many Panics of 1837: People, Politics, and the 
Creation of a Transatlantic Financial Crisis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).  For more on 
the role of philanthropy on civil society, see Kathleen D. McCarthy, American Creed: Philanthropy and the 
Rise of Civil Society, 1700-1865 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). 

 38 Horwitz, Transformation of American Law, 210. 
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land and the slaves that Girard bequeathed.  At stake here, much more explicitly than in 

the Supreme Court case, was the relationship between corporations, race and slavery.39 

 The complex blend of Spanish, French, and U.S. law in Louisiana meant that 

slaves were defined as property differently than in much of the rest of the United States.  

In most other slave states, slaves were defined as personal property, but in Louisiana 

according to the slave code of 1806, “Slaves shall always be reputed and considered real 

estates, shall be, as such, subject to be mortgaged, according to the rules prescribed by 

law, and they shall be seized and sold as real estate.”  However, defining slaves as real 

estate had implications that were brought to the fore by Girard’s will.  According to an 

1805 law as described by legal historian Thomas D. Morris, the City of New Orleans 

could only “hold, covey, and use real estate provided it was within the city limits.”   

Therefore, Morris notes, “If slaves were real estate, the city could not own them.”  

Girard’s Bordeaux heirs, therefore, sued City of New Orleans, arguing that since the city 

could not inherit the slaves, the property would revert back to them.  By binding the 

slaves to the land for twenty years, but not longer, however, Girard left the language 

ambiguous enough to ensure its success.40    

 In 1847, Girard et al. v. City of New Orleans et al. forced the issue of the 

definition of slaves as property in Louisiana.  Chief Justice George Eustis explained that, 

“there is no attempt made to attach, by a condition, the slaves to the land, or to render it 

obligatory that they should be employed on it, and in no other way.”  As such, the court 

                                                 
 39 Girard et al. v. City of New Orleans et al.,2 La. Ann. 897, 1847 LEXIS 426 (1847), LexisNexis 
Academic. 

 40 Thomas D. Morris, Southern Slavery and the Law, 1619-1860 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1996), 74-77; Girard v. City of New Orleans. 
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ruled that, “slaves are in no sense real estate; they are considered as immoveables.”  By 

defining slaves as immoveables in Louisiana law, the courts and by extension Girard’s 

will itself ensured that the City of New Orleans could own them and effectively solidified 

the condition of slaves valuable investments.  Morris’s explanation is worth quoting at 

length:  

The effect on slaves of being defined as immovables in Louisiana was 
hardly to keep them attached to plantations, or in family units, or as a 
community .... In fact, the statutory definition of a slave as a chattel 
personal, or as realty, or as an immovable did next to nothing to benefit 
the slave.  These were not moral categories, they were legal categories.   

 
This meant that not only could a corporation inherit like a person, it could also own other 

people as property.41 

 Thus, after more than a decade and a half of legal challenges, Girard’s will 

highlighted the immense power that corporations held by the end of the first half of the 

nineteenth century.  In less than fifty years, corporations had gone from being perceived 

as out-of-date holdovers of British governance to innovative institutions that not only 

protected capital, but did so in the name of American Republicanism.  As Ferguson 

claims, “The ultimate importance of Girard consists in the way that it mediated in civic 

discourse between belief in an innate American generosity and belief in a self-sustaining 

American individualism.”  But that case along with the case in Louisiana demonstrated 

how corporate capitalism reinforced the racial and gendered boundaries of who could 

benefit from such American generosity.  

 One group of individuals who clearly benefited from this victory in American 

charity law were the new students of Girard College.  The construction of the buildings 

                                                 
 41 Morris, Southern Slavery, 74-77; Girard v. City of New Orleans. 
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for the College was completed in November 1847, with a total expense of $1,933,821.78.  

On January 1, 1848, the College opened to its first class of students.  Just as Girard had 

served as master to his apprentices, training them to become successful clerks and 

merchants, Girard College became an institutional parent, instructing its students in skills 

that would make them successful in the market economy.  Moreover, as a school for 

boys, Girard College reflected and reinforced gendered notions of labor that categorized 

male labor as productive, continuing the devaluation of women’s work even as more 

women entered the wage-earning workforce.  Such hardening of both racial and gendered 

boundaries went hand in hand with the expansion of capitalism.42   

 To further demonstrate its position as Girard’s institutional family and disinherit 

Girard’s heirs by blood, the City Council along with the Board of the College and the 

Masons of the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania exhumed Girard’s body from the Catholic 

cemetery.  On September 30, 1851, Girard’s corpse was reinterred in a marble 

sarcophagus in Founder’s Hall on the College grounds.43  By making this Girard’s final 

resting place, the College claimed physical ownership of Stephen Girard and 

                                                 
 42 Thomas U. Walter, A Description of the Girard College for Orphans, Contained in a Final 
Report of the Building Committee to the Select and Common Councils of Philadelphia, A Report to the 
Building Committee (Philadelphia: Crissy & Markley, Printers, 1848), 3; Henry W. Arey, The Girard 
College and Its Founder: Containing The Biography of Mr. Girard, The History of the Institution, its 
Organization and Plan of Discipline, With the Course of Education, Forms of Admission of Pupils, 
Description of Buildings, &c. &c., and The Will of Mr. Girard (Philadelphia: C. Sherman Printer, 1854), 
35; Nina E. Lerman, “‘Preparing for the Duties and Practical Business of Life’: Technological Knowledge 
and Social Structure in Mid-19th-Century Philadelphia,” in “Gender Analysis and the History of 
Technology,” special issue of Technology and Culture 38 (Jan. 1997), 31-59; Jeanne Boydston, “The 
Woman Who Wasn’t There: Women’s Market Labor and the Transition to Capitalism in the United 
States,” in Wages of Independence: Capitalism in the Early American Republic, ed. Paul A. Gilje 
(Madison, WI: Madison House, 1997), 23-47; Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and 
Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 101-102.  On the 
“anti-democratic structure of national manhood,” see Dana D. Nelson, National Manhood: Capitalist 
Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity of White Men (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), ix. 

 43 Wildes, Lonely Midas, 304; “Local Affairs,” Public Ledger (Philadelphia, PA), Jan. 10, 1851. 
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ceremoniously celebrated their establishment as Girard’s institutional family, thus 

inheriting all the myths and realities of the free market. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 
 The business life of Stephen Girard from merchant to banker traces an arc in his 

private and public lives from traditional family to institutional family.  This arc runs 

parallel to shifts in the larger political and moral economy of the early American 

Republic.  Girard’s will shows how, in many ways, philanthropy subsidized economic 

growth and the expansion of a culture of capitalism.  There is no doubt that Girard sought 

to be philanthropic in his bequest to found Girard College and fund other improvements, 

but the legal doctrine that made the will stand was also part of a larger shift in legal 

practice, which, in the words of legal historian Morton Horwitz, “subsidized” economic 

growth.1  Both the Supreme Court Case and the Louisiana State Case demonstrated how a 

defense of the rights of public corporations to inherit property was symptomatic of a 

culture of capitalism that co-opted law in the service of capital.  As such, they also 

showed how the culture of capitalism controlled access to capital along lines of race and 

gender. 

 Put another way, one might ask: Did philanthropy make capitalism possible?  

Scholars have variously defined philanthropy as a benevolent tool for social progress and 

as “the American equivalent for socialism.”  Many recognize Americans’ mixed attitudes 

towards philanthropy and philanthropists, but also note the expectation that the wealthy 

should be generous with their money.  Historian Ashli White described the “dangers of 

philanthropy” as it was deployed to serve refugees who fled revolutionary Haiti, whereas 

                                                 
 1 Morton J. Horwitz, The Transformation of American Law, 1780-1860 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1977), 256.  See also Olivier Zunz, Making America Corporate, 1870-1920 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1990). 
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Kathleen D. McCarthy examines the ameliorative influence of philanthropy and 

volunteerism on American capitalist society.2  Philanthropy and capitalism shared an 

ambiguous place in the American imagination. 

 Girard was one of the first great capitalists and much of his credit and reputation 

through his life was tied to philanthropy.  He donated large sums of money to 

Pennsylvania Hospital; he risked his life heroically to rescue those afflicted with yellow 

fever in 1793; though there was certainly a profit motive, he effectively bailed out the 

United States Treasury to help fund the War of 1812; and the young, white, orphan boys 

of the city of Philadelphia were the benefactors of the majority of his inheritance.  

Certainly not entirely, but the philanthropic impulse, as a blending of private capital and 

public good may be considered as one component of how Americans accepted the 

inequalities that capitalism produced.   

 In each of the philanthropic scenarios presented above, Girard also contributed to 

a moral economy that produced and reproduced inequality under the guise of democracy.  

His donations to Pennsylvania Hospital, both during his life and in his will, cannot be 

divorced from the confinement of his wife Mary and his enslavement of Hannah.  While 

he tended to victims of yellow fever, he was also profiting off of the destruction of the 

Haitian Revolution and the resulting fear that hardened racial boundaries in Philadelphia 

                                                 
 2 Robert H. Bremner, American Philanthropy (2nd ed., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1988 [1960]), 2-3, 36-39; Merle Curti, “American Philanthropy and the National Character,” American 
Quarterly 10 (Winter, 1958), 436; Ashli White, Encountering Revolution: Haiti and the Making of the 
Early Republic  (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 51-86; Kathleen D. 
McCarthy, American Creed: Philanthropy and the Rise of Civil Society, 1700-1865 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 1-6.  Legal analysis gets closest to making this connection, see Ferguson, “Charity,” 
234-253; and Irvin G. Wyllie, “The Search for an American Law of Charity, 1766-1844,” The Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review 46 (Sep. 1959), 203-221; Robert A. Ferguson, “Charity in the City of Brotherly 
Love,” in Reading the Early Republic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 234-253. 
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and the United States.  While he tutored and nurtured apprentices like Martin Bickham 

and William Wagner, Girard tried to capture men like Crispin, denying commercial 

agency to those without white skin.  When Girard purchased the building of the first 

Bank of the United States he paired it with an attempt to divorce Mary to block her from 

any claim to his property.  And finally, the entirety of Girard’s will, but especially those 

sections intended for charitable purposes, clearly made race and gender central markers 

of inheritance.  In each instance, the beneficiaries of Girard’s philanthropy became 

increasingly more narrow, more white, and more male, even as they spread outward or 

down the social scale.  Girard’s philanthropy thus reveals underlying assumptions that are 

part of the belief in the moral economy of capitalism: that the pursuit of capital and profit 

is inherently good.  That is, as long as those pursuing capital and profit are white and 

male. 

 The workings of Girard’s free market family, therefore, delineate these paradoxes 

and myths that fueled the growth of capitalism in the early American Republic.  Girard 

capitalized on the fictions of the supposedly free market when he used his brother to 

smuggle and engage in speculative risk-taking in the late-eighteenth-century mercantile 

Atlantic. He similarly rationalized the irrational when he institutionalized Mary at 

Pennsylvania Hospital and held slaves like Abraham and Crispin as commodities to be 

bought and sold.3  Learning from such experiences, Girard created an alternative 

patrriarchy, its authority exercised through institutions instead of families.  After 

instructing apprentices through much of his adult life, Girard would have seen the 

                                                 
 3 On “people-commodities,” see David Waldstreicher, “Reading the Runaways: Self-Fashioning, 
Print Culture, and Confidence in Slavery in the Eighteenth-Century Mid-Atlantic,” William and Mary 
Quarterly 56 (Apr. 1999), 243-272. 
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potential in the orphan boys of Philadelphia.  He wanted to make sure that these boys 

would grow to be productive members of society, not drains on it.  Girard’s entire 

household was built on concepts of mastery and control that belied the freedom of the 

free market.   

  Family was and is central to capitalism.  This dissertation has made the case that 

household and familial relationships shaped and were shaped by decisions in the 

economic realm.  This seeks to challenge the artificiality of separate spheres at the 

historical moment at which they seemed to be moving further apart.  I therefore build on 

the work of historians like Christopher Clark, who traces the persistence of family and 

household labor in rural America through the nineteenth century.  Elizabeth Blackmar 

also found that corporations “borrowed heavily on family practices” and increasingly 

became primary sites of familial investment.4  Stephen Girard’s family was anything but 

conventional, but that such relationships were influential illustrates the power of 

intimacy, family and household when it came to making decisions regarding capital.  

 Girard’s life further emphasizes the centrality, but messiness, of the early 

American Republic.  Attitudes towards banks, corporations, paper money, specie, or 

nearly any component of political economy were constantly in a state of flux and 

disagreement.  And yet, during the eighty-one years that Stephen Girard lived, between 

1750 and 1831, a massive transformation occurred in how Americans and the western 

world viewed the global economy of capitalism and their roles within it. As Girard grew 
                                                 
 4 Christopher Clark, The Roots of Rural Capitalism: Western Massachusetts, 1780-1860 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1990); Christopher Clark, “The Agrarian Context of American Capitalist 
Development,” in Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation of Nineteenth-Century America, 
ed. Michael Zakim and Gary J. Kornblith (Chicago: Univeristy of Chicago Press, 2012), 13-37; Elizabeth 
Blackmar, “Inheriting Property and Debt: From Family Security to Corporate Accumulation,” in 
Capitalism Takes Command, 93-117. 
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older, year after year, his strategies though seemingly contradictory were often quite 

consistent.  This was fairly remarkable since the expansion of a culture of capitalism was 

anything but linear, despite longstanding myths to the contrary.  Stephen Girard’s life 

forces us to continually reexamine the consequences of the myths of capitalism that 

remain evident today.5  

                                                 
 5 On periodization and theoretical definitions as less central to the current state of the field, see 
Seth Rockman, “What Makes the History of Capitalism Newsworthy?” forthcoming in the Journal of the 
Early Republic. 
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