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“A Merchant’s College”

The board of trustees of King’s College (1754-1784), initially titled the Board of Governors
and later renamed the Corporation of the College, consisted of a veritable “who’s who” of colonial
New York City’s top merchants. Trustees including John and Henry Cruger, John Watts, and John
Livingston were drawn from some of the colony’s wealthiest and most powerful families. For this
reason, historian Craig Wilder has aptly described King’s as “a merchant’s college.”! Membership
on the board meant access to considerable financial opportunities; at times, the trustees used the
College’s treasury as their own private bank and even went so far as to give themselves preferen-
tial lines of credit from the College’s funds.? Intermarriage between elite families ensured further
concentration of mercantile influence on the board: James Duane, another King’s trustee, was a
member of the extended Livingston family via his 1759 marriage to Robert Livingston’s daughter
Mary.? John Watts was aligned with the powerful DeLancey family (also well-represented on the
board) through marriage.* In short, the board of Kings’s College provided a mechanism for colo-
nial New York’s merchants to pursue and protect their personal economic interests. It is sometimes
difficult to tell where the interests of those merchants begin and the College’s interests end.

Slavery was fundamental to the economy of colonial New York, and the board of King’s
College was no exception. The merchant-trustees of King’s were heavily involved in the African
slave trade, as well as numerous other business ventures dependent on the labor of enslaved people.
Slave-trading voyages provided trustees such as John Livingston with lucrative streams of income,

as did extensive investments in Jamaican plantations. Livingston was a slaveholder himself as
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well.> Other prominent trustees, including members of the Watts and Cruger families, also owned
slaves and made signficant investments in the “triangular trade” between Britain, the West Indies,
and New York City. John Watts, for example, made most of his money trading sugar, molasses,
and rum produced by enslaved workers in the Caribbean. He also invested in the transatlantic slave
trade.® Trafficking enslaved people and the commodities they produced enriched and empowered
the merchants on the board of King’s College — and they used their positions on the board to protect
their positions in colonial New York’s economy.

One crucial yet underacknowledged component of the process was the trustees’ use of the
College’s land acquistion and development projects. Such projects increased the college’s endow-
ment — which doubled as the trustees’ line of credit — and consolidated their advantage in New
York City’s extremely profitable real estate market. The period from the mid-1760’s to the early
1770’s saw a substantial increase in the College’s real estate transactions, contributing to its im-
mense wealth. Beginning in 1766, certain trustees enjoyed broad authority to lease land owned by
the College on whatever terms they wanted. In this paper, I will investigate the College’s land ac-
quisition and development projects in the 1760’s and early 1770’s. Transactions during this period
were typically conducted between members of the city’s upper echelon of investors and specula-
tors whose business ventures were closely linked to colonial Britain’s mercantile economy and the

institution of slavery that propelled it.

“A Committee to Lease the College Lands as They Shall Think Fit”

On November 20, 1766, the board of King’s College formed a committee composed of
trustees who were also wealthy merchants and land speculators including John Watts, James Du-
ane, Leonard Lispenard, Henry Cuyler, and John Livingston. They were authorized “to Lease such

part of the College Lands as they shall think fit, and upon such Terms and Conditions as they
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shall think right for any Term not exceeding Twenty one years.”’ Less than five months later, the
trustees dramatically expanded the committee’s authority, granting members “full power to agree
for and lease any of the said Lands upon the best Terms they can and for any Number of Years they
shall think proper not exceeding the Term of Ninety nine Years.”® This development represented
a marked shift in King’s College’s land development projects. Members of the committee now
wielded increased financial and social power through their control of access to lucrative real estate
investments.

To put the terms of these leases in context, some information about New York City’s econ-
omy in the 1760’s is instructive. Then, as now, real estate was one of the city’s most valuable
commodities. In 1762, even the most competitively-priced plots of land in Manhattan were ap-
praised with the expectation that their value would double each year.” When the 1763 Treaty of
Paris ended the Seven Years’ War — and profitable war privateering contracts along with it — the
city’s economy entered into a severe downturn. Merchants, including King’s College trustee John
Watts, worried for the future of their commercial endeavors with the British military no longer
stationed in New York to patronize their businesses.'? The mercantile economy had been disrupted
by the end of the war, making land one of the most secure investments available in the city at the
time. Assuming the value of land was expected to double each year (likely a conservative estimate,
since the Treaty of Paris increased demand for land by halting settlement west of the Proclamation
Line of 1763), access to an investment as stable as a 99-year lease could be the determining factor
in a merchant’s success or failure. Trustees of King’s College used their authority to lease the Col-

lege’s lands not only to fund operations but also to preserve their positions in colonial New York
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City’s economy. The board was a significant source of their wealth and power, in part because the
merchant-trustees of the committee had exclusive authority to lease the College’s landholdings in
Manbhattan.

King’s College’s well-known status as a “merchant’s college” is clearly deserved. However,
the College’s importance to building the wealth of colonial New York’s merchants is often under-
stated: King’s was a merchant’s college not only because its wealth was donated largely by colonial
New York’s mercantile elite (as Wilder has argued) but also because those merchants used the Col-
lege to enrich themselves even further. Access to the board meant access to exclusive banking and
credit opportunities, and potentially the authority to make decisions about the future of New York
City’s real estate market. On the other side of the equation, access to a 99-year lease could be the
decisive factor in a merchant’s ability to stay financially solvent, especially as the city’s economy
was becoming increasingly volatile. Throughout the 1760’s and 1770’s, the College’s landholdings
and revenues continually grew and King’s became by far the wealthiest educational institution in
colonial North America.!' These real estate transactions, intertwined as they were with the ven-
tures of wealthy merchants such as the Livingston and Watts families, were impossible to separate
from the “triangular trade” between Britain and its colonies in North America and the Caribbean;
therefore they are impossible to separate from the institution of slavery. Profitable land acquisition
and development projects were a stable source of income for merchants with numerous financial
ties to the slave trade or to industries based directly or indirectly on the labor of enslaved people,

as an examination of the evidence illustrates.

Samuel Skinner’s Rum Distillery

Rum distilleries were a vital component of colonial New York City’s mercantile economy.
Merchants who invested heavily in imports from the West Indies, including slaves, molasses, and

sugar, often diversified their commercial activities by opening distilleries to process molasses — a
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byproduct of sugar refinement on Caribbean plantations — into rum. In the 1750’s the Livingston
family owned and operated one of the largest rum distilleries in lower Manhattan.!? According to
the family’s biographer Cynthia Kierner, King’s trustee John Livingston was listed as the owner of
that distillery in 1767.'3 Trustees shared important economic ties through their involvement in the
city’s rum production chain: Leonard Lispenard, for instance, belonged to one of New York’s fore-
most rum-brewing families, while the Livingstons were prolific in the rum distillation business.'*

During this period, participation in the legal rum trade was an option for only the wealthiest
investors. Especially after the end of the Seven Years’ War, the cost of importing rum or molasses
legally was prohibitive for many merchants due to a series of taxes and regulatory interventions
by the British Crown. The American Revenue Act of 1764, more commonly known as the Sugar
Act, imposed heavy taxes on sugar and molasses imported to the North American colonies from the
Caribbean. One result was increased concentration in the ownership of legal rum-trading busineses.
Another was an uptick in smuggling. In 1766, an updated American Revenue Act regulated the
trade of sugar and molasses even further."

The following year, the trustees of King’s began leasing unused lots held by the College
to be used for rum distillation. On March 26, 1767, a man named Samuel Spencer Skinner wrote
a letter to Henry Cuyler, a member of the committee authorized to lease the College’s real estate
assets. His purpose was to inquire about two lots “on the S.W. Corner of the Colledge grounds” —

about a block away from the Hudson River — with the intention of constructing a “brick dwelling

house” and a rum distillery on the property.'® On April 13, Skinner reached an agreement with
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James Duane to lease the lots for a term of 99 years: “3 £ a lot for 21 years, 5 £ a lott for the next
21 years, 7 £ a lot for the next 21 years and 10 £ a lot for the last 36 years.”!” The terms of this
transaction are remarkable for their profitability and scope: a lease in a city where the value of land
is expected to at least double each year, with rent that increases 40% or less over a period of 21
or 36 years. The committee to lease the College lands had likely granted Skinner one of the most
lucrative opportunities available in the city at the time.

King’s College’s agreement with Skinner also exposes the connection between the Col-
lege’s land development projects and the institution of slavery. Trustees not only owned slaves,
invested in the slave trade, and participated in ventures tied to plantations in the West Indies such
as rum production, they also funded the directly College with real estate holdings, such as Skin-
ner’s rum distillery, which depended on slave labor in the Caribbean. Molasses created on sugar
plantations would have been imported to Manhattan’s docks by ship and then fermented by brew-
ers such as the Lispenards. Fermented molasses would then be transported to lots on the College
grounds to be distilled into rum. Skinner would collect the profits and pay rent to the College,
which in turn became extremely wealthy. King’s trustees could then extend credit to themselves
for their own commercial endeavors, often tied to slavery, using the College’s newly accumulated
resources. It is impossible to separate King’s College’s real estate ventures from the larger eco-
nomic circumstances at play in New York City during the colonial period — prominently including

slavery.

The Water Lots

On May 14, 1765, the trustees appointed Watts, Lispenard, Duane, Cuyler, and John Liv-

ingston to “a Committee to consider of the Propriety of Leasing the College Lands.”'® One of the
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committee’s central concerns was the procurement of rights to lease “the water Lotts opposite the
said Lands.”!” Water lots, which were underwater lots beside Manhattan’s shoreline, were granted
by the city on the condition that owners fill them in with landfill, thereby extending the island’s
valuable waterfront real estate. As the lots were filled in, the slips along the city’s docks would be
extended further into the Hudson and East Rivers and the lots along the previous shoreline would
be converted into city blocks. The legal framework for the sale of water lots to land speculators
had been created by the 1680 Donogan Charter, which granted the city the right to lease water lots
to private developers, and refined by the Montgomerie Charter of 1731, which gave the city the
exclusive rights to sell water lots up to four hundred feet from Manhattan’s rivers.?’ There were
numerous economic advantages to this system: for one, extending the wharves along the city’s
shore allowed larger ships to dock in the deeper waters further from the coast instead of anchoring
in the shallow end of the river. In addition, the expansion of the waterfront created more lots adja-
cent to Manhattan’s docks — among the most profitable real estate investments in the city because
goods were mostly delivered by water. For this reason, wealthy merchants often used their political
connections to secure highly sought-after rights to create new land out of New York City’s rivers.?!

The British Crown as well as city officials took a pronounced interest in the privately-
funded expansion of Manhattan’s waterfront for several reasons. Development of the city’s ports
was crucial to New York’s role as a node in the “triangular trade” and subcontracting development
to independent landowners provided a means of offsetting the expense. Private developers were
keen to get involved because of the relatively low risk and enormous profitability. As was often
the case, colonial New York City’s mercantile and political elite found themselves in a mutually
beneficial relationship. In this way, as Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallace have argued, the city’s

water lot policy functioned as “a device for moving some prime urban real estate into the hands of
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wealthy speculators and developers.”?? Considering the amount of wealth and political influence
concentrated among King’s College’s trustees, it follows that they were in an ideal position to take
advantage of the policy. The evidence indicates they acted consistently to do so.

Historian Robert McCaughey has written that as early as 1762, water lots along the Hudson
River were a major source of income for King’s College.?* I have not been able to independently
confirm his findings, but by 1765, the board of trustees was clearly pursuing the investment op-
portunities afforded by the city’s water lot grants. Upon the formation of the committee to discuss
leasing the College’s landholdings, appointees were instructed to report back to the board with
their recommendations for what terms the board should seek in their negotations with municipal
authorities about the water lots.>* In March of 1770, King’s College was granted an alteration to its
charter, authorizing trustees to “Lease for the Term of Nintey nine Years the extent of two hundred
feet from Hudson’s river” — essentially granting the board the exclusive rights to lease water lots
along the College’s landholdings.” King’s College profited tremendously from renting out water
lots in the Hudson River during the 1760’s and 1770’s.%6

Only cursory information about the College’s water lot rentals remains in the archival
record. However, contemporary maps of lower Manhattan reveal evidence of significant devel-
opment along the Hudson River waterfront in the period after King’s College acquired the rights
to lease the water lots. A city plan surveyed in 1766 and 1767 does not show any docks along the
Hudson River north of Dyes Street (modern-day Dey Street). At that time, Manhattan’s shoreline

extended no further than Greenwich Street to the west.?” Judging by later city plans dating from the
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1790’s, the Hudson River waterfront had developed considerably. The island had been expanded
by the length of one block westward, and the docks extended much further north. The new wa-
terfront real estate included several docks in the vicinity of the College.?® Considering that King’s
had acquired exclusive rights to lease the length of 200 feet from the shore along the border of
its property, King’s College must have owned a portion of the lucrative new waterfront real estate
created in the interrim period, including the docks opposite the College’s landholdings.

Figures 1 and 2, shown below, demonstrate the scale of the Hudson River waterfront’s
expansion between the late 1760’s and the 1790’s. I have outlined the land granted to the the
College by its 1754 and 1770 charters in black. However, there may have been more real estate in
the area owned by King’s than I have been able to ascertain in my research. Between the 1760’s
and 1790’s, new lots along the Hudson appear to have been filled in next to the College as well
as several blocks to the west, suggesting a significant increase in the College’s waterfront real
estate assets. These properties would have been highly profitable because their proximity to the
river made them ideal locations for commercial ventures. Exclusive rights to lease the water lots
opposite the College’s landholdings made King’s an investor in the development of Manhattan’s
ports — and the development of colonial Britain’s transatlantic economy in which slavery played a

key role.
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Figure 1: Manhattan in 1767, King’s College’s landholdings outlined in black. Source: Lionel Pincus and Princess
Firyal Map Division, The New York Public Library. "Plan of the city of New York in North America: Surveyed in the
years 1766 [and] 1767" New York Public Library Digital Collections.
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Figure 2: Manhattan, approximately 1790-1799, King’s College’s landholdings outlined in black. Source: The Miriam
and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The New York Public Library. "Plan of
the City of New York" New York Public Library Digital Collections.
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Philip Livingston and the “Lots Adjoining Hudsons River”

Philip Livingston (1716-1778) is best known as a signer of the Declaration of Independence
and delegate to the First and Second Continental Congresses. Less discussed are his commercial
enterprises as one of colonial New York City’s most prominent slave traders and landholders.?
Livingston’s brother was none other than John Livingston of the committee to lease the college
lands, and his first cousin was married to James Duane, another member of the committee.>® He
apparently took advantage of these connections: At some point in 1771, Livingston applied for
“Some of the Lotts behind the College for Leases of Ninety nine years.”>! These were highly
valuable waterfront properties “adjoining Hudsons river.”*> On October 8 of that year, the trustees
created a new committee to transact with him. The following day, the minutes of a board meeting
record that a lease had been agreed upon at the same rate offered to Samuel Skinner a few years
earlier: “Three Pounds pr annum for the first Twenty one years, Five Pounds pr annum for the next
Twenty one Years, Seven Pounds pr annum for the third Twenty one years, and Ten Pounds pr
annum for the last Thirty six years of the said Term.” 33

In a paper written for the Columbia University and Slavery Project in 2015, Sharon Liao
noted that various biographers and historians list Philip Livingston (1716-1778) as a major financial
donor to King’s College during the colonial period, although his name does not appear on surviving
subscription lists.>* It is likely that his real estate investments, conducted through King’s College’s

board of trustees, account for at least a portion of his contributions. Philip Livingston, as one of the
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leading importers of slaves into New York Harbor, could have had a number of uses for property
along the Hudson River. As discussed above, waterfront real estate in Manhattan was one of the
most valuable commodities available at the time, and was crucial to the distribution of enslaved
people and slave-produced goods. A 99-year lease with such preferential terms would have been
hard to pass up for such a prolific speculator in land and human beings as Livingston.

I have not been able to locate information about how Philip Livingston used the lots he
rented from King’s, but they were almost certainly profitable for him. Lots were almost invari-
ably one square block in size, and could have been used for businesses owned by leaseholders or
rented out to other tenants. The highly favorable terms of his lease agreement would have allowed
Livingston to reinvest his profits back into the slave-based economy of the “triangular trade”, ex-
panding his slave-trading and land speculation endeavors all while taking on very little risk — the
perfect arrangement for a merchant like Livingston invested in so many high-risk commercial ven-
tures. His connections to the board of King’s College gave him access to lucrative real estate assets
which helped secure his position as one of New York’s top slave-trading merchants. In return,
the College received a portion of Livingston’s profits in the form of rent for its waterfront land-
holdings. It was also a family affair; members of the Livingston family used their seats on the
board of trustees to pass along valuable real estate opportunities to each other below market rate,

consolidating the family’s economic power.

The Township of Kingsland

The ambitions of King’s College’s board extended far beyond the city limits of New York.
As early as 1763, James Jay (cousin of King’s trustee John Jay) in contact with representatives of
King George III on behalf of the trustees regarding the possibility of obtaining a tract of land to help

fund the College.* Jay was looking exclusively for prime real estate; if the land was in “the distant
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extreme parts of the Colony,” he wrote, the grant would “scarce be worth our acceptance.”*® He also
pointed out the board’s friendly relationship with Sir William Johnson, New York’s Superintendent
of Indian Affairs. Jay opined that Johnson would be able to “render every Thing easy with the
Indians” should it be necessary to increase the College’s landholdings.?” The College was gifted
a land grant somewhere in the colony of New York by one Lord Shelbourne. King’s would soon
acquire more real estate from land grants by the Crown in the colony outside of New York City
proper.

In November of 1766 — at the same meeting where the committee to lease the College lands
was formed — the trustees decided to petition Sir Henry Moore, the newly appointed royal governor
of the Province of New York, for a 20,000 acre land grant to fund the College’s operations.*® In
another connection to the world of British colonial slavery in the Caribbean, Moore had risen
to prominence as Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica for his brutal suppression of a slave uprising
known as Tacky’s Revolt.*’ The trustees had established contact with Moore the previous year
to congratulate him on his appointment as Governor.*' Their request for land was approved on
February 26, 1767 when Moore granted the College 24,000 acres in the northernmost portion of the
Province (in modern-day Vermont) and the trustees promptly ordered that the land be surveyed.*?
With this acquisition, King’s College expanded its real estate holdings significantly when it was

already the wealthiest college in North America. By 1767, the board’s development projects had
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far exceeded any need to fundraise for the College, but profitable real estate ventures continued
and even accelerated.

A few years later, in 1770, the committee appointed to petition Moore for the land grant
issued a report to the board. They suggested the College’s new acquistion be transformed into a
township and “speedily settled”. The trustees approved the committee’s plan and declared that “for
the encouragement and more speedy settlement of the said Township that this Corporation will give
and Grant Five hundred acres of Land to such actual settlers thereon so this Committee hereafter
appointed shall think proper.”*® It was eventually decided that the College’s new township would
be named Kingsland. At no upfront cost, the College had become a direct financial stakeholder
in the colonization of North America. The trustees envisioned an orderly town center with plots
allotted for a “town Court House, Church and Church yard” and recommended settlement begin as
soon as possible. 4

Apparently, the committee had difficulties attracting new residents. At a 1772 board meet-
ing, the trustees admitted that “the former Encouragement given by this Corporation for the set-
tlement of the Township of Kingsland has proved insufficient to answer the purpose thereby En-
tended.”* In response, yet another committee was created and tasked with finding and negotiating
with the township’s first twelve settlers. Its most active member was undoubtedly James Duane, a
fixture of the board’s real estate acquistion committees. Duane himself was heavily involved in land
speculation in upstate New York. His memoirs state that his marriage to Mary Livingston “caused
him to become actively engaged in all the lawsuits and discussions relative to the boundaries™ of

the colony, likely due to the Livingston family’s extensive real estate holdings and political ambi-
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tions.*°

Documentary evidence about the fate of Kingsland Township is lacking. Most likely, the
land grant was in the area claimed by both the colonies of New York and New Hampshire. Most
of those counties were not heavily settled by New Yorkers, and the settlers who arrived from other
areas eventually formed the independent republic of Vermont, which was admitted into the Union
in 1791. Such was the fate of James Duane’s landholdings upstate; he was compensated only a
fraction of his initial investment’s value and considered it a grave injustice for the rest of his life.
Land speculation could be risky at times, especially when the colony of New York declined to
enforce its territorial claims on land owned by speculators, as Duane bitterly complained.*’

More research will be necessary to uncover the full story of the Township of Kingsland.
There are likely more close ties between the real estate transactions of King’s College trustees and
the process of the colonization of North America to be found. Landholdings in upstate New York
were also important stable investments for wealthy slaveholding and speculating merchants such
as the Livingston and Watts families, suggesting potential further connections between wealthy
New York City merchants on the board of King’s College and the rapid expansion of settlement in

the period leading up to the American Revolution.

From King’s to Columbia: Slavery’s Legacy

An examination of King’s College’s real estate transactions during the 1760’s and 1770’s
offers a window into the affairs of colonial New York City’s wealthiest and most powerful mer-
chant families. King’s trustees used their positions on the board and their political connections
to increase the College’s landholdings until its treasury overflowed with the spoils of the British

2 <

colonies’ “triangular trade.” They used those landholdings to enrich the College, themselves, their

fellow merchants, and sometimes their own family members and political allies. Trustees could

46Memoir of the Hon. James Duane, by the Hon. Samuel W. Jones, Documentary History of the State of New York
(Albany: Parsons & Co., 1849), 1064.

4TIbid, 1068.

16



even borrow money from the College’s treasury below market interest rates thanks to enormous
profits partially acquired through real estate transactions.*® When the College couldn’t find enough
profitable land to lease to merchants and speculators, the trustees found a way to create more by
obtaining the right to physically expand the island of Manhattan. Even after King’s was extremely
wealthy, trustees continued to seek out land and even attempted to create a township so they could
lease out another 24,000 acres of real estate. There is a strong possibility that King’s trustees and
their associates also directly reinvested profits from the College’s real estate transactions back into
ventures related to slavery or leveraged assets acquired from the College to finance such ventures;
perhaps future research will confirm my suspicions.

The American Revolution dramatically reconfigured the social and economic landscape of
18th-century America, and the administrative structure of King’s was reorganized after it became
Columbia.** However, the University remained extremely wealthy and slavery remained a key
component of New York City’s massive economy; trustees also retained financial ties to slavery
through the Revolution and after.’® Centuries later, the power of America’s top educational insti-
tutions can be measured primarily by the size of their endowments — and real estate holdings. The
institution of slavery is long gone, but it has left a social and financial legacy that is very much
still with us today. Columbia may no longer be a “merchant’s college”, but the University is the
seventh-largest property owner in New York City, according to the first comprehensive research on
the subject, conducted in 2018 by journalist Ashley McHugh.>!

How can a university like Columbia meaningfully address its historical ties to slavery?
From the beginning of the institution’s history, Columbia has contributed to the reproduction of

social inequality. Through projects such as real estate acquisition and development schemes, the

“8Sharon Liao, “A Merchant’s College:” King’s College (1754-1784) and Slavery (Columbia University and Slavery
Seminar, 2015), 20, Robert McCaughey, Stand, Columbia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 37-8.

49Eric Foner, Columbia and Slavery: A Preliminary Report (Columbia University and Slavery Seminar, 2015), 17.
Tbid, 17-21.

51Ashley McHugh, Eddie Small, “Who Owns All of New York?,” The Real Deal, September 1, 2018, https:
//therealdeal.com/issues_articles/who-owns-all-of-new-york/
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trustees of King’s worked to ensure the College would entrench the interests of the wealthiest mer-
chants in colonial New York City. By virtue of its links to the institution of slavery, the College’s
enormous financial resources rested on a foundation of human suffering so staggering it is impos-
sible to put into words. Today, the city’s economy is no longer dominated by slaveholders and rum
traders, and slavery has since been abolished, but Columbia still depends on social inequality to
maintain its ability to confer an elite status on a priveleged few. The only reason the University
can imbue its students and faculty with that status is because the vast majority do not possess the
social or economic resources required to become members of the chosen few selected by the most
prestigious universities. In this way, Columbia benefits from the profound inequality in our society
—and is obligated to uphold it at the risk of giving up its own elite status.

To fully assess the legacy of slavery at institutions like Columbia, we will need a robust
and nuanced analysis of how universities reproduce social and economic inequality in our society.
Without such an analysis, we cannot completely understand the historical roots of the injustices
structurally embedded in our institutions of higher education. I believe that is the only way we can
seriously address slavery’s legacy in American universities. Until then, researchers are likely to
find many more connections between universities and the institution of slavery, but the question of

how to move forward will be no closer to answered.
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