
Fascinating facts
from the life of...

Cornelius Vanderbilt
The First Tycoon

·A part ia l  l is t o f  famous people w ho crossed passed w ith h im personal ly
includes: Statesmen Daniel  W ebster and Henry Clay; Chief  Just ice John Marshal l;
P res idents John Quincy Adams, Andrew  Jackson, James K. P o lk, Frankl in  P ierce,
James Buchanan, Abraham L inco ln, Andrew  Johnson, and Ulysses S. Grant;
show man P .T. Barnum; the Marquis de Lafayette, Lord P almerston, and Jef ferson
Davis; businessmen P eter Cooper, August Belmont, Jay Gould, and John D.
Rockefel ler, among many others.

·Vanderbi l t  helped tr igger the “ Black Fr iday”  panic o f  1869 to get revenge on a
r ival , then stepped in  and rescued W al l  Street.

·He bui l t  h is  fortune by competing against r ival  steamboat l ines, unti l  they paid
h im to go aw ay. Th is pract ice led to h im being cal led a “ robber baron,”  because
he took a to l l , so to  speak, o f  a l l  traf f ic  on the r ival  l ine, l ike a German robber
baron levying to l ls  on the Rhine.

·Vanderbi l t  p ioneered the g iant corporation, by merging the New  York Central
and Hudson R iver Rai l roads in  1870.

·Born w hen George W ashington w as pres ident, he l ived long enough to
negotiate personal ly w ith John D. Rockefel ler.

·He bui l t  the or ig inal  Grand Central . The f i rst depot w as torn dow n and replaced
by the present Grand Central  terminal, w hich features a statue of  Vanderbi l t  out
in  front.

·He started the or ig inal  Staten I s land Ferry, the d irect ancestor of  today’s
service.

·Half  a century before the P anama Canal, he tr ied to bu i ld  a canal across
N icaragua.

·He donated h is largest steamship, the Vanderbi l t , w orth near ly $1 mi l l ion, to
the Union navy, outf i tted i t  to  f ight the Confederate ironclad V irg in ia (aka
Merr imack) , and brought i t  to  the batt le zone h imself . Congress gave h im a go ld
medal as a rew ard.

·He provided the near ly $1 mi l l ion endow ment of  Vanderbi l t  Univers i ty to  help
heal the w ounds of  the Civi l  W ar, balancing h is g i f t  to  the Union navy w ith an
equal g i f t  to  found a Southern univers i ty.
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·He w as in  one of  the f i rst ser ious train crashes in  American h istory, narrow ly
surviving a w reck in  1833 that also invo lved former pres ident John Quincy
Adams.

·As a young man, he p layed a central  ro le in  Gibbons v. Ogden, the Supreme
Court ’s  landmark f i rst commerce-clause case.

·He had noth ing to do w ith the invention of  the potato ch ip, contrary to myth.

·Ear ly in  h is  career he w as a Jacksonian radical  in  h is  bel iefs. H is bel iefs never
changed, but po l i t ics changed so that they became conservative by the t ime he
became a rai l road magnate.

·He w as h igh ly competit ive and very physical , gett ing into f istf ights in  h is  youth,
racing h is steamboats against r ivals, p i lo t ing h is f i rst passengers to  Cal i forn ia
dur ing the go ld rush through the rapids in  N icaragua, and racing trotters on the
rural  roads of  northern Manhattan through the age of  80.

·Both h is f i rst and second w ives w ere h is cousins. He once sent h is  f i rst w ife,
Sophia, to  an asylum for nervous d isorders.

·His son Cornei l  w as epi leptic and addicted to gambl ing, w as inst i tut ional ized
several  t imes, sto le money to support h is  habit, and managed to borrow  tens of
thousands of  do l lars from Horace Greeley.

·His o ldest son W i l l iam suffered a nervous breakdow n ear ly in  l i fe, and
Vanderbi l t  sent h im to l ive on a farm in Staten I s land. Only w hen he made i t  into
a prof i tab le operation d id he w in h is father ’s  respect.

·His youngest son, George W ashington, graduated from W est P o int th ird from
last in  h is  c lass, w as court-mart ia led and convicted at the beginn ing of  the Civi l
W ar, returned to duty, and d ied of  “ consumption”  w ithout ever seeing act ion.

·He left 95%  of h is  $100 mi l l ion estate to h is  o ldest son, W i l l iam Henry, in  order
to found a dynasty. He left h is  w idow  and each of  h is  n ine other l iving ch i ldren
w ith sums ranging from the interest on $200,000 to $500,000. The other ch i ldren
sued to break the w i l l , leading to a h igh-prof i le court case that lasted more than
tw o years. 

·He w as fr iends w ith V ictor ia W oodhul l  and Tennesse Claf l in , the tw o most
notor ious campaigners for w omen’s r ights in  the n ineteenth century, w ho also
conducted séances for h im.

·He w as one of  the tw o or three r ichest men in  American h istory. Vanderbi l t ’s
fortune, at the t ime of  h is  death in  January 1877, w as est imated at $100 mi l l ion.
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The New  York Times , Ju ly 15, 2007, calcu lated that he w as the second-w ealth iest
f igure in  American h istory by comparing h is estate to the s ize of  the national
economy. Since h istor ical  stat ist ics are a b it fuzzy, he may w el l  have been the
w ealth iest. There’s another w ay to make comparisons. I f  B i l l  Gates (named the
w ealth iest man in  American by Forbes, September 17, 2008)  could sel l  h is  entire
$57 b i l l ion estate to American buyers at fu l l  market value, he w ould take $1 out
of  every $138 in  c ircu lat ion (us ing the Federal  Reserve Bank’s M2 f igure) . I f
Vanderbi l t  cou ld have done the same at the moment of  h is  death, he w ould have
taken $1 out of  every $20 in  c ircu lat ion. Th is comparison actual ly understates
the d ispar i ty, because most economists bel ieve the contemporary money stock is
best measured w ith the far larger M3, w hich uses a more expansive def in i t ion of
money. 
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