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Four hundred thousand acres of land.1 Two million, four hundred and seventy
thousand dollars. That’s how much it would be today, the amount of money that Tench
Coxe made by the buying and selling of the Speculation Lands; two million, four hundred
thousand and seventy thousand dollars, five times his original investment.2 Tench Coxe
made most of his wealth and influenced North Carolina mainly through his role in
helping to found what came to be known as the “Speculation Land Company.” From
descriptions of his friends and colleagues, as well as the conclusions of more recent
authors, it becomes clear that Coxe had something of a mania about acquiring land; it was
because of this mania that he went to the brink of bankruptcy several times, barely
escaping with his land holdings (mostly) intact.3 By examining other contemporaries of
Tench Coxe, as well as secondary source material dealing with the larger issue of land
speculation, “colonial America’s most popular game,” a fuller understanding of the
motives of Tench Coxe, and what drove him to such economic recklessness can be
achieved, and needs to be achieved. Tench Coxe has influenced the lives of many who
now live in Western North Carolina, by helping to create lasting settlement patterns
throughout the early colonial period.4 It seems clear that, for Coxe, land speculation was
not just a means to an end to obtain wealth or fulfill an ancient dream, but to allow for the
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development and strengthening of the country that he devoted much of his life to making
strong and successful.
Although Coxe was an influential figure in the direction of the early American
nation, as well as knowing many more famous individuals who also fit that title,
secondary source work on Coxe is mainly limited to two books. Jacob E. Cooke’s Tench
Coxe and the Early Republic, as well as Harold E. Hutcheson’s Tench Coxe: A Study in
American Economic Development constitute the backbone of secondary research on
Tench Coxe.5 However, these books approach Coxe in different ways: the Hutcheson
book looks at Tench Coxe more through his economic views and writings, specifically
emphasizing Coxe’s interest in cotton and other manufacturing interests.6 Cooke deals
with Coxe very much as an active political figure, and with good reason.7 Although his
name is not taught in elementary schools, Coxe worked with many people who shaped
early America in profound and more well-known ways, such as Thomas Jefferson,
Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison. Again, Cooke approaches Coxe more from the
political angle and does not deal very much with his land speculation or economic views.
When Cooke and Hutcheson do deal with Coxe’s land speculation, they refer to his
family history.8
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Cooke and Hutcheson attempt to use this family history to explain Coxe’s atypical
economic actions and political views. A critical issue for both authors is that Coxe’s
great-grandfather, Dr. Daniel Coxe, was granted a royal patent over the lands of
“Carolana,” and, like Tench, sought to improve life for the people there: “Both dreamed
of carving vast empires from the American wilderness and sought to do so with a singlemindedness that bordered on mania. Both secured hundreds of thousands of acres of
virgin land and, unable to resist the urge to buy still more, jeopardized peace of mind and
material comfort by yielding to expansion.”9 For Hutcheson and Cooke, it was this
acquisition of royal lands by Coxe’s great-grandfather that influenced Coxe and assisted
him in developing his own appetite for land speculation, even though any personal use of
the land itself would be difficult, because of the large amount of land involved.10 Both
Hutcheson and Cooke seem to overemphasize the effect of Coxe’s great-grandfather’s
land claims in shaping his later land speculation. They seem to focus on general
comments dealing with land speculation similar to those provided by Friedenberg, yet
then speak of the Coxe family history, without necessarily connecting the two.
In order to more closely approximate his vies, and understand his political
writings, it is essential to note that Coxe considered the economic actions of individuals
and the larger political scene directly linked; this pattern can also be seen in his own life,
with his purchases and organization of the Speculation Land Company. Although it is
true that looking at other land speculators, the line between their politics and economic
9
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actions was very thin indeed, with some of them using their political offices to acquire
land more easily.11 It would seem to make more sense that, instead of focusing on Coxe’s
family history, since Coxe thought of himself so much as a political figure, a figure to
serve his government, there should be more of a focus on his political views. For Coxe,
his personal views on politics and the new American state were more responsible for
what a relative two generations removed had done. It certainly seems clear from Coxe’s
political writings and letters that he associated the strength of the United States with its
economy. He further equated economy with manufacturing and industry, since he
believed that the United States could not survive as a country “devoted to agriculture.”12
In this way, Tench Coxe can be seen as someone acting out his political principles,
through his economic life, in accordance with his ideas on the strength of the United
States and the most effective use of its resources.13 This interpretation of Coxe fits more
with what he actually wrote and felt about land acquisition during the colonial period, in
that it should be used by more wealthy individuals primarily to help promote the strength
of the newly founded United States. Coxe not only acted out these beliefs in his own
private economic actions, but was a prolific writer, urging others to draw the same sort of
linkages between politics and economics.
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The academic view of land speculation itself can be divided broadly into two
large groups: scholars that believe that, although speculation was exploitative,
landowners contributed vital capital to their communities, and helped make development
possible. This view was very popular earlier in American history, when land speculation
was first beginning in earnest. The second group, in contrast, argues that the policies of
large land speculators priced many small speculators or land holders out of the system, by
keeping land sale prices artificially high. This first group is classically represented by
Frederick Jackson Turner, who argued that expansion of the West, even through land
speculation, was necessary to help develop the American consciousness and a national
spirit.14 The second group, represented by Wilma Dunaway, has broken down this thesis,
arguing that large land companies and politicians were always much more able to control
land out in the West, and the Turnerian concept of “frontier democracy” had never
actually existed.15
Comparing Tench Coxe to other prominent landholders and speculators at the
time of the Speculation Land Company make startlingly clear how different Coxe’s
actions were than those of the typical land speculator. In particular, Coxe’s desire to hold
on to the land would have been surprising to other land speculators.16 One of Coxe’s
dreams was to establish a Southern manufacturing center on his land holdings in Western
North Carolina; less altruistic motives can clearly be seen in other individuals that were
in the same line of work.17 For example, Coxe stands clearly opposed to Edmund
14
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Pendleton, a wealthy Eastern land speculator active around the same time as Coxe, who
“viewed his investment in western lands primarily as a cash-generating vehicle…”18
Tench Coxe holding his lands for so long set him apart from other, “average” speculators.
His more long-term motives also set him apart from other political individuals active in
land speculation at the time. Looking at the laws and legal regimes that other land
speculators had to operate under help to show the creation of very calculated economic
incentives for land speculators not to hold on to the land, to create and run their
businesses in ways that were diametrically opposed to Tench Coxe and the Speculation
Land Company.
The rather broad topic of land speculation can be approached through an
examination of the laws concerning land speculation and sale at the time that Tench Coxe
was active. These laws reveal deep societal and economic pressures for quick turnover of
the land. Laws concerning land sale in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
made it very easy for one to obtain land; despite the many problems with organized mail
service during this time period, most of the relevant paperwork could be processed by
mail. Also, the actual signature of the person who was selling the land did not have to be
present on the new lease, if it was already on file. This system, usually created by state
legislatures, was clearly dominated by individuals of power and landed interest that, in
most cases, had held their lands prior to the Revolution and wanted to ensure the potential
for expansion after the military hostilities had ended.19

For excellent summaries of other examples of Coxe’s contemporaries engaged in land
speculation, see Hughes, 10-15, as well as A.R. Newsome’s “John Brown’s Journal of Travel in Western
North Carolina in 1795,” North Carolina Historical Review 11 (1934): 284-313.
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Costa, 3.
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For a discussion of land laws around this time period, see Lawrence Friedman, Law in America:
A Short History (New York: Modern Library), 2002, 3-17. See also Billie McNamara, Tennessee Land: Its
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One way in which the landed elites maintained control over the newly emerging
public lands was to create these laws that allowed for absentee landholding and quick
selling of their lands. This system and laws were clearly set up for the rich, because only
those individuals with large amounts of liquid capital already available could enter the
land market through absentee speculation and other types of land companies. The system
helped to perpetuate those individuals that were in power prior to the Revolution, by
giving them a first shot at lands that were just becoming open for private sale and use.
Anther method used was to set up their companies and the level of freedom that the
agents for the companies enjoyed in very particular ways.20 Generally, wealthy financiers
involved in land companies arranged their charters in such a way that they would be able
to fire their agents for not making a high level of profit, regardless of whether or not the
market for land was good at the time. This allowed wealthy individuals (often Northern
businessmen) to lock out smaller investors and individuals who wanted to own land, by
keeping the value of the land high for individual plots, keeping the land within the
relatively powerful and privileged class.21
A brief biographical sketch of Tench Coxe’s life will highlight the many
influences upon him, and helps to explain his early political stances and highlight
relevant political and economic experiences. Tnech Coxe was born in the city of
Philadelphia, on May 22, 1755, the second of thirteen children to William and Mary
Francis Coxe. The Coxe family’s social position in Philadelphia was assured by the fact
that Tench’s father William was a successful merchant with a partner, Moore Furman.

Early History and Laws (Knoxville, B.R. McNamara), 1996, 2-9. See also Harold Oppenheimer, Land
Speculation: An Evaluation and Analysis (Danville, Ill.: Interstate Printers and Publishers), 1962, 8-21.
20
Friedenberg, 45-58. See also Friedman, 8-11, Cooke, 55-67.
21
Dunaway, 58-63.
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The two men were involved in overseas trade, particularly obtaining raw goods from
elsewhere and exporting manufactured or finished goods. Together the two strongly
influenced the creation of the New Jersey Society for the Encouragement of Useful
Manufactures.22 Coxe followed this particular facet of his father’s interests throughout his
life by joining numerous social and political groups devoted to philanthropic purposes.
He further continued these activities once he became an independent social and political
actor.
Coxe seems to have come out on his own into the turbulent Philadelphia political
scene in May of 1772, when he became a full partner in his father’s firm.23 However,
despite his age, it soon came to be accepted both within the firm and in larger
Philadelphian circles that the young Coxe was actually the leader of the firm, since his
father was often ill and Furman absent. Soon after this state of affairs became apparent,
Coxe became involved in the larger issue of commerce in Philadelphia and was appointed
to a standing committee of Philadelphian merchants to deal with such problems.24 This
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committee, the Pennsylvania Society for the Encouragement of Manufactures, first
established in 1768, soon became active in the political scene of Philadelphia as well as
the emerging debates on national commerce during this period.25 Coxe considered his
membership in this group an important personal contribution, and remained one of its
more active members. They eventually succeeded in gaining the passage of several laws
that greatly increased the ability of merchants to conduct business.26 The law mentioned
in this letter to John Adams allows for any foreigner from a country not at war with the
United States, to buy and hold lands in Pennsylvania. This is but the first example of
Coxe’s wider views about the potential for immigration and settlement of the more
interior regions of the United States.27 This helps to highlight another point of view that is
critical in understanding why Tench Coxe risked bankruptcy to acquire his lands; he
viewed economics and politics as integrally linked; he viewed action in one field
requiring action simultaneously in the other field.
How land companies related to their possible sellers and buyers of lands was a
way of seeing how those individuals involved in the company dealt with people of lower
socioeconomic status. The Speculation Land Company, due to Tench Coxe, dealt with
buyers and sellers of land very differently from other land companies active at the time,
and helps to highlight the connections between his politics and personal economic
choices. The Speculation Land Company was financed by a group of wealthy Northern
25
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bankers, including William Tilghman, Gold Hoyt, and Isaac Bronson.28 Although this
system was not in and of itself unusual, the critical point is that these individuals were
relatively aloof from the company, leaving most of the actual running of the company to
Coxe. This meant that he, through local agents he would hire on the ground, had much
more discretion than was usual for subordinates within land companies. Although the
Speculation Land Company still remained a business, where profit was the goal, Coxe
could set plat boundaries and sell the lands at whatever price he saw fit. This
organizational structure enhanced the opportunities for Coxe to attempt to buy lands for a
particular use, instead of just for overwhelming amounts of profit.
Specific actions of Tench Coxe altered how the Speculation Land Company
treated its potential clients. The Speculation Land Company as a whole, as well as Tench
Coxe personally, maintained extensive correspondence with their land sellers. Such
correspondence continued both before and after the sale. From letters written by Coxe, as
well as recommendations in his political writings, it seemed that the purpose of this
correspondence was to maintain the personal contacts that were first created in their
business transactions.29 In several circumstances, correspondence between the
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Speculation Land Company and its sellers led to delays in sales so individuals could put
their financial affairs in order, and be ready for the sale of their lands.30 For Coxe, the
individuals that bought land from him were not simply consumers, but individuals who,
in their own way, were contributing to the success and strengthening of the United States.
It thus made sense for him to keep in contact with these people, and to treat them with
more courtesy than other individuals in land companies, because he viewed their
purchase of lands not only in a commercial light, but a larger political and economic one.
This marked a clear departure from the “standard” land speculator, in that any
correspondence that took place within a more typical land company generally dealt with
increasing the number of wealthy backers for the company. Coxe’s actions were quite
different, and his political views manifested themselves in how the Speculation Land
Company interacted with those it was buying and selling from.
A more detailed and particular examination of Coxe’s economic views also
strongly shows that they were inextricably linked with his political views and patriotism,
accounting for his unusual behavior in his own business. In An Essay on the
Manufacturing Interest, as well as A Memoir on the Subject of a Navigation Act, along
with Reflexions [sic] on the State of the Union, Coxe identified the growth of
manufacturing with the economic and political security of the United States.31 In his

new?id=DelVol25.xml&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=4
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For other examples of prominent land companies, see Dennis East, “The New York and
Mississippi Land Company and the Panic of 1837,” Journal of Mississippi History 33(4) (1971), see also
Kevin Graffagnino, “ ‘The Country My Soul Delighted In’: the Onion River Land Company and the
Vermont Frontier,” The New England Quarterly 65 (1992): 28-32, see also Charles Royster, The Fabulous
History of the Dismal Swamp Land Company: a Story of George Washington’s Times (New York: Knopf),
1999.
31
The full title of the articles dealing with a Navigation Act is Tench Coxe, A memoir on the
subject of a navigation act: including the encouragement of the manufactory of boats, and sea vessels, and
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discussion of the cotton trade with Great Britain, Coxe pointed out that thousands of
dollars a year was going to Great Britain to ship American cotton, simply because
America has not built up a sufficient naval manufacture to transport its own cotton. Coxe
emphasized that “a nation can never be truly free form foreign influence unless it does
not require the services of another for its most basic of economic functions.”32 This
emphasis on the United States’ economic independence from Great Britain became a
recurring theme in Coxe’s political writings, as well as his discussions of economic
policy towards Great Britain. He connected this antipathy of economic dependence on
Great Britain with a new emphasis on American economic independence; the American
government should promote local industries whenever possible, as they were more stable
for essential consumer and military goods than foreign trade.
Coxe also pointed out that many indigenous industries within the United States
were created because of economic instability, immediately prior to and continuing some
time after the Revolutionary War. “During the great war for our Independence the
manufacturing potential of this country dramatically increased, and this with the constant
threat of destruction over the creators of these vital goods. If only these skills and talents
could be molded for times of peace, then the United States would surely be on the best of
economic footing.”33 Here we see again the link for Coxe between the economic
development and the political strength of the United States. In fact, we can see that Coxe
internalized this linkage not only in his official publications, but in private

the protection of mariners. (Hereafter A Navigation Act) (Philadelphia, 1809), microfilm, Early American
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Coxe, A Navigation Act, 8.
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Coxe, A View of the United States of America: In A Series of Papers Written at Various Times,
Between 1787 and 1794, (Hereafter referred to as A View of the United States) (New York: Reprints of
American Classics,) 1965, 2-25.
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correspondence. When thanking Alexander Hamilton for his appointment to the
assistantship of the Treasury, Coxe wrote: “I write to you, sir, with the deepest respect
and admiration for your allowing me to serve my country in this way. Matters of
economics have been wantonly acted upon for too long, and we must act to counter this
grave threat to our United States of America.”34 Coxe clearly felt that active political
agents as well as those individuals who had the economic resources to do so should
develop their own views on economics, and work to assist newly created manufactures
within the United States.
Coxe felt not only that he should take personal actions, but felt it his duty to
explain his theories of economics and national security to others, in the hopes that they
might begin similar development actions. For this purpose, Coxe further developed his
linkages between economic prosperity and national strength in Reflexions on the State of
the Union. Specifically dealing with the fact that the United States was able to produce
almost all of the shoes required for its domestic consumption as a larger issue of national
self-sufficiency, Coxe wrote: “If the manufacture of shoes in this country, were
abolished, our annual debt to foreign countries would be increased to an amount equal to
all our public contributions.”35 In short, for Coxe, manufactures not only provided a way
to support the economic prosperity of the United States without resorting to taxes, but
also helped to ensure an uninterrupted flow of goods and services throughout the United
States not dependent on foreign amity. Due to the extremely unstable situation in Europe
34
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that occurred after the American Revolution, Coxe’s prudence certainly seemed
warranted. In many other countries involved with Europe economically, predictable
commerce and trade broke down completely. Coxe similarly urged other businessmen to
support the new Bank of the United States, so that there could be a reserve of money
always available to the government in time of need without having to obtain loans from
foreign government and so become in their debt.36
Importantly, Coxe did not consider his economic views, and their subsequent
linkages with the strength of the United States, mere abstractions to be written about, but
ideas to be put into practice. Even very early in his political career, (serving as Assistant
to the Treasury, beginning in 1790) Coxe sought to acquire grants of and for himself and
other land companies, not just in Pennsylvania, but beginning in 1795, Western North
Carolina as well.37 Coxe’s first involvement with what would become the Speculation
Lands began through Andrew Baird and Lewis Baird, who were serving as land agents
for the group of wealthy Northern bankers mentioned earlier, including William
Tilghman, Goold Hoyt, and Isaac Bronson. The Bairds represented what existed then as
the Rutherford Land Company, holding approximately 100,000 acres of land in Western
North Carolina.38 Coxe, through loans from family and friends, as well as other business
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associates, acquired all of the land owned by the Rutherford Land Company, inserting
himself into the framework of what would becomes the Speculation Land Company; to
do this, Coxe essentially mortgaged several years of his official salary in the process.39
In 1794, Coxe published a pamphlet for the public in which he argued for the
creation of a “manufacturing center along the banks of the Susquehanna (a main river in
Pennsylvania).”40 Coxe went on to mention this particular plan in several other published
pamphlets, and also became a stockholder in the newly founded Susquehanna
Development Land Company.41 This illuminates a prominent trend in the life and career
of Tench Coxe. He did not simply write about what concerned citizens should do, but
acted out the suggestions he wrote about in his articles. This became one of the main
considerations of all of Tench Coxe’s activities, whether economic or political. Even
beginning with his economic actions prior to the Revolution as well as immediately after
it, Coxe always viewed economic development as a duty for individuals who had more
economic resources to donate to this cause. Instead of simply writing about the Bank of
the United States, Coxe became a shareholder; instead of just writing that a company
should be formed to develop the Pennsylvania interior, Coxe became a shareholder in the
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Speculation Land Company. Coxe eventually used significant amounts of his own
resources to invest in the Speculation Land Company.
Since Coxe always considered the politics and economy of the United States
linked, this would seem to belie the previous secondary source material approach in
separating the two. Coxe further viewed his public political views and his private
economic actions in a similarly intertwined fashion. It is also because of this belief that
Coxe first became involved in the Holland Land Company, which he subsequently
mentioned in a letter to Robert Livingston, although Coxe had significant material
investments in the Speculation Lands during this same time period, 1802-3.42 The main
focus of the letter was the necessity of improved roads to allow access into more isolated
areas of Pennsylvania, as well as opening up the land for human habitation, one of
Coxe’s measures of progress in his An Authentic View of the Progress of the State of
Pennsylvania…43 Coxe deplored the state of the interior of most of the states in the
Union, and vigorously supported laws and acts that would increase the chances for
citizens and even immigrants from other nations to hold land and make improvements
upon it, to strengthen the new United States of America. Coxe became more precise in
how individuals could contribute to the economic strength of their country in some of his
articles dealing with manufacturing in particular and the United States more generally.
Coxe’s plans for the creation of a “regional manufacturing center” are quite
specific, and are laid out in one section of his A View of the United States of America, in
42
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which he argues that private citizens should, as part of their political and fiscal duty to the
United States, use whatever excess revenue they had to support the United States.
Although the Speculation Lands were not mentioned specifically in this article, their
location in the south as well as geographic closeness to main rivers and natural resources,
characteristics mentioned specifically in A View of the United States of America, does not
seem coincidental. One of the important ideas that Coxe espouses in his proposal is
simply the amount of land that was able to be cleared and made available for habitation
by introducing roads and other improvements. Unlike other prominent land speculators
active around this time, Coxe took an active interest in the improvement of his lands
personally, instead of simply devolving responsibility down to the local landowner. Coxe
very clearly connected the more general ideas of economic self-sufficiency and political
independence with whatever actions individuals in and of themselves were able to
accomplish.44 It is because of these political beliefs that perhaps Coxe’s willingness to
risk bankruptcy can begin to be understood.
In his discussion of American economics, specifically in A View of the United
States of America and An Essay on the Manufacturing Interest, Coxe argued that the
South especially had enormous economic potential for growth after the Revolution. “The
southern states, being so full of every kind of material and natural resource, with the use
of manufactures, can easily be improved by steps as dramatic as we have seen in
Pennsylvania since the end of war and the restoration of peace.”45 From these and other
economic statements it seems very clear that Coxe considered the development of the
southern states critical to the viability of the Union. In a letter to Thomas Jefferson
44
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discussing the problem of manufactures, Coxe wrote: “I have heard from many a
representative from the Southern states that they are unhappy with the increased prospect
of manufactures in their territories. These gentlemen should not be fearful of
manufactures, but instead embrace them, as their emancipation and development are a
large part of the economic prosperity of the Union as a whole.”46 Coxe certainly saw his
land holdings in the South as contributing to this goal, as he had consistently advocated in
previous writings.
It is under these circumstances that Coxe returned to the same tactics as his greatgrandfather in promoting the Speculation Lands. Coxe strongly influenced the passage of
laws by the North Carolina Assembly to allow for absentee speculators to buy up large
amounts of land, which greatly facilitated his dealings with Andrew and Louis Baird.47
The Bairds, through their Rutherford Land Company associations, were also able to
influence the passage of these laws, as well as help to provide startup capital to Coxe,
allowing him to buy far beyond his means (his official salary at the time only amounted
to one or two thousand dollars a year, with an initial investment in the Speculation Lands
of approximately five thousand dollars).48 Also, again similar to Dr. Daniel Coxe, Tench
Coxe used his personal and political writings, both in the form of letters, as well as
political pamphlets or essays to encourage wealthier individuals to take a more active role
46
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in the development of their nation’s economy and manufactures.49 Coxe’s investments
help to show his personal connection between his economic/political ideals and his own
individual actions.
This helps to defuse the argument that Coxe only bought lands in Pennsylvania,
which he could enjoy personally, for leisure or profit. The very areas that Coxe singled
out for a need of economic activity he began massive economic activity in.50 This helped
to cement the connections for Coxe between individual action and the more general
economic position of the United States. Coxe tirelessly used his pen to promote the newly
opened land in the South, as well as their manufacturing potential: “These manufactures
in the well endowed Southern states can only but increase in value; the Emigration of
people to that area to assist in their development would be ideal. Once even the most
basic of improvements begins, the quality of life of the southern states as well as their
inhabitants will greatly increase.”51 As has been mentioned, many of the lands that Coxe
purchased in Western North Carolina, the Speculation Lands, share the characteristics
that Coxe emphasizes in his more general writings.
It can thus reasonably be assumed that Coxe intended for the lands he purchased
in Western North Carolina the same purpose as those that he encouraged others to
purchase in Pennsylvania; ideal towns devoted to manufacture or industry that helped to
improve the overall economic strength of the area and collectively strengthen the nation.
In Coxe’s view, the large amount of natural resources in the lands in Western North
Carolina helped to make that location particularly amenable to industrial development.
49
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Also, Coxe deplored the state of Southern manufacturing, and considered it critical to
helping to support the larger national economy. In Coxe’s An Essay on the
Manufacturing Interest there are several references to lands and natural resources that
would apply to the lands of Western North Carolina but not necessarily the lands of
Pennsylvania.52 Although generally containing such mundane topics as “amber sap for
honey” and “good, oaken timber” these examples show that Coxe had thought carefully
before he made his purchases, in contravention of the majority ideal, which was simply to
care about the price and how much money one could make off the deal.53
Although Coxe’s plans never came to fruition, he strongly believed that the
emigration of industrious people into new areas with abundant natural resources would
take care of the problem naturally. Coxe had a fundamental faith in the ability of people
to act both in an economically advantageous fashion for them while simultaneously
consciously strengthening the economy of their new American nation. Many of the laws
he urged the North Carolina Assembly to have passed were devoted to this goal.
Promoting local manufactures by the use of inventive tax systems and other forms of
encouragement to small-scale industry, as well as making emigration to uninhabited areas
easier; this was to be the task of government. Coxe believed that people were naturally
industrious, and as soon as it was more economically viable to do so, citizens within their
local communities would promote their manufacturing and economic stability at the
smaller level. The accumulation of “cottage industries” throughout the country would
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greatly increase the manufacturing potential of the United States as a whole, which is
what he had been recommending all along.54
Coxe makes his position and his political/economic connections very clear in
Respectful Observations on the Subject of the Bill in Relation to “the Establishment of a
Quartermaster’s Department.” This article, published in 1812, relatively late in Coxe’s
political career, reaffirms his long-standing commitment to the maximum amount of
economic independence possible for the United States from foreign countries, as well as
the danger of being dependent on foreign sources of organization and supply for vital
interests needed during times of war or peace. For Coxe, such dependence was
antithetical to the very purposes of the Revolution, which was to free the American states
to pursue their own political and economic independence. As he writes:
If our commercial difficulties are to continue or to extend, the
objections to the new, untried and unexperienced agency of the
quartermaster’s department, in the diversified business of supplies,
will be the more great and numerous. How much more so
numerous then, would the difficulties be of this quartermaster if,
because of present political difficulties, a majority of the items
needed to sustain our efforts are abroad, and he must therefore
navigate the treacherous waters of foreign public opinion simply so
that we can have the basic necessities? It is of a much more
efficient proposal, that the quartermaster could draw upon the
resources of his own country, as long as the promotion of
manufactures continues as I have indicated elsewhere.55
It seems clear from this and other articles that Coxe published throughout his career that
the emerging state had to become as politically or economically independent as possible,
54
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in order to avoid perpetuating the old unequal colonial relationships. It is to this end that
Coxe promoted the purchase of lands, and began his involvement in the Speculation
Lands; to ensure that the United States, in the conduct of its most basic of economic
functions, was beholden to no other country.
Although letters and writings specifically on the Speculation Lands themselves
are not located in any of the collections cited, it seems clear that Tench Coxe tirelessly
pursued an American atmosphere of manufacturing and improvement. It seems equally
clear that these pursuits were not solely based on economic gain, although Coxe certainly
made sure that he also benefited from that side of his land dealings. No, in examining
Tench Coxe’s landed activities, we see a major figure in the economic and political
discourse of the formative times of this nation doing what most people today wish that
more politicians would do: practice what they preach. Coxe could have sold off his lands
after several weeks or even days of his ownership, when their value nearly trebled; but he
did not, and helped to distinguish himself from other famous (or infamous) land
speculators active at the same time he was.56 Also, in all of Coxe’s political writings,
there is no mention of his great-grandfather, or of his family’s previous land holdings.
Instead, there is constant mention of the strength and economic prosperity of the United
States. It appears that these are the ideals that motivated Coxe, even to the point of
financial ruin. It seems much more appropriate then, to describe him as “one of the most
strenuous and faithful laborers for his country,” instead of “a traitor that should have been
ousted earlier.”57
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