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John Jacob Astor: Business and Finance in the Early Republic.
By John Denis Haeger. (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1991. Pp. 365. Tables, illustrations, notes, selected bib-
liography, index. $39.95.)

When I told a friend that I was reviewing a book about John
Jacob Astor, she said, “Oh, one of the robber barons!”—an opinion
that Americans generally hold. A reader of this book will modify
that opinion. Astor had a streak of ruthlessness, to be sure, and he
seldom acted from altruistic motives, but as John Denis Haeger’s
research amply proves, the wide-open economic opportunities of
early nineteenth-century America and Astor’s exceptional entre-
preneurial abilities were the principal sources of his success.

Hardly the “rag to riches” tycoon of his earlier biographers,
Astor was born into the artisan class of a German village near
Heidelberg in 1763. He attended the local school and at sixteen
joined his older brother, a maker of musical instruments, in Lon-
don. As an agent of that brother and other British merchants, he
arrived in Baltimore in the spring of 1784. By the end of that year
he had established himself in New York as an importer of musical
instruments and an exporter of furs. Soon he was assuring his
source of supply by investing in the western fur trade. After 1800
he entered the China trade, sending his ships to the Orient with
furs and sandalwood and bringing teas and silks to European and
American markets.

In 1808 Astor founded the American Fur Company and in
1811 sent two expeditions to the Pacific Northwest, one around
Cape Horn, the other overland, with the purpose of building a fort
and trading post on the Columbia River. This was the ill-fated set-
tlement at Astoria. According to Haeger, Astor’s “career during the
War of 1812 was a clear example of the intimate relationships
among politicians and businessmen in the early Republic” (p. 138).
Astor purchased government loans but also traded with the enemy.
He kept up friendly contact with government officials but pursued
his business interests with single-minded purpose. In 1813 he lost
Astoria to the Canadians, not because its conception was economi-
cally unsound but because “timing and luck were not his allies”
(p. 167).

After the war Astor was one of the backers of the Second Bank
of the United States, and he served briefly as director of the New
York branch. He revived the American Fur Company, came to
dominate the trade at Michilimackinac and Detroit, and continued
to send his ships all over the world. From 1819 to the middle 1830s
he spent much of his time in Europe. Through trusted lieutenants,
he retained the overall management of his business affairs in the
United States. While the American Fur Company grew larger than
any of its competitors, it never became a monopoly. Astor sold his
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interest in it in 1834. Subsequently, he devoted himself to real es-
tate investment and urban development. He became New York Ci-
ty’s largest landlord—at one point he had 450 tenants—and, with
his son, he built the famous Astor House hotel. When he died in
1848 his estate was worth eight to ten million dollars, a very large
fortune for that day.

“Astor’s career,” Haeger sums up, “was remarkable for its mo-
dernity, vision, and reflection of American economic and political
values” (pp. 284-85). Haeger’s book is noteworthy for its grasp of
the economic milieu in which ‘Astor moved, for its concern with
scholarly detail, and for its appeal to both the expert and the gen-
eral reader.
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The Wheeling Bridge Case: Its Significance in American Law and
Technology. By Elizabeth Brand Monroe. (Boston: Northeast-
ern University Press, 1992. Pp. xvi, 268. Maps, illustrations,
notes, bibliography, index. $45.00.)

A new bridge, constructed across the Ohio River at Wheeling
in northwestern Virginia in 1849, the first west of the Allegheny
Mountains, became an engineering marvel of the day and a prom-
ising east-west connection of both the National Road and the Bal-
timore and Ohio Railroad. The height of the span did not allow
passage of some steamboats with very tall chimneys, and residents
of nearby Pittsburgh complained that the structure was an obsta-
cle to upper river traffic. In fact, there were instances where boats
did strike the bridge. Litigation between Pennsylvania and Vir-
ginia, the two states involved in this dispute, went to the Supreme
Court where competition between growing western cities and be-
tween types of internal improvements (railroads and steamboats)
led to a new constitutional question.

In 1852 the court held that the bridge was indeed an interfer-
ence with interstate commerce and must be altered or removed. It
was an issue of federalism, of national and state powers. Forth-
with, Congress, until then silent on standards of bridge construc-
tion, responded to political pressures to override the judicial ruling
by declaring the Wheeling bridge an essential postal and military
road. The issue called into question which branch of government,
the court or Congress, had the greater authority to interpret the
Constitution. When that problem came to the justices in 1855, they
answered that it was Congress, at least in this instance.

The interplay of politics and economic development is thor-
oughly researched and explained. Elizabeth Brand Monroe draws
upon a great many primary materials (government documents,



