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ABSTRACT 

During the late colonial, revolutionary, and early national 

periods of Virginia history, the Nicholas family furnished the state 

and the new nation with leaders on all political levels. For example, 

Robert Carter Nicholas of Williamsburg held the high post of Treasurer 

of Virginia from 1766 to 1776, while his sons served in posts in three 

states -- Virginia, Kentucky, and New York -- and in the new national 

government as spokesmen for the Jeffersonian Republicans. Yet, after 

1820 the Nicholases provided very few leaders of note, and any influence 

formerly held by the family died. 

The rise and fall of the Nicholas family provides an interesting 

insight into the social patterns of' Virginia's elite. In 1722, the 

founder of the family, George Nicholas of Manston, Dorset, was trans

ported to Virginia for life in lieu of being hanged for forgery and 

counterfeiting. Despite his disgrace, George Nicholas quickly carved 

a place among Virginia's social elite. Using his English gentry back

ground, Cambridge education, and slight medical training to maximum 

advantage, he styled himself a physician, married the eldest daughter 

of Virginia's wealthiest planter, acquired large tracts of Piedmont 

land, and ultimately served in the House of Burgesses as the representative 

of the College of William and Mary. 

Although orphaned while still quite young, George Nicholas' three 

sons made good use of their father's foundation. All three entered 

professions associated with law or local government, married into prominent 
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families, and acquired additional lands and wealth. The youngest son, 

Robert Carter Nicholas, achieved the greatest distinction, but all three 

were known as worthy gentlemen of merit. In their endeavors, the three 

brothers reaped the advantages of family connections with the Carters, 

Pages, Nelsons, and Burwells. 

The Revolution provided new opportunities of leadership for the 

third generation of Nicholases. Several served as officers in both state 

and continental forces. They also continued the family tradition of 

political service on the local and state levels, After the Revolution, 

the family reached its zenith of influence as members s� prominent 

roles in the battle for adoption of the federal Constitution, filled 

seats in the Virginia House of Delegates, and took places in both houses 

of Congress. Wilson Cary Nicholas even served as Governor of his native 

state at the close of the War of 1812. 

Unfortunately, the post-Revolutionary period also witnessed 

patterns which eventually destroyed the family's political influence and 

drove several members to economic ruin. Dr. George Nicholas of Williams

burg had exhibited a tendency to pursue unwise financial investments, and 

many of his grandsons seemed to have inherited the trait. Mounting debts 

and the declining fertility of Virginia's soil led several members of the 

third generation to leave the state for new beginnings in Kentucky and 

western New York. Unprofitable speculation in western lands, decreasing 

land values, and unrealistic hopes for returning prosperity combined to 

ruin some estates which had been carefully constructed for three generations. 
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Emigration destroyed any usefulness of familial ties in state politics 

while hard times made it necessary for heads of families to pay more 

attention to maintaining their waning estates and less attention to 

public service. Although a few great-grandsons of Dr. George Nicholas 

attained political offices) none achieved the distinction of the earlier 

generation. The influence of' the Nicholas family as a political unit 

in the Old Dominion had ended. 
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CHAPTER I 

A TENUOUS FOUNDATION 

The founder of the Nicholas family or Virginia has always been 

1 a figure of mystery. His short life in the colony, the destruction of 

many old Virginia records, and good cause for him to conceal his past 

have combined to ensure that he largely remains so. 

George Nicholas was born in Dorset County, England, around 1695.2

The Nicholases were considered "a very good and ancient family" in 

Dorset, and they were closely related to the eminent Nicholas families 

who had lived in neighboring Wiltshire at least since the days of Edward 

III.
3 His father, Philip Nicholas, was a prominent figure in the village

of Manston, possessing "the right of presentation" or privilege of nomi-

1There were other Nicholas families in Virginia before George
Nicholas arrived in 1722, but none achieved the distinction of his 
descendants. 

2His age was put at seventeen when he was admitted to St. John's
College, Cambridge, in 1712. J.A. Venn and John Venn, comp., Alumni 
Cantabri ienses: A Biorra)hical List of All Known Students Graduates 
and Holders of Office at the University of Cambridge 9 vols.; Cambridge, 
1922-1954), Part 1, III, 254. 

3Public Record Office, State Papers, Domestic, George I: S.P. 35/30 
(1721-22), No. 20, ff. '.)5-56, 19 January 1721/22, "Petition to ... His 
Majesty's Privy Council of Philip Nicholas ••.. "; Henry St. George and 
Sampson Lennard, Wiltshire Visitation Pedi rees E:�, ed. by G ,D. 
Squibb (London, 19'.)4 , pp. 140-45; W.H. Jones, 'The History of the 
Parish of All Cannings, 11 Wiltshire Archaeological and Natural History 
Magazine, XI (1869), 37-40. 



-2-

nating the parson of the parish.4 
A member of the lesser gentry, Philip

Nicholas carried sufficient social status to place "Gent." after his 

name and claim right to a coat-of-arms.5 He was able to give his sons 

the advantage of private schooling and the benefit of higher education 

at the University in Cambridge, though neither of the sons received a 

degree from that prestigious institution. The elder son, Philip, 

entered Trinity College in 1706 while George was admitted to St. John's 

C 1 • 1712 II l h ti d "d bl t• 116 o lege in w1ere e con nue a consi era e ime. This class-

ical education would prove to be a valuable asset to George Nicholas, 

for it would help to identify him as a gentlemen when he later came to 

Virginia. 

As a younger son, George Nicholas had to determine upon a pro

fession for support, for he could not expect his father's modest estate 

to provide for him as well as for his older brother. It was a problem 

which faced many younger sons in England in the days of entail and 

primogeniture, and the usual paths were the church, the law, or the army. 

4John Hutchins, The Histor and Anti uities of the Count
ed. by William Shipp and James Whiteworth Hodson 3rd edition, 
Westminster, 1861-1870), IV, 76-77. 

of Dorset, 
vols.; 

5R.K. Webb, Modern England From the 18th Century to the Present 
(New York, 1969), p. 7; Sir Bernard Burke, The General Armory of 
England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales (London, 1884), p. 1164; Charles 
Knowles Bolton, Bolton's American Armory (Boston, 1�27), p. 121. 

Public Record Office, State Papers, Domestic ., George I: S.P. 35/30 
(1721-22) No. 20, f. 55; Venn and Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses, III, 
254. Also attending Cambridge at about the same time as George Nicholas
was John Carter, Nicholas' future brother-in-law. Carter was admitted
to Trinity College on January 12, 1713-14 though it is not known whether
the two were acquainted while at the university. Ibid., I, 300.
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George Nicholas chose medicine, or as his father wrote, he decided "to 

117 study Physick, his Genius lying that way. Why he chose to learn the 

mysteries of medicine in London is not clear. Perhaps he wished to 

study at one of the great hospitals there, or perhaps he planned to 

study under the direction of a distant relative, Dr. Denton Nicholas of 

London, whose maternal grandfather had been personal physician to Charles 

I and Charles II and who himself was a fellow of the Royal College of 

Physicians. Neither of these courses would provide a degree, but they 

were common methods of obtaining medical knowledge.8

Philip Nicholas' hopes that his son would make "a good practi

tioner"9 were soon dashed. London was an exciting, worldly city where 

one might learn the latest medical theories, but it was also full of 

dangers for young men from the provinces. According to his father, 

George Nicholas was no match for the "bad Company" that he met there, 

and on June 10, 1721, city rogues "enticed" him to alter a bank note.10

7Public Record Office, State Papers, Domestic, George I: S.P. 35/30
(1721-22) No. 20, f. 55. 

' I  

8, ,J "' H, h',v;-.\
� Bolling Blanton, Medicine in Virginia in the Eighteenth 

Century (Richmond, 1931), pp. 84-85; Joseph Foster, comp., Alwnni 
Oxonienses: The Members of the Universit of Oxford 1�00-1 14 (1968 
ed., 2 vols. II, 1067; Anthony Wood, Athe.n�e Oxonienses: An Exact 
Histor of All the Writers and Bisho s Who Ha·,e Hnd 'Their Education in /v.,J,c,:,) 

<\-C. __ k,-l{.,t,..·_ .. the University of Oxford, with additions by Philip Bliss 2nd edition, 
4 vols.; New York, 1967), IV, 307-309. f�)Y'r�L 

9Public Record Office, State Papers, Dumestic ., George I: S.P. 35/30 
(1721-22), No. 20, ff. 55-56, l'.,;! January 1721/22, "Petition to ••• His 
Majesty's Privy Council of Philip Nicholas •••• " 

lOibid.; Middlesex County Record Office, Gaol Delivery Roll (G.D.
2380), Piece No. 11, Gaol Delivery, January 1721/22. 
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Apprehended for this felony, the yowig medical student was indicted, 

tried, and convicted for forgery and counterfeiting "at the General 

Sessions of Gaol Delivery of Newgate held for the Cowity Midd at 

Justicehall in 

1721
u (;;�}\�-;ii 

the Old Bayley on Friday the twelfth day of January 

Sentenced to death, Nicholas was returned to Newgate 

Prison while his frantic father begged that his son's life be spared. 

Echoing the ageless pleas of indulgent parents, Philip Nicholas wrote 

in a petition to the Privy Council that his son had been educated for a 

useful life ) that he had been led astray by the influence of others, 

that this was the boy's first offense, and that he was so young. To 

buttress his petition, Philip Nicholas persuaded fourteen of the leading 

gentlemen around Manston to certify that the Nicholas family was loyal, 

honorable, and never before guilty of "any manner of Blemish or Spot as 

to any Capital Crime or otherwise." 12

These pleas produced the desired effect. On May 3, 1722, "his 

Majesty out of his Royal Mercy [was] graciously pleased to pardon •.• 

George Nicholas on Condition of the said George Nicholas transporting 

himself to Virginia for and during his Natural life ••.• "13 According to 

11Middlesex County Record Office, Ref. Tr P2/94, 3 May 1722, Trans
portation Deposition of George Nicholas (copy on microfilm in the Virginia 
Colonial Records Pro

)
ect, Alderman Library, University of Virginia, here

inafter cited as UVA • This document was first called to my attention by 
Mrs. Marylee McGregor of Colonial Williamsburg Research Department, and 
the Latin preface was translated by Mr. Tom Orland') and Dr. George Reese, 
both of the University of Virginia. 

12Public Record Office, State Papers, Domestic, George I: S.P. 35/30 
(1721-22), No. 20, ff. 55-56. 

l3Transportation Deposition of George Nicholas, May 3, 1722.
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the pardon, Nicholas was to leave for the colony within a month aboard 

the Happy Return. Upon reaching Virginia, the master of the vessel, 

Henry Ather, was to obtain a certificate from the governor or chief 

customs officer at the point of landing stating that Nicholas had indeed 

stepped onto the colony's soil. The young forger could not expect to 
14 

return to Great Britain without facing the death penalty. Though 

Philip Nicholas must have been relieved by his son's escape from death, 

life banishment left little room for consolation. 

The conditions of George Nicholas' involuntary exile to Virginia 

were not the same as those of the typical felon transported from Britain 

after 1718. Most convicts were transported under authority of a Parlia

mentary Act of 1717 (4 George I, c. 11) which allowed English courts to 

transport persons guilty of larceny, felonious stealing, and similar 

crimes to the colonies for a term of seven years in lieu of other punish

ments. Felons convicted of crimes which carried the death penalty could 

be pardoned by the king on condition of banishment for fourteen years or 

even longer. In both cases, the courts would contract with a merchant 

or shipper who promised to convey the criminals to the colonies. The 

contractor was entitled to the services of the felons for their terms 

of years. When he arrived in the New World, the contractor would sell 

14Ibid. No certificate relating to Nicholas' arrival has been found.
This may be due to the fact that there are no existing records of Virginia 
Naval Officers' Returns for this particular period and because the forma
lity seems to have been largely ignored anyway. A sample of a certificate 
showing arrival of a felon in Virginia in 1729 is printed in D.M.M. 
Shorrocks, "Transportation of Felons from Sandwich to Virginia, 1721-1773," 
Vir inia Ma razine of Histor and Bio ra h , LXVIII (July, 1960), 295-99, 
hereinafter cited as VMHB • 
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his rights to those services to interested colonists who desired cheap, 

dependent labor. After the specified period of servitude, the felons 

were to be free men with full pardons. It has been estimated that 

Maryland and Virginia alone received slightly over 20,000 convicted 

l' criminals through this system during the eighteenth century. )

Each year a few convicted felons were pardoned for crimes carry

ing the death penalty on condition of transportation for life, though 

there seems to be no evidence of anyone being kept in servitude for that 

length of time. Reasons for this mercy might include the youthfulness 

of the offender, his previous good character, or the crime having been 

his first offense.
16 

George Nicholas, of course, qualified on all three

counts. And the fact that he could tack ''Gent." to his name doubtless 

secured him favor despite his crime. 

Wealth could also aid a felon bound for the colonies. Anywhere 

from £.10 to £ 25 might buy his freedom from the contractor, and an 

additional sum would enable him to travel in much more comfortable quarters 

15Abbot Emerson Smith, Colonists in Bonda e: White Servitude and
Convict Labor in America, 1007-1776 Chapel Hill, 19 7 , pp. 110-111, 
119. Not all 20,000 stayed as permanent colonists. There is evidence
that many found ways to return to England during as well as after their
terms of service. Ibid., pp. 129, 303, 367; James Revel, "The Poor
Unhappy Transported Felon's Sorrowful Account of His Fourteen Years
Transportation At Virginia in America," edited with an introduction by
John Melville Jennings, VMI-IB, LVI (April, 1948), 180-94.

16 
Smith, Colonists in Bondaee, pp. 112, 362; A.G.L. Shaw, Convicts 

and the Colonies: A Study of Penal Transportation from Great Britain and 
Ireland to Australia and Other Parts of the British Empire (London, 196b), 
PP· 29-30, 
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than those below decks which housed the rest of the convicts.1
7 Thus

it was possible for a man with some social standing, money, and influence 

to avoid much of the humiliation and danger faced by the typical convict 

on his journey to the colonies. Certainly, Philip Nicholas must have 

done everything in his power to make his son's journey as painless as 

possible. 

If Nicholas obeyed the conditions of his reprieve from death, he 

left England in May or early June 1722, probably arriving in Virginia 

during the late summer or early fall. The circumstances of Nicholas' 

migration might lead one to assume that he would find a rough going in a 

new and strange environment. Yet he possessed certain attributes which 

would prove invaluable in coping with colonial Virginia society. Probably 

most important was his former social status in England. There he had 

learned how to be a gentleman and how to interact with other gentlemen. 

His classical education would help mark him in a society where education 

was highly valued, especially among the aspiring planters. Too, his 

training as a physician would allow him to assume a profession which a 

gentleman would not shun in a country where medical knowledge was a scarce 

18 
corrunodity. Finally, the strong streak of brass in his personality 

would nudge him to aim for accomplishments which other men in a similar 

position would not dare to contemplate. Thus Nicholas arrived in Virginia 

17 
Smith, Colonists in Bondage, pp. 125, 366; Shaw, Convicts and 

the Colonies, pp. 35-36. 

18 
Blanton, Medicine in Virginia, pp. 81, 2o8. 
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with more advantages than disadvantages, and if he could somehow conceal 

the true cause of his migration, his greatest disadvantage would cause 

19 
him little pain. That Nicholas was able to prevent his transportation 

from becoming common knowledge or that Virginia society simply did not 

condemn a man too harshly for past mistakes in another country was 

evidenced by his quick climb into the ranks of the ruling gentry of the 

colony. 

Nicholas' first requirement was to establish himself in.a 

profession that would provide an adequate income and still be worthy of 

a gentleman. His medical training, scanty though it might have been, 

suited perfectly. It qualified him for a profession that did not require 

large capital, fixed or liquid, The lack of a medical degree would not 

harm his chances of successfully practicing medicine. The vast majority 

19 
One factor that may have aided Nicholas in an attempt to conceal 

his transportation was the absence of a governor in the colony during the 
period of his arrival. Alexander Spotswood had left for New York on July 
28, 1722, to treat with the Five Iroquois Nations in Albany, and he was 
not to return until October, Even before his departure, he was replaced 
as lieutenant governor by Hugh Drysdale who had received a royal commiss
ion to that effect on April 3, Drysdale reached Williamsburg on September 
25 and took the oath of office two days later. Thus there was no governor 
to sign a certificate that Nicholas had reached Virginia as a transported 
felon. Leonidas Dodson, Alexander S otswood Governor of Colonial Vir inia 
1710-1722 (Philadelphia, 1932 , pp. 267-68, 274; Richard L. Morton, 
Colonial Virginia (2 vols.; Chapel Hill, 19Go), II, 479-81, 490. But he 
was not completely successful in hiding his background. Governor Gooch 
reported in 1733 that he had "privately been told such strange stories 
of him that I would willingly know what his real character is," and a 
writer who identified himself as W.I. later tried to damage the reputa
tion of one of George Nicholas' sons with his father's dark past. William 
Gooch to Thomas Gooch, July 20, 1733, "Letters of Governor William Gooch, 
Virginia, 1727-1751, to His Brother, Thomas Gooch, Bishop of Norwich and 
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of colonial practitioners held no degrees, and many had little medical 

training worthy of the name. Too, the profession seems to have been 

dominated by doctors born or educated in England, and Nicholas fit on 

20both counts. 

Exactly where Nicholas first established his practice is not 

clear. After 1725 he lived in Williamsburg, but his practice extended 

into many of the neighboring counties. Setting up a medical practice 

in or around the colonial capital meant facing stiff competition, for 

21 some of the best known physicians of the colony resided there. Still,

there was no dearth of clients. Virginia held ready a host of diseases 

to throw at newcomers who usually had to survive a period of II • ti seasoning

after their arrival. "This place," wrote one such newcomer, "is only

I 1122good for doctors and ministers who have very good encouragem t here. 

later Ely," unpublished typescript copies, Colonial Williamsburg 
Research Department, Williamsburg, Virginia, p. 36. (These typescript 
copies of originals in England were presented by Gooch descendants in 
England to Colonial Williamsburg, Inc. by whose permission they are used 
in this paper); Pickney's Virginia Gazette, March 2, 1775. 

20 
Blanton, Medicine in Virginia, pp. 2, 12-13, 81, 2o8. Persistent

Virginia tradition holds that Nicholas practiced as a surgeon for the 
Royal Navy, but no evidence has been found to corroborate this tradition. 
For example, see Louise Pecquet DuBellet, Some Prominent Virginia Families 
(4 vols.; Lynchburg, Virginia, 1907), II, 311. 

2�lanton, Medicine in Virginia, p. 315.

22George Home to Ninian Home, June 20, 1723, "Letters From and To
George Hurne of Virginia, Formerly of Wedderburn, S(!otland," VMHB, XX 
(October, 1912), 399-400. 



-10-

Many physicians also devoted a large amount of their daily work to the 

treatment of plantation slaves. Wealthy masters were willing to pay 

well to protect their investments, although bringing in a professional 

did not always guarantee success. Governor Gooch reported in 1729 

that slaves "were often ruined by the unskilfulness of the Practitioners 

this Country affords."23 Nicholas probably relied on both these sources

for patients as well as upon the general population of settlers. After 

1724 he developed another important source of clients as family physi

cian for many of his relatives.
24 

Nicholas reached the peak of his

professional career when he became physician to the family of Governor 

William Gooch, "He practices Phisick here with good success," wrote 

the Governor about Nicholas in 1733, "tho' I believe he never took any 

degree •••• he is Phisitian to my Family and has lately done breat services 

for my II 

son . . . .  Serving as personal physician to the first family of 

the colony was a boon to any practitioner's career. It helped increase 

his number of patients and sometimes served to advance his future politi-

25cally and socially as well as economically. 

23
William Gooch to the Duke of Newcastle, June 29, 1729, Public 

Record Office, Colonial Office, C.O. 5/1337 (copy on microfilm in the 
Virginia Colonial Records �roject, UVA); Blanton, Medicine in Virginia, 
pp. 166-67. 

24Thomas Allen Glenn, Some Colonial Mansions and Those Who Lived
in 'I'hem (Philadelphia, 1899), p. 21+2, "Virginia Council Journals, 11 

VMHB, XXXII (January, 1924), 39-45, 

25William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, July 20, 1733 and May 26, 1735,
"Letters of Governor William Gooch," p. 36; Junius Rodes Fishburne, 
Jr., "The Office of Secretary of State in Colonial Virginia," unpublished 
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Just what income Nicholas managed from ·his profession is 

difficult to tell. Governor Spotswood wrote in 1712 that his physi

cian, Dr. William Cocke, "scarce made 200 Pounds per annum, tho' he 

takes the pains to ride at least 80 Miles per Week for it," but there 

is no way of knowing whether Cocie was typical. 'I'he rate of Nicholas' 

fees is unknown, but doctors, like lawyers, complained that they received 

very little of what was actually due them. At times it was necessary 

to go to court to collect long outstanding fees. Some physicians 

asserted that medical practice paid so poorly that it was impossible 

to support a large family without turning to another source of income 

such as farming. Others, including Nicholas, found it necessary to 

supplement their incomes by adding drug preparation and selling to 

their practice, though this was considered beneath professional dignity. 

When accounts were settled, doctors were often paid in kind due to the 

endemic scarcity of specie in the colony. In 1731, for example, Nicholas 

received a cask of wine from one of his brothers-in-law to help offset 

26fees for drugs and attendance. 

Ph.D. dissertation, Tulane University, 1971, p. 338. Although he did 
not realize it, Nicholas also achieved the dubious distinction of recei
ving mention in William Byrd's Secret History of the Line where he is 
referred to as "Dr. Arsmart." John Allen, one of the gentlemen who was· 
to accompany Byrd on the survey of the line between Virginia and North 
Carolina, begged off from the mission due to his wife's sickness and 
called upon Nicholas to confirm his excuse and treat his wife. Nicholas 
told Byrd that Allen was "too tender a husband to bave his spouse to 
the mercy of a physician." William Byrd, The Secrd, Hi:otory of the Line, 
in Louis B. Wright, ed., The Prose Works of William Byrd of Westover 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1966), pp. 48-49. 

2�lanton, Medicine in
Colonial Mansions, p. 242; 
P. 338.

Vir�inia, pp. 28-29, 31, 33; Glenn, Some 
Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary of State," 
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Despite the difficulties of collecting fees, there were 

frequent complaints from the colonists that physicians' charges were 

exhorbitant. As early as 1639, an act of the General Assembly com

plained that fees were so high that many masters would let their 

servants suffer or perish rather than seek medical attention. To pre

vent this evil, the legislature decided that any man suspecting 

unreasonable rates could bring the physician before the county courts 

to reveal the true value of his service and drugs. If these costs 

appeared too high, the justices could adjust them and censure the 

doctor for his nefarious practice. In the following decades, increasing 

complaints led to the strengthening of these provisions until finally, 

in 1736, the General Assembly decided to regulate fees for all surgeons, 

apothecaries, and physicians. 

the practice of' phi sic in this colony, [the act 
stated], is most commonly taken up and followed, 
by surgeons, apothecaries, or such as have only 
served apprenticeships to those trades, who often 
prove very unskilful in the art of a phisician; 
and yet do demand excessive fees, and exact unrea
sonable prices for the medicines which they 
administer, and do too often, for the sake of 
making up long and expensive bills, load their 
patients with greater quantities thereof, than 
are necessary or useful, concealing all their 
compositions, as well to prevent the discovery 
of their practice, as of the true value of what 
they administer: which is become a grievance, 
dangerous and intolerable, as well to the poorer 
sort of people, as others, & doth require the 
most effectual remedy that the nature of' the 
thing will admit ..•• 

Physicians with degrees were able to charge nearly double the rate of 

surgeons and apothecaries. All bills had to list ingredients, quantities, 
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and prices of drugs or else the physician could not bring suit for 

nonpayment of fees, This act of 1736, two years after Nicholas' 

death, reveals the colonists' bias against men who charged fees for 

professional services, At any rate, Nicholas must have managed an 

income that allowed him to maintain his appearance as a gentleman, 

although not enough to cause him to shun other pecuniary ventures.27

Once professional success seemed fairly certain, Nicholas turned 

to other avenues to further his climb in Virginia society. One such 

path was marriage into a wealthy and prominent family. Nicholas had 

been in Virginia less than two years when, in April 1724, he married 

Elizabeth Carter Burwell, eldest daughter of Robert "King" Carter and 

the most eligible widow in the colony, It was quite a stunning coup. 

The lady was the daughter of Virginia's wealthiest and most powerful 

planter, and nothing better reveals Nicholas' brass. Few men with such 

a past would have shown the audacity to attempt such a match, especially 

in the face of strong opposition, Mrs, Burwell's friends advised her 

against the marriage while Robert Carter referred to the match as 

"imprudent and obstinate". But, as usual, the doctor prevailed, thus 

adding a very important ingredient for acceptance into the colony's 

28elite, 

27William Waller Bening, comp., The Statutes at Large 01' Virginia,
Bein a Collection of All the Laws of Vircrinia fro:n the First Session of 
the Legislature in the Year 1619 13 vols,; Richmond, 1810-1823;, I, 
316-17, 450, II, 26, l()Si-110, IV, 103-lo4, 509-510 (hereinafter cited as
Hening's Statutes).

28Robert Carter Diary, 1722-1727, entry for April 4, 1722, lNA;
Robert Carter to anonymous, April 7, 1724, Robert Carter Letterbooks, 
UVA; William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, July 20, 1733, "Letters of Governor 
William Gooch," p, 36, 



-14-

Reasons for the opposition were abundant and obvious. In 

Virginia, Nicholas was not Mrs. Burwell's social or economic equal. 

She had married in 1709 the heir of another wealthy and prominent 

family, Nathaniel Burwell of Gloucester County. Burwell was probably 

able to support his wife in a style which Robert Carter would have 

approved. In 1710 Burwell inherited all his father's lands in Glou

cester County for use during his and his wife's lifetimes. Robert Carter 

added to his son-in-law's income when he purchased Merchant's Hundred 

plantation, the prof'i ts of which went to Burwell and his wife. In 

time, this first son-in-law became "King" Carter's favorite. When 

Nathaniel Burwell died in 1721 at the age of forty-one, he left his 

widow with four living children, another on the way, and several already 

in their graves before him.29

George Nicholas could not begin to meet the qualifications of 

his predecessor. He was not from a prominent Virginia family; he was

not and could not soon expect to be a substantial landholder; and the 

modest income from his medical practice could not match that gained from 

large and prospering plantations. So far as Robert Carter or anyone else 

could see, Nicholas presented no evidence that he could support his wife 

29 
Mary A. Stephenson, Carter's Grove Plantation (Williamsburg, 1964),

pp. 4-5; Clifford Dowdey, The Vir inia nasties: The Erner ence of 
"King" Carter and the Golden Aee Boston, 1969 , p. 281; Robert Carter 
to Micajah Perry, June 16, 1723, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA; Robert 
Carter to John Carter, September 27, 1720, Letters of Robert Carter, 
1720-1727, ed. by Louis B. Wright (San Marino, 1940), p. 54; Handwritten 
copy of the will of Nathaniel Burwell, August 20, 1721 (Proved in court 
October 25, 1721), UVA. 
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in her accustomed style, and as yet he had amassed nothing substantial 

to leave to any children that might result from the union. 

Robert Carter had another very practical reason for objecting 

to his daughter's marriage to the Williamsburg physician. In his will, 

Nathaniel Burwell had named his father-in-law as one of the executors 

of his estate and guardian of his four children. Carter expected 

Nicholas to involve him in law suits because of this arrangement, and 

later events proved him right. Obviously, Carter understood the 

character of his new son-in-law fairly well. 3
0

But most objectionable of all was Nicholas' background. Try 

as he might, he found it impossible to conceal completely the blot of 

his transportation. Surely, "King" Carter must have known. As one of 

the most important members of the Governor's Council, Carter had access 

to all the official information of the colony. The topic of transported 

criminals had to be fairly fresh in his mind at the time of Nicholas' 

arrival. The General Assembly had passed an act in May 1722 requiring 

captains of vessels transporting felons to keep the convicts on board 

until their services had been purchased by a planter and to post bond 

to guarantee the good conduct ol' the felons fur two months after the 

jl landing. Most of the colonial leaders were opposed to the dumping or

30
will of Nathaniel Burwell; Robert Carter tu anonymous, April 7,

1723/4, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA; Robert Thomas Barton, 
Vin,;inia Colonial Decisions: The Reports by Sir John Rundolph 
Edward Barradall of Decisions of the General Court of Vir 

2 vols.; Boston, 1909, I, Rl02-Rlo8 and II, B35-B37• 

3�orton, Colonial Virginia, II, 494-95. 
repealed this act which might have effectively 
the transportation system. 

The Privy Council promptly 
limited or even curtailed 
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criminals on Virginia soil, and Robert Carter had strong, private 

32 
reservations about George Nicholas. 

Despite her father's objections, Elizabeth Carter Burwell pro

ceeded with the wedding, Carter's displeasure might have been vital 

had this been her first marriage, but he had little control over a 

thirty-four-year-old widow with four children of her own. Still, he 

could make his displeasure apparent. He did not attend the wedding, 

and he halted the income she had been receivine; from Merchant's Hundred. 

Although father and daughter were ultimately reconciled, Carter seems 

33 
never to have given full approval to her new husband. 

When Mrs. Burwell became Mrs. Nicholas, her income was much redu

ced. She lost not only the profits from Merchant's Hundred, but also 

the income from the lands left to the use of Nathaniel Burwell in his 

father's will ) and the use of her late husband's coach with coachman and 

horses. Despite these losses, her own income was very adequate. By right 

of dower, she still owned one third of the slaves who worked the Burwell 

plantations, and she had inherited one fifth of Burwell's personal estate. 

None of this had to be used for the support of her four children as the 

rest of the Burwell estate handled their maintenance and education until 

they were of age to receive their inherited portions. Although the new 

Mrs. Nicholas was not as wealthy as the former widow Burwell, she probably 

32
Dowdey, The Virginia Dynasties, pp. 328-29.

33Robert Carter Diary, entry for April 4, 172Li; Robert Carter to
Lewis Burwell ) December 18, 1727 ) Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA; Dowdey, 
The Virginia Dynasties, p. 357.
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had access to a larger income than her second husband,34

All in all, Nicholas had made a very good match. His new wife 

belonged to the elite of Virginia society, she was wealthy in her own 

right as well as the daughter of c:iQ .t' the wealthiest planter� in 

Virginia, and she was "a very pretty, good-humoured woman.1135 Nicholas

knew that he had irritated a very powerful man, but he may have realized 

that Carter's great affection for his children would eventually calm

that irritation.36

Exactly where the Nicholases lived after their marriage is not 

known. For a time, it appears that they dwelled at Fairfield, the 

Burwell home on Carter's Creek in Gloucester County. Later they moved 

to Williamsburg where they probably resided the rest of their lives. 

The small colonial capital afforded a pleasant residence for "several 

very good families" wrote one contemporary observer. "They live in the 

same neat manner, dress after the same modes, and behave themselves 

exactly as the gentry in London." Families of' note, including the 

Nicholases, rode the sandy streets in coaches or chariots. Their houses 

were described as "lasting, dry, and warm in winter, and cool in summer." 

For these families, life in Williamsburg could be lived "comfortably, 

34stephenson, Carter's Grove Plantation, p. 6; Will of Nathaniel
Burwell. 

35The Secret Dia of William B rd of Westover 1
Louis B. Wright and Marion Tinling Richmond, 19 1 ,  p. 

ed. by 

36 II I Edmund Berkeley, Jr., Robert 'King' Carter,' unpublished M.A. 
thesis, UVA, 1961, pp, iv, 98. 
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genteely, pleasantly, and plentifully."37

George Nicholas' relationship with his powerful father-in-law 

was touchy at first. His wife fed the coolness created by the marriage 

when she refused to see her father shortly after the wedding. Even 

had the coolness not died eventually, the two men would have been forced 

to deal with each other in order to reach agreement on the complicated 

legal matters surrounding the income and pecuniary right of Mrs. Nicholas. 38

In her first marriage, Mrs. Nicholas' dower had included a 

large number of slaves. By legal right and by the will of Nathaniel 

Burwell, she was entitled to the profits from these slaves until her 

death. Robert Carter, as chief executor of the Burwell estate, had the 

responsibility to insure that this was done. However, since the death of 

her first husband, Mrs. Nicholas had not been very careful about seeing 

that this income was actually placed in her hands. As long as her 

father supported her well, she really did not need to bother. Dr. 

Nicholas wanted to be certain that he received this sum; Robert Carter 

was no doubt determined that Nicholas get not one penny more than was 

due him. This was most likely the subject of the agreement which the 

two reached and Mrs. Nicholas signed in Nuvember 1724, seven months after 

the wedding.39 

37Hugh Jones, The Present State of Virginia, ed. with an introduction
by Richard L. Murton (Chapel Hill, 195b), p. 71; Bubert Carter Diary, 
entry for January 30, 1726/7; Stephenson, Carter's Grove Plantation, pp. 6,
19. 

38Robert Carter Diary, entry for April 27, 1724; Robert Carter to 
Lewis Burwell, December 18, 1727, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA. 

3'.7Robert Carter Diary, entries for October 11 and November 9, 1724. 
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Nicholas' share of the profits of the Burwell estate were to 

be the source of negotiation, confusion, and trouble for Robert Carter 

until his death. Nicholas even pressed Carter for the sums due to his 

wife from the estate in 1722 and 1723. Not until mid-1727 were the t.Jo 

men able to settle this issue, when Carter decided that Nicholas was

entitled to slightly over £ 367. Either Nicholas waited to push the 

point until he and his father-in-law were on more amiable terms, or 

Carter held off the doctor for three years until he felt willing to 

i . b"t 40 g ve in a l. • 

The intervening years had been odd ones in the relationships 

between father and daughter and between father-in-law and son-in-law. 

Elizabeth Nicholas frequently entertained her father when he came to 

Williamsburg in his capacity as a Councilor, but in his diary, Carter 

still occasionally referred to her as Mrs. Burwell. When in or around 

the capital, Carter borrowed Dr. Nicholas' chariot, and in at least one 

case, he took medicines which his son-in-law prescribed.41 Yet he was

unwilling to accord Nicholas the same status as his other sons-in-law. 

In his first will of August 1726, he left £20 each to Benjamin 

Harrison and Mann Page to buy mourning clothes upon his death, but he 

left only half that sum to George Nicholas for the same purpose. In 

40 Robert Carter Diary, entry for July 1, 1727 .: Robert Carter to
Mann Page, July 3, 1727, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA. 

41Robert Carter Diary, entries for August 11 and November 10, 1726,
and for January 30, January 31, and February 28, 1726/7. 
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the same will, he left the four Burwell children by Elizabeth Carter 

£300 each when they reached the age of twenty-one, but the two 

Nicholas grandchildren were to get only £100 each. More importantly, 

he left large tracts of land to his sons and his grandsons produced 

by Carters, Burwells, Harrisons, and Pages, but he left no such estates 

to the sons of the doctor. Also, when Carter named executors and 

assistant executors for his vast estate, Nicholas was the only son-in-

42law omitted. 

By 1727, however, Carter and his daughter appeared to have 

reached a full reconciliation, and the Councilor seems to have finally 

accorded her husband at least grudging acceptance. Lewis Burwell, 

Elizabeth Nicholas' oldest son, had been sent by his grandfather Carter 

to England for his education. He was there when his mother remarried, 

and the match obviously did not please him. In fact, he got a bit 

snippy with her. Robert Carter was so upset by this immature behavior 

that he felt called upon not only to reprimand Lewis but also mildly 

defend the step-father. 

Your mother had very much [i.11egible] me in marry
ing much against my inclination but it hath been her 
good fortune to match with a gentleman that proves a 
very worthy kind husband to her and she and I are 

42will of Robert Carter, August 22, 1726 with codicils of Septem
ber 12, 1728, June 9, 1730, and July 23, 1730, nineteenth century hand
written copy with Robert Carter I.etterbooks, Virginia Historical Society, 
Richmond (hereinafter cited as VHS). The will was also printed in the 
VMHB in 1898, but it contains many errors. "carter Papers," VMRB, V 
\April, 1898), 4o8-28 and VI (July, 1898), 1-22. 
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perfectly reconciled it seems you have writ a very 
unkind letter to her which Occasioned a great deal 
of disturbance to her repose Certainly you have not 
forgot the duty you owe to your parent and are not 
so unlearned to be ignorant of the severe Curses 
denounced by the al.mighty against undutifule Children 
pray write to her in another stile Acknowledge your 
faith and let her know you are deeply Sorry for your

4 youthful imprudence in giving her so much Uneasiness 3 

Part of the reason for the reconciliation may have been the two Nicholas 

children born by this time. For all his gravity and aloofness, Carter 

found his grandchildren very difficult to resist. The Nicholas children 

were a perfect medium through which he and his daughter could restore 

their old affection.44

Once the reconciliation had been effected, Carter kept a long 

promise of "laying out f 50 for my Daughter Nicholas in Such things as 

She Should desire." His daughter desired silver plate from London. Her 

father, still exhibiting a trace of doubt about her second husband, made 

sure that the plate bore his coat-of-arms.45

George Nicholas must have sensed that 1727 was the year when he 

could finally push for settlement of financial issues that had long been 

on his mind. After getting Carter to agree to pay him for his wife's 

43 Robert Carter to Lewis Burwell, December 18, 1727, Robert Carter 
Letterbooks, UVA. 

44Robert Carter to John Pratt, August 18, 1728, Robert Carter
Letterbooks, VHS; Berkeley, "Rooert 'King' Carter," pp. 106, 109. 

45Will of Robert Carter; Robert Carter to Juhn Pratt, August 22,
1727, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA; Robert Carter to John Falconer, 
August 22, 1727, Robert Carter I.etterbooks, VHS. 
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share of the profits of the Burwell estate for 1723-24, Nicholas 

pressed for other sums to which his claim was more questionable. 

Lewis Burwell, Elizabeth Carter's first father-in-law, had left his 

son a mill on Carter's Creek in Gloucester County, and Nicholas said 

that the income 1'rom the mill since the death of Nathaniel Burwell 

ought to go to his wife. His arguments were not very convincing. 

Carter obviously felt that on this issue Nicholas was pushing too 

hard, for he wrote laconically "I give him no answer at p'sent,".46 

Although it is not clear how this issue was resolved, what is revealing 

about it is that Nicholas now felt secure enough in his relationship 

with Carter to risk a minor disagreement. 

Perhaps Carter found it easier to accept his new son-in-law 

after Nicholas became more established in Virginia society. By 1726 

Nicholas had taken one of the first and most important steps to high 

political office when he was appointed a Justice of the Peace for 

Gloucester County. He thus found himself acceptable to the ruling 

gentry of the county. The justices of the peace who composed the county 

courts in Virginia came from the leading local families. New members 

to the courts actually received their commissions from the governor, 

but by custom the governor appointed only those who had been recommended 

by the incumbent justices. Despite the inglorious circumstances of 

his migration to Virginia, Nicholas obviously had made a good impression 

46 Robert Carter to Mann Page, July 15, 1727, Robert Carter Letter-
books, UVA. 
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upon the leaders of Gloucester. Perhaps the appointment was a 

favor to Carter, but the only relative in county office at the time 

was Nicholas' brother-in-law Mann Page, the county lieutenant.47

Another sign of local favor was Nicholas' appointment to the 

vestry of Bruton Parish. As with the county court, this self-perpetuating 

body was controlled by the local gentry. Exactly when Nicholas sat on 

the vestry is not certain, but this additional appointment meant that 

he was now involved in every phase of local political life from judging 

criminal cases to deciding what aid could be extended to the poor.48

These two local offices were generally considered the first steps toward 

higher political offices. Many of the Virginia gentlemen were content 

to advance no further, but judging from what is known of Nicholas' 

character, he undoubtedly saw local offices as hurdles to be cleared 

on his way to bigger and better things. It is difficult to determine 

just what part, if any, Nicholas' ties with the Carters, Burwells, 

Harrisons, and Pages played in securing him these two positions, but if 

they counted for anything, Nicholas probably used them to full advantage. 

As far as his father-in-law was concerned, however, the usual process 

47
11Report on the Present State of Virginia of Lt. Gov. Hugh Drys

dale," VMHB, XLVIII (April, lS,40), 141-52; Polly Cary Mason, ed., 
Records�Colonial Gloucester Count Vir inia ( 2vuls.; Newport News, 
1946, I, 121. For an excellent discussion of the role of justices of 
the peace in Virginia see Chapter 6 of Charles S. Sydnor's, Gentlemen 
Freeholders ( Chapel Hill, 1952). 

48 Bishop
of Virginia (2 
nial Virginia, 

[William] Meade, Old Churches, Ministers 
vols.; Philadelphia, 1872), I, 179, 183; 
II, 465-66. 

and Families 
Morton, Colo-
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seems to have been reversed. Instead of using family influence to 

gain political position, the attainment of position brought him favor 

from the family. 

True to form, Nicholas did not remain content with local office. 

In 1730 the College of William and Mary was allowed to send its own 

burgess to the General Assembly for the first time. At a meeting on 

January 8, 1730, the president and masters of the college unanimously 

elected Dr. Nicholas to serve as their first representative, a position 

he held until his death some four years later.49 Why Nicholas? The

journal of the college officials gives no clue. Perhaps they thought 

that, as a Williamsburg dweller, Nicholas would be more aware of 

college problems and interests; perhaps they felt local residence 

would afford better communication between representative and constituents; 

or perhaps his Cambridge education made him a more fitting representative 

of the only institution of higher learning in the colony. 

Nicholas' career in the House of Burgesses was not particularly 

noteworthy. During his first term be was one of three Burgesses taken 

into custody by the sergeant-at-arms 11 f'or absenting themselves from 

their Duty and the Service of the House," being released after paying 

a f'ine. Two years later, he was placed on the newly revived Committee 

49 11Journal of the Meetings of the President and Masters of William 
and Mary College, 172';;!-1784," William and Mary Quarterly (1st. series), 
I (January, 1893), 134 (hereinafter cited as WMQ). One of the masters 
who elected Nicholas was Joshua Fry, whose daughter was later to marry 
Nicholas' son John. 
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of Propositions and Grievances. The only other mention of Nicholas 

in the house journals was a call for election of a replacement after 

. 0 his death.) Despite his meager record in the house, Nicholas had 

even higher ambitions which he hoped to achieve by working through 

his most illustrious patient, Governor William Gooch. "He presses 

me hard for Honour," wrote Gooch of the doctor in 1733, "and would 

gladly be a Councillor, which hitherto, without an absolute denial, 

I have artfully warded off." The inspiration for this move may have 

been the record of one of Nicholas' predecessors. Dr. William Cocke 

had journeyed to Virginia with Alexander Spotswood in 1710. As Spots

wood's personal physician, Cocke benefitted not only by an increased 

practice but also by political reward. Through Spotswood's influence, 

Cocke became Secretary of State for the colony in 1712, a member of' the 

Council in 1713, and lieutenant of the militia for Warwick and Elizabeth 

City Counties in 1715. Needless to say, Nicholas never reached this 

pinnacle of political success for a colonial Virginian, though had he 

lived longer, it might not have been beyond his reach. Once again his 

ambitions reveal him as a colonial man-on-the-make who refused to be 

stymied by obstacles other men would not have attempted to overcome.51

'.JOJournals of the House of Bur esses of Vir 1.n1.a 6, ed. 
by H.R. Mcllwaine and John Pendleton Kennedy 12 vols.; Richmond, 1905-
1915), Vol. 1727-1734, pp. 62, 101, 102, 173.

5lWilliam Gooch to Thomas Gooch, July 20, 1733, "Letters of Gover
nor William Gooch," p. 36; Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary of State," 
pp. 333-41. 
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His earliest efforts to acquire large tracts of land appear 

to have been in 1728. They reveal that his standard tactic of acquisi

tion was to petition for lands which had been granted earlier to someone 

who had failed to perfect the title by clearing the land and putting 

settlers on it. By this method he obtained in September 1728, 2600 

acres in what was then Goochland County. Sixteen hundred acres of this 

tract on the north side of' the James River, in what is now Albemarle 

County, had been granted to James Skelton in 1723, but Skelton lost 

the land by not bothering to perfect his title.52 Nicholas decided to

improve this substantial acreage by clearing, fencing, planting, and 

grazing. He most likely had little to do with the actual work but 

instead followed the normal practices of employing an overseer to 

drive a small force of slaves or enlisting the labor of indentured 

servants or tenant farmers. Only seven years later, in a valuation 

ordered by the Goochland County court, Peter Jefferson and two other 

evaluators found that the tract contained the following improvements: 

six houses, a land mill, 35 head of cattle, 86 acres of cleared land, 

52virginia Land Patent Books, Virginia State Library, Richmond
( hereinafter cited as VSL), Book No. 13, p. 424; a copy of the patent 
dated January 13, 1729, can be found in the Carter-Smith Papers, UVA. 
During the period that Nicholas was petitioning the Governor's Council 
for land patents, the members of the council included his patient and 
partner Governor William Gooch, his father-in-law Robert Carter, and 
his brothers-in-law John Carter and Mann Page. Whether this aided his 
efforts is unknown, but is certainly did not hurt. 
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154 peach trees, 340 apple trees, and 6400 fence rails. 53 Thus the 

land which had cost Nicholas only£ 5 had increased in value tremen

dously. 

Just across the James River, in what was to become Buckingham 

County, Nicholas acquired an additional 1600 acres. This tract was 

most likely purchased from a prior owner, as there is no record of 

Nicholas receiving it as a grant. He definitely planned to put this 

acreage in crops, making an agreement in 1733 with two of his former 

indentured servants to farm the tract for shares of the crops. Nicholas 

obtained these two western tracts totalling 4200 acres to leave to his 

three sons. Lands in the Tidewater could not be gotten so cheaply, 

and Nicholas had managed to create a small estate for his children with 

very little effort or expense. It was fortunate for his sons that he 

was able to do so, for these were the only lands they were destined to 

inherit from him.54

Most of Nicholas' other land acquisitions were connected with 

his interest in the mining and manufacturing of iron. After discovery 

53Goochland County Deed Book No. 2, p. 190, microfilm, VSL;
William Minor Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle: History of Albemarle 
County, 1727-1819," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, UVA, 1951, pp. 17-18. 

54Goochland County Order Book No. 3, p. 256, microfilm, VSL; copy
of a survey taken from a Goochland County Plat Book and dated October 
1729 can be found in the Edgehill-Randolph Papers, UVA (hereinafter 
cited as E-R Papers). This manuscript collection also contains the 
April 14, 1752,agreement of Nicholas' three sons to divide the land. 
Both documents can be found in the oversized box of the collection. 
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of valuable iron ore deposits above the falls of the Rappanannock in 

1713, the most successful iron manufacturer in the colony had been 

Alexander Spotswood. His Tubal Furnace was turning out rough iron 

products for local conswnption and sow iron to be shipped to England 

at least by 1723.55 His success obviously gave an incentive to other

Virginians. Much of the land which Nicholas acquired between 1728 

and 1730 lay in Spotsylvania and Hanover counties where iron mines and 

furnaces were being located. In 1729 he obtained 400 acres in Hanover 

County along the North Anna River, and in 1730, 3000 acres in Spotsyl

vania County. He got both parcels by the tried and true method of 

56petitioning the Council for lands under unperfected titles. 

The most important land purchase that Nicholas made in conjunc

tion with iron manufacturing was a parcel of 600 acres in Spotsylvania 

County obtained in 1728. His partners in this venture included Governor 

William Gooch, Councilor Richard Fitzwilliam, Captain Vincent Pearse, 

and Charles Chiswell, the only member of the group who knew anything 

551ester J. Cappon, ed., Iron Works at Tuball: Terms and Conditions 
for their Lease as stated b Alexander S otswocxi on the Twentieth Da of 
July 1739 Charlottesville, 19 5, pp. , 10-11. Cappon's introduction 
contains a full account of Spotswood's involvement with iron manufacturing 
in Virginia. Much information about early iron mining and manufacturing 
can also be found in J. Leander Bishop's A Histor of American Manufactures 
from 1608 to 1800, with an introduction by Louis M. Hac�er 3rd ed. rev., 
3 vols.; New York, 1S,6o), I, 595-602. 

) Virginia State Land Patent Books, VSL, Book No. 13, pp. 431-32; 
Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial Vir inia, ed. by H.R. 
Mcllwaine, Wilmer L. Hall, and Benjamin J. Hillman 6 vols.; Richmond, 
1925-1966), IV, 178, 1911, 204.
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at all about iron manufacturing. The land cost only £ 70, but each 

partner laid out £. 500 initially to get the project going. Fitzwilliam 

quickly sold his share to a Mr. Nelson, but the rest of the group enter

tained high hopes for the scheme's success. It soon became apparent 

that the partners had been too optimistic in their hopes for quick 

profits, and their expenses soared. Gooch expected that by the spring 

of 1729 he would have invested £1000 in the venture, and it is safe 

to assume that the four other gentlemen were faced with the same heavy 

outlay. Nicholas soon discovered that his regular income was insuffi

cient to finance his portion of the venture. Turning to his father-in

law for aid, he borrowed a large sum of money which he secured by 

assigning his future income from the Burwell estate to Carter,57

Despite a new and knowledgeable partner and a production of 

1200 tons of sow iron by 1732, the iron works were still not bringing 

in the expected profits. Alexander Spotswood had bought into the 

venture after his return to Virginia in 1730. The new partner had years 

of experience in the iron business, but by 1732 his partners were being 

bothered more by "his stratagems to shake off his partners and secure 

all his mines to himself" than being blessed with profits from his 

57spotsylvania County Deed Book A
� 

1722-1729, p. 354, microfilm,
VSL; William Gooch to Thomas Gooch r128?] and April�' 1728,
"Letters of Governor William Gooch," pp. 6-7, 11; William Byrd, A 
Progress to the Mines in the Year 1732, in Louis B, Wright, ed., The 
Prose Works of William B rd of Westover (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
19 6, p. 352; Robert Carter to John Stark, July 5, 1729 and Robert 
Carter to William Dawkins, July 5, 1729 and June 2b, 1731, Robert Carter 
Letterbooks, UVA. 
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58 knowledge. The company owned 15,000 acres of land, 80 Negroes, 

and cattle for hauling, but expenses amounted to f12, 000 in the 

short four or five year history of the enterprise. The largest 

operating expense was the twenty-four mile overland trip of the 

manufactured iron to the Rappahannock River a mile below Fredericks

burg. Nicholas' share in the business plunged him deeply into debt. 

Besides the large sum he owed Robert Carter, he also followed another 

typical Virginia custom by becoming heavily indebted to London mer

chants, Carter found himself apologizing for his son-in-law's plight. 

"If' you will have patience ••• ," he wrote to Micajah Perry in May 

1732, "I believe you may be in no danger of yr money in the long run. 

I am very sorry he hath been so indiscreet to plunge himself at this 

egregious rate."59

Optimism refused to die, Charles Chiswell, who supervised 

the iron works for £100 a year, told Byrd in September 1732 that he 

expected the profits to roll in soon because all heavy expenditures 

were past. Robert Carter tried to ease the mind of one of Nicholas' 

creditors by reporting that the venture "now promises Wonders and ••• 

they have already [ made J iron enough to reimburse all their Charges. 1160

58 Byrd, A Progress to the Mines, p. 352; Cappon, Iron Works at 
Tuba 11, p. 14. 

'.;>:;Robert Carter to Micajah Perry, May 12, 1732, Robert Carter Letter
books, UVA; Byrd, A Progress to the Mines, pp. 347, 352; Cappon, Iron 
Works at Tuball, p. 14. 

6�obert Carter to Micajah Perry, May 12, 1732, Robert Carter Letter
books, UVA; Byrd, A Progress to the Mines, p. 352. 
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As late as 1736, John Carter, sun of Robert Carter and one of the 

executors of the small Nicholas estate, was still paying small swns 

to Charles Chiswell "for Disbursements made by him on an Iron Mine, 

one fifth of wnich bclon0s to Doctor Nicholas' s Chi1dr'm ?..: I 11:)pe 

. ,,61 
will turne ouL to their Advantage in time. Apparently, John Carter's 

hope was not realized. The venture was one of the main causes of the 

heavy debt left by George Nicholas upon his death, and the mine share 

was not among the assets divided by his three sons in 1752.
62

Whether ur not it was caused by Nicholas' indebtedness, the 

old mistrust of the doctor on the part of his Vire;inia relatives began 

to surface again after 1730. While these Virginia gentlemen could 

approve Nicholas' rise in political responsibility and bis attempts to 

acquire a large landed estate, they cuuld not condone his accumulation 

of debts. His indebtedness could cause them trouble, for his creditors 

might expect these relatives to assume the responsjbility of his care

less financial transactions. Furthermore, a man who could not handle 

his own affairs satisfactorily certainly should not be given the respon

sibility of munuc;ing the concern::; of others. !1s mentioned earlier, 

Nicholas was the only son-in-la-w not named as an executor uf I\obcrt 

Carter's will of' 1730. 03 }� similar omission occurred in J.lann l'age 's

61 
John Carter tu Juhn Hanbury, Au0ust 2T, 173(, Hobert Carter I..ctter-

books, UVA. 

62 
William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, June 17, 1731,, "Letters of Governor

William Gooch," pp. 39-40; ,�greement of John Nicholas, George Nicholas, 
and Robert Carter Nicholas, April 14, 1752, E-R I ape rs, UVA. 

6
3�/ill oJ' Roocrt Carter, Robert Carter Let ",,er books, VHS.
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will of April 28, 1731. Page named as executors Robert Carter, Carter's 

four sons, and his own six sons. Once again George Nicholas was left 

out. Nicholas had been treating Page during his final fatal illness 

and was at the Page residence "Rosewell" while Page was dictating his 

will to John Clayton. But Page refused to allow Nicholas to take over 

for Clayton when Clayton wearied of the task, and every time that 

Nicholas entered the room to check on his patient, Page would cease 

the dictation until Nicholas had left.64

This mistrust of Dr. Nicholas may not have been misplaced. He 

was desperate for money and began to use methods of obtaining it that 

proved vexatious for some of his relatives. Robert Carter died on 

August 4, 1732. In his will he left £ 250 to Elizabeth Nicholas, but 

for some reason the money was not transferred to the Nicholas estate 

6:; until 1737, three years after Nicholas' death. 'l'he funds from the 

Burwell estate which Nicholas had once enjoyed were still being channeled 

to the Carters to repay the heavy loan Nicholas had made for the iron 

66 
works. Faced with a lack of funds, Nicholas resorted to the courts 

with a suit he had very little chance of winning. When Elizabeth 

Nicholas' first husband was dying in 1721, he knew that his wife was 

64
"Virginia Council Journals," VMHB, XXXII (January, 1924), 39-45. 

tJ) Will of Robert Carter; "Accounts of a Settlement and Division 
Estimated and made of' the Bank Stock, & Some Debts Due to the Estate of 
Robert Carter, Sr., Esq., Deed •••• " in Letters of Robert Carter, p. 139. 

66 John Carter, Charles Carter, and Landon Carter to Micajah Perry, 
August 27, 1732, Robert Carter Letterbooks, UVA. 
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pregnant. He made a provision for the child in his will, leaving 

;f:1000 at the age of twenty-one if a girl and £2000 if a boy. After

Burwell's death, a daughter was born to his widow but lived only two 

months. In 1732 Nicholas brought a suit before the General Court 

against the surviving executors of Nathaniel Burwell, claiming that 

his wife had a right to "her Distributive share of the £1000 legacy." 

Sir John Randolph, arguing the case for the defense, had no trouble 

dismissing this contention. The will of Nathaniel Burwell was very 

explicit: the child was to receive the legacy only when and if' she 

reached the age of twenty-one. If the child did not survive, the fund 

was to revert to the estate. After hearing the plaintiff's argument, 

which was termed by the report "very Trifling and incoherent," the 

court dismissed the case.67

An interesting point about this incident besides its air of 

desperation was its timing. By 1732 the only surviving executors of 

Nathaniel Burwell's estate were Robert Carter and Lewis Burwell, 

Nicholas' step-son. Nicholas did not bring the suit to court until 

after Carter had died in August, but he wasted no time after that, as 

the case was decided before the end of the year. The plausible explana

tion for the timing of the suit is that Nicholas did not wish to push 

it as long as his father-in-law was alive, while he had little to lose 

67Barton, Virginia Colonial Decisions, I, Rl02-1U8; Will of
Nathaniel Burwell. 
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by antagonizing his step-son after Carter's death. But not only did 

he lose the case in an embarrassing fashion, he also probably managed 

to anger many of his already distrusting relatives. 

Despite his efforts, Nicholas was unable to eradicate his 

debts. Perhaps also suffering from failing health, he prepared his 

will in November 1733. His chief concern was to satisfy his creditors. 

Any residue from his estate after settlement of debts was to be divided 

68 
among his three sons. Then, in the early weeks of 1734, Elizabeth

Carter Nicholas died, leaving her husband the responsibility of three 

sons, all under the age of ten. The combination of the loss of his 

wife and the pressure of his debts must have weighed heavily on 

Nicholas, and in the spring of 1734, he followed his wife to the grave. 

"'Twas happy for the Dr. that he died, 11 wrote Governor Gooch. "He was 

undone by losing his wife and must have been poor and miserable, if 

not in a Gaol, which going off could only save him from. n69 

On this dismal note ended the strange and erratic life of George 

Nicholas. Born to a family of means and educated in a manner befitting 

his social position in England, he came to Virginia as a young man under 

bbNicholas' will perished with the destruction of the James City 
County records in 1865, but its provisions are mentioned in the agree
ment of John Nicholas, George Nicholas, and Robert Carter Nicholas of 
April 14, 1752, dividing the residue of the estate. E-R Papers, UVA. 
His executors were named before the Richmond County court on January 8, 
1734/5. They included John Carter, Charles Carter, Landon Carter, Benjamin 
Harrison, Phillip Roots, and William Hopkins. Richmond County Order Book 
No. 10, p. 241, microfilm, VSL. 

69William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, June 17, 1734, "letters of Governor
William Gooch, 11 pp. 39-40. The first mention of George Nicholas' death 
appears in records of a Goochland County court meeting of May 21, 1734. 
Goochland County Order Book No. 3, p. 256, microfilm, VSL. 
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a black cloud. Refusing to buckle to his disgrace and using his 

English social advantages to their fullest extent, he quickly carved 

out his place as a gentleman in colonial Virginia society. He followed 

typical patterns of aspiring Virginians by marrying well very well --

and by cheaply acquiring large tracts of Virginia soil. Complementing 

his social and economic success, he rose quickly through the usual ranks 

of political accomplishment, brashly aiming for the highest position 

he could conceivably reach. But as so often happens with the man-on

the-make, his reach soon exceeded his grasp, and he found his carefully 

constructed life in shambles -- a pattern which was to be repeated by 

many of bis descendants. 





CHAPI'ER II 

PRIVILEX:rED ORPHANS 

In the ten years of their marriage, George and Elizabeth 

Nicholas had three sons who eventually reached adulthood. There may 

have been other children who died at an early age, for Mrs. Nicholas 

had experienced "many trials of this nature" during her first 

marriage.1 The eldest son, John, was probably born in early 172),

George in 1726, and Robert Carter Nicholas on January 28, 1728/29.
2

Following English and Virginia custom, all three were given names 

from each of the parents' families, a practice which the sons in turn 

would follow. This custom was a tribute paid to the adult w11ose name 

was used, and therefore was a move calculated to gain his favor. A 

curious feature emerges in the names Dr. Nicholas chose for his children. 

His first son was most likely named after his brother-in-law John 

1 Robert Carter to John Carter, September 27, 1720, Letters of 
Robert Carter, p. 54. 

2Both John and George Nicholas were mentioned in Robert Carter's
will of August 22, 1726, while Robert Carter Nicholas did not appear 
until the codicil of June 9, 1730. In his history of the Virginia conven-
tion of 1788 Grigsby gives the birth date of the y-:.mngest son as January c;L, ".)c'� J;
28, 1728, citing a copy of a note from the clerk of Bruton Parish as his . i

. 
·L 

authority. But Robert Carter Nicholas was not mentioned in the codicil ,1.J,, t· , . .._ • 
of Robert Carter's will dated September 12, 1728, which indicates that / � I 7.J,i .: !�( 

his birth date was January 28, 1728/29. Will of Robert Cart
.
er, Robert 5· ). G: � ,,. I' 

c L-Ctt ,r Ct. 

Carter Letterbooks, VHS; Hugh Blair Grigsby, The Virginia Federal 
/, · 

-, 
Convention of 1788 (2 vols,; Richmond, 1890), II, 282, 2- (c,--t:._ /.�_,,,,

& • 

_]f j)JYL;l'-1 
. / ) 
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Carter, and he gave his own name to his next son. Not until 1729 did 

he make the gesture of naming his youngest son after his father-in-law. 

Perhaps the ill-feeling which existed between the two men until 1727 

was responsible, but Nicholas may have missed an opportunity to ease 

that tension by not naming his first son after the Councilor. As it 

turned out, Robert Carter Nicholas received more favor from "King" 

Carter than did his two older brothers. He was left twice as much 

money in Carter's will, and he was the only Nicholas child to receive 

land grants from the vast 1',airfax proprietary which Robert Carter 

managed.3

The Nicholas boys were born into a society which valued children. 

Aside from the facts that small farmers were happy to have the labor 

that a large number of sons might eventually provide, and that a full 

married life without children was next to impossible, children seem to 

have been genuinely welcome on their own account, Large families were 

the rule of the day, and "the most fortunate parents were they that 

h t h' ld 114 had t e greates number of c 1 ren. The great distance which separated

Virginia plantations often meant that the family was the sole source of 

regular companionship in a society known for its love of socializing.5

3 Will of Robert Carter, Robert Carter Letterbooks, VHS; Hening's
Statutes, V, 300-301. 

4Mary Newton Stanard, Colonial Virginia; Its People and Customs 
(Philadelphia, 1SJ1'7), p. 10 3 , 

)Arthur W. Calhoun, A Social Histor of the American Fumil from 
Colonial Times to the Present 3 vols,; Cleveland, 1917-1�19, I, 232. 
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A large family also did not pose the same sort of economic problem 

that it did in Europe. While a father was still faced with the 

necessity of providing for his children, the means of doing so were 

more easily attained. land was cheap, fertile, and plentiful, and if 

a father did not have enough to leave to all his sons, they could find 

ways to acquire it. Thus children could be greeted with enthusiasm 

instead of nagging fear. Robert Carter exhibited this typical fond-

ness for children when he wrote in 1728, "I have the blessing of' Seeing 

my Children's Children before me and as far as Matrimony is gone everyone 

has the Comforts of descendants."7 Chances are great that Dr. Nicholas 

and his wife shared this attitude of valuing children, an attitude 

which partially accounts for the sense of personal self-worth later 
8 

exhibited by their sons. 

The Nicholas children were also fortunate in belonging to a 

family that was economically and socially secure. While their father 

may have been merely well-to-do (at least until his ruinous debt), their 

maternal relatives were very wealthy. This meant that the battle for 

material survival would be nominal even in the event of their father's 

death. Too, in a society were a man was judged by the standing of' his 

6Robert E. Brown and B. Katherine Brown, Virginia
l 

1J0;-1J86; Aris
tocracy or Democracy? (East Lansing, 1964), pp. �' 16-22, 

'( Robert Carter to John Pratt, August 8, r(2b, Robert Carter Letter-
books, VHS. Also see Chapter IV of Berkeley's "Robert 'King' Carter." 

Nathaniel Branden, The Disowned SeH (Los Angeles, 1971), pp. 56-57, 
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family as well as by his own merits,9 familial connections with the 

Carters, Burwells, Harrisons, and Pages meant that the Nicholas 

children would possess immense social advantages despite the disgrace 

of their father's transportation. Dr. Nicholas' choice of godparents 

also demonstrated his drive to ensure the high social standing ol' his 

family. The godmother of his third son, Robert Carter Nicholas, was

10 
Mrs. Anne Staunton, widowed sister-in-law of Governor Gooch. Thus,

while their prospects of a comfortable life were virtually assured, 

their chances for economic, social, and political success were greatly 

enhanced. 

Virtually nothing is known of the childhood years of the 

Nicholas sons. No letters or diaries exist to show the daily inter

actions of the members of the family. This is especially unfortunate 

when one considers the tremendous influence exerted by parents on a 

child's personality development during the years that the Nicholas 

9 Thomas Perkins Abernethy, Three Virginia Frontiers (Louisiana, 
1940), PP• 14-15. 

lOThomas Dawson to [Anne] Staunton, September 4, 1750, Dawson
Papers, Library of Congress (hereinafter cited as LC). Anne Staunton, 
who came to Virginia with the family of Governor William Gooch, has 
often been identified as the spinster sister of Gooch's wife, Rebecca 
Staunton. Yet Thomas Dawson always addressed her as Mrs. Staunton as 
did the notice of her death in the Virginia Gazette. This could mean 
that she had married a brother of Rebecca �;taunton Gooch who had died 
before the journey to Virginia. Ibid.; Thomas Da,,son to anonymous 
June 25, 1751, Dawson Papers; Virginia Gazette, May 24, 17)1; Morton, 
Colonial Virginia, II, )02. 
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11 
children knew their parents. There is no way to know if Dr. Nicholas 

took any special interest in the welfare of his sons or if Mrs. Nicholas 

exerted any predominant influence during her husband's frequent absences 

from home caused by his professional, political, and business interests. 

While with their parents, the daily lives of the Nicholas boys 

differed from those of most Virginia children in one way: they lived 

in the town of Williamsburg instead of on a plantation. Their first 

impressions of social life beyond the family circle were those of what 

small-scale urban life Virginia had to offer. The farm or plantation 

was a place to visit rather than the locus of daily experience. Although 

only one of the three sons was to remain a town dweller for most of his 

life, none looked to farming as his sole or chief means of support. 

Life in Williamsburg did hold certain advantages for children. 

There could be daily contact with children of other families rather than 

just occasional visits to distant plantations. It was easier for several 

parents to combine and hire a teacher or take advantage of a local 

school so that children could experience a wider diversity of classmates 

than their close relatives. Williamsburg was also a more active scene 

than most of the tidewater farms. A stroll down the sandy streets could 

show the inquiring boy numerous artisans and professionals busy at their 

various activities. Students at the College of William and Mary occa

sionally disturbed the normal pace of life, and colorful delegations 

11 
Irving L. Janis, George F. Mahl, Jerome Kagan, and Robert R. Holt, 

Personality: Dynamics, Development, and Assessment (New York, 1969), p. 557.
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of Indians sometimes walked the streets on their way to see the 

governor. The town could boast of a playhouse, a racetrack, markets 

twice a week, and fairs twice a year. Normally a drowsy town compared 

to those in the northern colonies, Williamsburg really came alive 

during the "public times" when the high courts of the colony sat and 

the assembly convened. Lawyers, merchants, planters, and peddlers 

flocked to the capital to buy and sell, attend court, legislate, or 

simply meet friends. The normal population of the town, fewer than 

two thousand souls, swelled to two or three times its normal size, and 

the taverns were kept busy housing, feeding, and quenching the thirst 

of the temporary residents.12

Still, it would be a mistake to characterize life in Williamsburg 

as truly urban. Williamsburg existed simply because it was the political 

center of the colony, and most of the Virginians who used its services 

were planters and farmers. Even the townspeople generally owned lots 

large enough to include gardens, and many even had their own pastures 

for horses and a cow or two. Wealthy residents typically owned planta

tions in the surrounding counties and probably viewed themselves as 

planters as much as anything else. Though Williamsburg did offer some 

urban features and services, its flavor was decidedly rural, which made 

it a fitting capital of an agricultural society. Thus the Nicholas boys 

12carl Bridenbaugh, Seat of Em ire: The Political Role of Ei h
teenth-Century Williamsburg Williamsburg, 1950 , pp. 29-32; Morton, 
Colonial Vir inia, II, 486-89; Louis Morton, Robert Carter of Nomini 
Hall Charlottesville, 1964), pp. 45-49. 
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spent impressionable years in a Virginia town without ever losing 

sight of rural patterns of life.13

The Nicholas home in Williamsburg must have been an active 

place, Relatives who came to the capital to transact business or sit 

on the colony's governing bodies often stayed there as guests. Robert 

Carter was a frequent visitor, especially after 1727, and his son John 

Carter, who was also a member of' the Governor's Council, no doubt 

14 
frequented the household too. Dr. Nicholas' medical clients and 

business partners included some of the most prestigious and affluent 

residents of Virginia, and chances are good that they too were occasional 

visitors. Certainly the Nicholas children caught a glimpse of Governor 

Gooch or former governor Spotswood in the hallways of their home, These 

relatives and visitors must have served as a constant reminder to the 

Nicholas sons that their family occupied an enviable position in 

Virginia society. 

The three boys must also have been well aware that Dr, Nicholas 

was no ordinary man in Virginia society. Absences frum his home were 

occasioned not only by his professional and business demands, but also 

by his role as a political figure. Not every child could boast that 

his father had to attend the meeting of the vestry, sit on a county court, 

13
Bridenbaugh, Seat of Empire, p. 31; Purdie's Virginia Gazette,

October 17, 1777. 

14 Diary of Robert Carter, UVA. 
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or walk down the street to take his place in the House of Burgesses. 

Yet, to their youthful minds, this may have seemed the normal pattern 

of life for a man. After all, many of their relatives held similar 

or more important offices. Their grandfather Robert Carter was the 

ranking figure on the Governor's Council, while two uncles, Mann Page 

and John Carter, also sat on that body. A third uncle, Col. Benjamin 

Harrison of "Berkeley", was only one of the many relatives entitled 

to be addressed by a military rank because of service in the militia. 

Everywhere they looked, relatives sat on vestries, served as militia 

officers, held lucrative positions such as customs officers, or 

governed local counties as members of the county courts. The impression 

was made at an early age that the proper life for a gentleman included 

a heavy dosage of political leadership. 

Then in 1734 came several shattering blows in quick succession. 

Early in the year, Elizabeth Nicholas died at the age of forty-six. 

Her death at this age was not considered premature in a colony where 

many women died relatively young after a continual and exhaustive routine 

15 of child-bearing. If the Nicholas boys reflected their father's

distress over the loss, they must have been stunned indeed. Already 

burdened by debts that threatened the disgrace of jail once again, the 

15A good example of the heavy load of child-bearing experienced by
Virginia wives appears in the diary of Robert Wormeley Carter. "This 
day I have been married ten years I have now living two Sons & a Daughter 
my Wife has miscarried five times; brought a dead Child & lost a fine 
little Boy about 18 months old." Diary of Robert Wormeley Carter, entry 
for July 15, 1766, typescript copy, CWI. 



-44-

Williamsburg physician could not cope with the tragedy. Only four 

months after the death of Elizabeth Nicholas, the children were 
16 

battered again by the death of their father. 

No records exist to show who assumed the responsibility of 

raising the Nicholas orphans. If Virginia custom were followed, a 

close relative took the three boys under his care ) and all signs point 

to John Carter, eldest son of "King" Carter and brother 01' Elizabeth 

Nicholas. In a list of the executors of the will of Dr. Nicholas, 

his name appears first, and his letters reveal that he assumed chief 
17 

responsibility for the administration of the small Nicholas estate. 

In many cases such as this, the executor who assumed the management of 

the estate also took on the role as chief guardian of the children. 

Although often overshadowed by the attention paid his father, 

John Carter was a powerful figure in his own right. Born in 1696 as 

the first son of Robert Carter, he was sent to England in 1713 to 

complete his education. Admitted to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 

1714, he also pursued legal training at the Middle Temple and was admitted 

to the bar in 1720. Remaining in London as agent for his family's 

interests there, Carter managed to secure an appointment as Secretary 

of State of Virginia in June 1722. One of the most important offices 

16William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, June 17, 173!_1, "Letters of Governor
William Gooch," pp. 39-40. 

l7Richmond County Order Book No. 10, p. 241, microfilm, VSL; John
Carter to John Hanbury, July 12 and August 27, 1736, and August 31, 1738, 
and John Carter to Charles Carter, August 26, 1738, Robert Carter Letter
books, T.NA.
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in the colony's government (Lord Culpeper had termed it "the very 

next in Dignity to the Gouvernor"), the post reportedly cost Carter 

and his father some 1,500 guineas. Traditionally, the secretary held 

his post on royal pleasure, but Carter obtained it for life. Carter 

held the post for nineteen years, treating it as a sinecure and dele-

18gating most of the duties to his deputies. 

In 1724 just a year and a half after Carter was appointed 

secretary, Governor Drysdale nominated him to a seat on the Governor's 

Council which already contained Carter's father and his brother-in-law 

Mann Page. In his letter of recommendation to the Board of Trade, 

Drysdale admitted that there might be some objection to Carter due to 

the close relatives who already sat on the council, but, he continued, 

"there is scarce a qualified person in the Colony unattended with some 

such like inconvenience, for they are all incorporated either in blood 

,,19 
or in marriage. The thirty-year-old Carter received the appointment. 

The year before, he had achieved a spectacular match when he married 

Elizabeth Hill, heiress to the fortune of Col. Edward Hill of "Shirley." 

After "King" Carter's death in 1732, John Carter inherited all lands 

· in Lancaster County including the home plantation of Corotoman as well

18 
Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary uf State," pp. 24b, 3i+b, 350-

53, 362-63; Venn and Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses, I, 300; L. Morton, 
Robert Carter of Nomini Hall, pp. 24-26; R. Mortori, ed., The Present 
State of Virginia, 181-88; R. Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, 495-97, 

19Ibid.
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as large plantations in Essex and King George counties. This inheri

tance, when added to the lands he already owned in the Fairfax 

proprietary and the fortune he acquired by his marriage, allowed him 

20 
to follow his father as one of Virginia's wealthiest men. 

When John Carter assumed responsibility for the relatively 

small estate left by Dr. Nicholas, he was already being kept busy by 

similar duties for other departed relatives. As "King" Carter's 

eldest son, he served as the chief executor of the vast estate, though 

he received some aid from his two half-brothers and co-executors Landon 

and Charles. He was also among the executors of the wills of his 

brother-in-law Mann Page and his two deceased brothers Robert and George. 

Carter had hoped that his managing of Nicholas' estate would not 

be "Attended with any Inconvenience," but the various debts of the doctor 

caused it to become a headache. Although overseers were hired to run the 

daily operations of the lands that Nicholas left, Carter still had to 

guide and direct these men as he did those who worked his own lands. 21

Also, the old question of Elizabeth Nicholas' dower resurfaced and caused 

a slight disagreement between the harried chief executor and his half

brother Charles. "The Article of the .£.134.7.4-3/11," he explained, 

201. Morton, Robert Carter of Nomini Hall, pp. 24-20.

21
Will of' Robert Carter, Robert Carter LetterbooKs, VHS; John 

Carter to John Hanbury, August 27, 1736, and August 31, 1738, and John 
Carter to Messieurs Oswald, August 31, 1738, Robert Carter Letterbooks, 
UVA. 
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"is Occasion'd by the Surplus Money due to Dr. Nicholas Estate from 

my father's, arising from the Account of the Dower Tob0 which sum 

being a Moiety of the Whole Accotmt is a just charge Against you as 

I d 
.. 22 

o not Doubt to prove to a Demonstration •.•• John Carter's troubles 

were not exceptional for a man of his social class and proven managerial 

ability. One of the duties expected of a gentleman was the management 

of a deceased friend's or relative's estate, just as one day he could 

rely upon one of them for the same favor. 

If the number of acts passed by the General Assembly is any 

accurate guide, the planters of Virginia were very much concerned about 

the fate of the colony's orphans. As early as 1643, acts were passed 

to protest the estates of orphans from grasping or careless guardians. 

In that year the General Assembly decided that justices of the peace 

were not to allow any land belonging to an orphan to be sold or estranged 

until three years after the orphan had reached his majority. Nor could 

the orphan's land be leased for a period longer than his minority. 

Furthermore, a penalty of twice the amount of the exchange would be 

assessed againsG anyone guilty of selling to or buying from the parent-

23 
less children. 

The primary purpose of these acts was to preserve intact the 

22 
John Carter to Charles Carter, August 26, li38, Robert Carter 

Letterbooks, UVA, 

23 
Hening's Statutes, I, 260-61, 269-70, 
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estate left to the orphan no matter how large or puny the inheritance. 

The same set of acts required guardians to keep strict accounts of the 

orphan's property which could be examined yearly by the county court. 

Though guardians had also been enjoined to properly educate the orphan, 

an act of 16j6 specified that the cost of the education was to be paid 

from the interest of the estate while the principal was to remain intact. 

The act further stipulated that county courts were to require security 

from the guardians to ensure performance of their obligations, and if 

the yearly examination of the accounts revealed that the amount of 

·
t t 1 th · t· d t 

· ·
t 

24 
secur1 y was no amp e, e JUS ices were empowere o raise 1-.

Cases of injustices against orphans must have continued, however, 

for ensuing acts of the legislature attempted to reinforce provisions 

cuncerning duties of guardians, security, appraising of estates, and 

so forth. An Act of 1679, for example, demanded security from the 

guardian before the county courts granted legal administration and held 

the justices liable should the security prove insufficient. Pursuing 

the ideal of preserving the orphan's inheritance, the legislature in 

1705 enacted that in case of an executor's death, any debt he owed to 

the orphan's estate had first claim on his own estate. In 1'(40, after 

the Nicholas children had lost their parents, the General Assembly pre

faced an act by complaining that justices of the peace were still not 

rigorously applying laws desie;ned to protect orphans, and that in the 

future, any justice who was negligent in examining fitness of' guardians, 

24
Ibid., I, 260-61, 416-17. 
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sufficiency of security, or correctness of accounts could be fined 

5000 pounds of tobacco.25

In colonial Virginia, formal education of children was consi

dered primarily a family responsibility. Parents not only personally 

directed the first steps of learning the three R's in many cases, but 

they were also responsible for deciding how far formal education was to 

be carried and finding the means necessary to accomplish the task. Many 

Virginia wills contained explicit instructions concerning the education 

of the children left behind, thus revealing the concern of colonial 
26 

parents and their acceptance of the responsibility. However, some 

parents died without leaving wills or without making specific provisions 

in wills for their children's education. Because orphans were deprived 

of close parental concern over their schooling, the General Assembly in 

25 Ibid., II, 444-45, III, 375-76, IV, 281-87, and V, 100-101. County
courts even set aside an annual meeting known as Orphan's Court to check 
accounts and performances of guardians. Chiefly designed to aid orphans 
with little or no estates or orphans bound out as apprentices, these 
courts could transfer an orphan from a bad guardian to one who appeared 
more favorable. Even though this annual meeting was the only court de
signed specifically for orphans, the monthly courts could act on matters 
pertaining to orphans if necessary so that the annual orphan's court was 
actually more of a review. Robert Beverly, The History and Present State 
of Virginia, (170J edition), ed. with an introduction by Louis B. Wright 
(Chapel Hill, 1947), p. 260. 

26carl Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities: Societies of the Colonial
South (New York, 1905), p. J4; Devereux Jarratt, 'l'hc Life uf the Rever
end Devereux Jarratt (Baltimore, 1806), pp. 15-17; fhilip Alexander 
Bruce, Institutional Histor of Vir inia in the Seienteenth Centur (2 
vols.; New York, 1910 , I, 295-307. 
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its act of 1643 instructed guardians of orphans "to educate and instruct 

them according to their best endeavors in Christian religion and in 

1127 rudiments of learning.... The 1656 act stipulated that the expense 

of this learning was to be borne by the interest created by the orphan's 

estate. Should the interest prove insufficient and should no friend or 

relative be willing to accept the cost without dipping into the principal 

of the inheritance, then the child could be bound out to a manual trade 

until the age of twenty-one. Because this last provision contained a 

loophole which would allow the child to remain illiterate, the General 

Assembly in 1705 directed that masters of apprenticed orphans were res

ponsible for teaching them to read and write.28

Although the majority of these acts were designed to protect 

orphans faced with intestacy, poverty, or cuurt appointed guardians, 

they do reveal a determination on the part of the upper-class legislature 

to shield all orphans from victimization. This concern was based on 

practical as well as humane considerations, Orphans who were being 

provided for by guardians or masters would not be a financial drain on 

the local parish. Also, men who had spent a good portion of their lives 

creating estates for their children did not like the idea of having these 

estates lost because unscrupulous men took advantage of an orphan's imma

turity or because careless guardians did not zealously attempt to preserve 

27 
Hening's Statutes, I, 260-61. 

28Ibid., I, 416-17 and III, 375-76,
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the estates intact. 

Fortunately, the Nicholas orphans were well protected. John 

Carter had aroused his father's ire by irresponsible and extravagant 

acts while a student in London, but after his return to Virginia in 

1723, he had steadily assumed responsibility and shown the managerial 

"K' " c 
29 ability which made him a worthy heir to ing arter. His letters 

indicate that he guided the Nicholas estate with care and accuracy. 

There was little reason to fear that he would fritter away whatever 

assets remained after Dr. Nicholas' debts were paid. 

If John Carter did serve as guardian to the three boys, their 

home was transferred from the residence in Williamsburg to Corotoman, 

the Carter mansion in Lancaster County. Corotoman lay along the northern 

banks of the Rappahannock River on a narrow point of land between Coro

toman Creek and Carter's Creek. The estate had served as the bustling 

center of Robert Carter's far-flung domains and enterprises. There he 

had kept his office as agent for the Northern Neck Proprietary of the 

Fairfax family and his "store" which served the other planters of the 

area. As Clifford Dowdey explains, the plantation gave the appearance 

of "a shipping-manufacturing town" complete with boat yards, wharves, 

warehouses, offices, stores, spinning houses, and even brick kilns. 

Corotoman hwnmed with a constant coming and going of guests and relatives, 

Thus the change for the Nicholas children was not as abrupt as one might 

29Dowdey, The Virginia Dynasties, pp, 281-83.
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think. Except for the hectic bustle of the "public times", Williams

burg was normally not much more active than the big plantation center 
30

on the Rappahannock. 

The mansion house at Corotoman was built by Robert Carter 

between 1705 and 1710. Constructed of brick made on the estate, the 

house was a two-story structure of approximately eighty-five feet by 

twenty-five feet. Its stone paved basement contained well-stocked wine 

cellars of which Robert Carter was very proud. In 1729 a fire destroyed 

a good deal of the wine cellar but apparently did not destroy the house. 

When Robert Carter died in 1732, the Corotoman estate contained at least 

seventeen buildings. The three Nicholas brothers may have had their 

quarters in one of these surrounding buildings, for several of them 

contained living quarters for long-staying guests and members of the 

large family.31 Sometime before his death in 1742, John Carter moved

to Shirley, the beautiful plantation on the James which he had obtained 

through his marriage to Elizabeth Hill. By this move, the Nicholas 

children were introduced to the more elegant society of the James River 

aristocrats. 

The style of life which had been established at Corotoman by 

Robert Carter was probably continued by his eldest son. Using his great 

wealth to make life as comfortable as possible, Robert Carter lived 

30lbid., pp. 98, 173-4, 181; Robert Carter Diary, UVA, passim.

31Dowdey, The Virijinia Dynasties, pp. 223-24, 352-53; Berkeley,
"Robert 'King' Carter, pp. 80-82. 
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simply but well. Life at Corotoman was gracious and elegant without 

being extravagant or ostentatious -- or as Carter himself might have 

d 1. t 1
1 not d 11 32 

terme too gau y or rich, yet genteel. Carter detested

frills whether in character or appearance. In the matter of dress, 

for example, he never hesitated to buy the finest clothes that could 

bedeck a family of the upper class, but he insisted that they be free 

of showy frills. Addressing a correspondent in 172�, he wrote 

Some years agoe you sent me a fine gay cloke; it 
lyes by still and hath never seen the light but 
to air it. It's fitter for an Alderman of London 
than a Planter in Virginia. I love plainess and 
value my cloths more for their use than their 
finery,33 

To Carter, the time wasted on impressing others with a show of wealth 

was a hindrance to development of character: one would become more 

interested in playing the fop than learning how to be a man. "You are 

growing towards Manhood," he wrote his grandson Lewis Burwell in 1728. 

"It is not fine Cloathes nor a gay outsight but Learning & Knowledge and 

,,34 wisdom and Vertue that makes a valuable man. These lessons were not 

lost on the Nicholas children. After they matured and took their places 

of responsibility in the colony, all were considered valuable men, and 

32Dowdey, The Virginia Dynasties, p. l:;3; BerKeley, 1
1Rooert 'King'

Carter, 11 p, 109. 

33Robert Carter to James Bradley, August 26, 172�, as quoted in 
Berkeley, "Robert 'King' Carter," p. 85, 

34 Robert Carter to Lewis Burwell, August 9, 1728, Robert Carter 
Letterbooks, UVA. 
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no hint has been uncovered to show that they were ever considered 

ostentatious wastrels. 

Education had always been granted a position of importance 

in the Carter and Burwell families. "King" Carter himself had 

received a classical education at a small school in London, and he 

was determined that his own sons be well educated too. Five of them 

travelled across the Atlantic for education in English schools, although 

only John advanced as high as Cambridge and the Inns of Court. This 

same determination was shown by Nathaniel Burwell, who left explicit 

instructions in his will that his son Lewis receive an education 

befitting a gentleman. Following these instructions, Robert Carter, 

as acting guardian, sent Lewis Burwell to England -- first to Eton 

j' and then to Cambridge. )

There were several reasons for this strong emphasis on education. 

Boys would one day be masters of their own plantations, and the huge 

estates of these elite families required skills in accounting and 

mathematics as well as knowledge of agriculture for proper management. 

Another consideration was social status. These planters never intended 

that their sons be anything other than gentlemen, and a gentleman was

known by his educated conversation as well as by his cultivated manners. 

Probably most important to Robert Carter was the notion that education 

helped make a man the master of himself by preventing him from falling 

35Dowdey, The Virginia Dynasties, pp. 95, 101; Morton, Robert Carter 
of Nomini Hall, 24-25; Venn and Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses, I, 269; 
Robert Carter to Lewis Burwell, August 22, 1727, Robert Curter Letter
books, UVA. 



victim to debilitating vices and ungovernable passions. 36 Most of

these reasons were forcefully expressed by Nathaniel Burwell in a 

letter of 1718 in which he lamented the ignorance of his younger 

brother Lewis. 

I'm very much Concern'd for ye occasion of your 
Sending & more to See how insensible Lewis is of 
his own Ignorance, for he can nither read as he 

aught to do, nor give one letter a true Shape 

when he writes nor spell one line of English & 
is altogether ignorant of Arithmetick, so that 
he 'l be noways capable of ye management of his 
own affairs & unfit for any Gentleman's conver
sation, & therefore a Scandalous person and a 
Shame to his Relations, not having one single 

qualification to reconunend him; if he would but 
apply himself heartily one year, to write well, 
learn ye Mathematics & Consequently arithmetick 
of' Mr. Jones, & to Translate Latin into English 
of Mr. Ingles to learn him to spell well, I 
would then take him home & imploy him till he 
comes of Age in my Office & Plantation Affairs 
that he might the better be capable to manage 

his own ••.. for my part, tis no advantage to me 

whether he be a Blockhead or a man of parts, were 

he not my Brother, but when I have to do with him, 
to schoole he shall go, & if' he don't go till I 
can go over, he then Shall be forced to go whether 
he will or not & be made an example off (while I 
stand by) before ye face of ye whole College .••• 
he had better go by fare means then fowl, for go 
he shall, & Send him furthwith. 37 

Robert Carter had hired a governess to handle the early education 

of his children, but at least two of the three Nicholas brothers would 

36Robert Carter to William Dawkins, January 28, 1723/24, Robert
Carter Letterbooks, VHS; Dowdey, The Virginia Dynaslies, pp. l'.;>2-)3, 282. 

37Nathaniel Burwell to his brother, June 13, 1718, WMQ (1st series), 
VII (July, 1898), 4J-1i4. 
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have been too old f'or a governess when they came to Corotoman. 38

Chances are that John Carter procured a tutor to educate the children 

under his charge. The tutorial system, most frequently associated 

with the upper classes, possessed two major advantabes. First of all, 

due to the differing ages and abilities of the students, the tutor was 

almost forced to adapt his instruction, however imperfectly, to the 

individual needs of the students. As one historian has written, "The 

idea that each student should be considered as a separate educational 

problem is no invention of twentiety-century progressive education. 

It was a commonplace in the eighteenth century that what was then 

called the 'genius' of every child should be considered in planning 

his program of study." Secondly, the tutorial system often left the 

task of' disciplining the children to the tutor. This meant that 

children could more openly approach their parents without too many 

recent memories of' harsh punishment or reprimand, while parents were 

freed from an umpleasant task. This latter feature must have been 

especially valuable to the trio of orphans. The shock of the loss of 

their parents did not have to be reinforced by the disciplinary acts 

of a harsh guardian.39 

This should not be taken to mean that John Carter indulged his 

wards. As in all ages, there were some colonial Virginia children who 

38 Berkeley, "Robert 'King' Carter," pp. 99-100. 

39Edmund s. Morgan, Virginians At Home: Family Life in the Eigh
teenth Century (Williamsburg, 1952), pp. 16, 21. 
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were over-indulged and others who were under-indulged. Neither pattern 

fit the Carter tradition. Robert Carter had kept a firm but fond hand 

on his own children: he neither pampered nor stifled them, and his rela

tionship with them was marked by a genuine closeness. This was also true 

of his interactions with the children whom he served as guardian. An 

excellent example was his treatment of his favorite grandson, Lewis 

Burwell. Carter found great pleasure in all his grandchildren, but he 

never doted on a child as much as he did on this half-brother of the 

Nicholas sons. Yet, because he wanted his progeny to achieve worthy 

character, he could be stern and forceful when necessary. Extremely 

upset by a nasty letter that Lewis had written his mother from England, 

Carter gave his young ward a sharp epistolary slap on the wrists. 

Certainly you have not forgot the duty you owe to 
your parent and are not so unlearned to be ignorant 
of the severe Curses denounced by the Almighty 
against undutii'ule Children pray write to her in 
another stile Acknowledge your faith and let her know 
you are deeply Sorry for your �outhful imprudence in
giving her so much Uneasiness. 0 

Carter had sent the Burwell boy to England for an education, but he was 

not happy with his grandson's progress there. In a remarkable letter of 

reprimand, he embraced all the facets of his notion of dealing with 

children. Acceding to his grandson's wishes about schooling, Carter 

40Robert Carter to Lewis Burwell, December lb, 1727, Robert Carter
Letterbooks, WA; Berkeley, "Robert 'King' Carter," p. 99; Morgan, 
Virginians At Home, pp. 7-8; Dowdey, The Virginia Dynasties, pp. 173-322. 
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upbraided him for wasting his stay in England and expressed his fond

ness and his hopes for the young man. 

I rec'd your Letter wherein you desire to Continue 

at School a year longer to Qualifye your Self ye 

better for ye University (in which we Comply'd) 
promising how good a Boy you would be in following 
your Study; I pray God grant that you may at length 
leave your follys and take to your learning to better 
purpose then you have hitherto done Your Father was 
a worthy good man and Sent you for England on purpose 
to make you a Scholar and a Gentleman what a trouble 
it will be to you when you come to years 01' discre 
tion to Consider what little benefit you have Reaped 
for the large Expences that have bin bestowed upon 
you I must tell you in all ye Letters I have rec'd 
from all your Friends in England no one Speaks a 
word in your Praise which is a very great trouble 

to all Your relatives here. It will be a very grept 
Comfort to hear better things of you hereafter •••• 41 

John Carter, of course, had matured under similar direction. If he 

directed his own household by the same system, the Nicholas boys were 

fortunate indeed. They would have received intelligent, firm guidance 

directed by fondness without being permissive. This type of upbringing 

made its mark. Both John Carter and Lewis Burwell had matured to 

positions of great responsibility, honor, and trust after a few youthful 

4lRobert Carter to Lewis Burwe ll, August 22, 1727, Rob ert Carter
Letterbooks, UVA. Burwe ll returned to Virginia in 1733 following his 
grandfather's death. Governor Gooch saw him as "a fine gentleman" but 
later remarked that "the Country don't at all approve of his manner and 
way of life, which they think too much upon the reserve, and are apt to 
construe it into Pride, but I think him a clever young man and intend to 
promote him to military honor, if I find he deserves favor from me." 
Following his grandfather's footsteps, Burwell eventually won a place on 
the Council and in November 1750 became President of the Council and 
acting Governor until Robert Dinwiddie arrived. He died in 1754 at the 

age of forty-four. William Gooch to Thomas Gooch, May 7 and July 20, 
1733, "Letters of Governor William Gooch"; Morton, Colonial Virginia, 
II, 597-St8. 
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flings in England. Although the Nicholases were not destined to take 

seats on the Council or receive an English education, they too would 

assume positions of leadership and responsibility and be known as men 

of worth. 

With their interest in a gentleman's education, the Carter and 

Burwell families had long been associated with the College of William 

and Mary in Williamsburg. "King" Carter and Nathaniel Burwell had been 

on the board of visitors of the college as early as 1716, and the list 

of Carters, Burwells, and Pages who attended the college or the grammar 

school associated with it is very impressive.42 The epitaph of Robert

Carter notes that "he sustained the College of William and Mary in the 

most trying times." By the time of his death in 1732, "King" Carter 

had become disenchanted with the bad effects of an English education 

and directed in his will that his son George be educated at the small 

college in the colonial capital. Although John Carter, acting as guar

dian to his younger brother, sent George to England despite his father's 

directions, the trend was set. Increasingly, the families turned away 

from the trans-Atlantic education to William and Mary, so that "after 

1730 there were more of his descendants enrolled among the students of 

that college than of any other Virginia family." In 1737, when he was 

42A Provisional List of Alumni, Grammar School Students, Members of
the Facult and Members of the Board of Visitors of the Colle e of 
William and Mary in Virginia From 1693 to 1881 Richmond, 1941 , pp. 30, 
53, 54; The Histor of the Colle e of William and Mar Includino- the 
Catalogue From Its Foundation, 1660, to 1874 Richmond, 1874 , pp. 83-
85. Both of these sources must be used with great care as they contain
many inaccuracies.
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only nine, Robert Carter, grandson of "King," was sent by his uncle 

John Carter to the grammar school there at a cost of £10.11.10 for 

board and £.1.2.4 1/2 tuition per year. There is a possibility that 

John Carter also sent the two eldest Nicholas boys -- John and George 

to the grammar school or college in Williamsburg, though there is no 

proof of this. Robert Carter Nicholas is listed as having attended the 

college about 1745, and if this is true, chances are good that his two 

brothers may have received part of their education there. If so, they 

probably followed the general custom of spending only a year or two at 

the college without taking a degree. This stay would furnish them with 

little more than the veneer of a classical education, but it was an 

important part in the training of a gentleman.43

The three boys probably received another change in the direction 

of their lives when John Carter died in 1742 of "ye Dropsy in ye Belly.1144

There is no indication of who then assumed the responsibility for the 

lads, but by 1742 they were much better prepared to adapt to such a 

change than they had been in 1734. John was then about seventeen, George 

was sixteen, and Robert, or Robin as he was often called, was thirteen. 

4
3Berkeley, "Robert 'King' Carter", ii; Fairfax Harrison, annotator,

"The Will of Charles Carter of Cleve," VMHB, :Y..XXI (January, 1923), 40-41; 
L. Morton, Rouert Carter of Nomini Hall,� 24-2), j2; Bridenbaugh,
Myths and Realities, pp. jj-37; Bill for Schooling of Robert Carter,
Virginia Miscellany, William and Mary College, 1721-1818, LC; A Provi
sional List, p. 30.

441. Morton, Robert Carter of Nomini Hall, p. 26; Fishburne, "The
Office of Secretary of State," p. 361. 
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The two eldest sons had most of their education behind them at this 

point, and they could now look forward to preparing for a profession. 

While many young Virginians did not have to worry about much training 

beyond that of plantation management, the Nicholases were not so 

fortunate. Although they would inherit some lands in the Piedmont, 

they were not heirs to any considerable fortune and thus would have 

to find a profession that would provide the adequate income that their 

western lands could not yet produce. Several paths were open to them. 

They might have followed in their father's footsteps and chosen a 

medical career, but most prestigious gentlemen-practitioners received 

their training in England, and the small estate left by Dr. Nicholas 

45 did not afford that expense. Or they might have opted for the life

of a merchant. Despite many old notions in the popular mind, the life 

of a merchant was not despised by Virginia's gentlemen-farmer. As Louis 

Wright has written, 

Actually, the men who founded the aristocracy of 
colonial Virginia were working gentlemen, busy with 
the supervision of their estates and occupied with 
the commerce which resulted from the sale of planta
tion products and the importation oi' manufactured 
goods from overseas. Though these men were a proud 
and class-conscious group, they would have di�missed 
as nonsense any talk of the 'taint' of trade.Lio 

45Blanton, Medicine in Virginia, pp. 2, 84-8J·

46wright, ed., Letters o1 Robert Carter, p. vi. 
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The Carters• acceptance of this attitude toward trade is evident not 

only in the mercantile activities of Robert Carter, but also by his 

initial inclination to apprentice his son Landon to a London merchant 

"to breed him up a Virginia merchant." Although the plan never mater

ialized, it does show that the mercantile life was not beneath the 

dignity of a wealthy gentleman. Furthermore, the Nicholas• half-sister 

Elizabeth Burwell had married in 1738 William Nelson of the influential 

mercantile i'amily of Yorktown. The way may have been open for the 

Nicholases to serve as apprentices in the Nelson firm as the initial 

step to a merchant's life,
47

All three brothers, however, pursued careers in county govern

ment or law. George served a long term as clerk of a county court, 

Robert settled exclusively for the life of an attorney, while John 

followed a typical colonial pattern and combined both pursuits in his 

active life.48 Whether these choices were the result of the advice of

a guardian or relative or the personal desire of the three young men, 

47Robert Carter to John Falconer, May lu, 1727, Robert Carter Letter
books, IJVA; Emory G. Evans, "The Nelsons: A Biographical Study of a 
Virginia Family in the Eighteenth Century," unpuulished Ph.D. disserta
tion, UVA, 19J7, p. 23; Jack P. Greene, Landon Carter: A Inquiry into 
the Personal Values and Social Im eratives of the Ei hteentb-Centur 
Virginia Gentry Charlottesville, 1�67, p. 2. 

48
cumberland County Order Book 17)2-17;8, pp. 5, lu, microfilm, VSL, 

Goochland County Order Book No. 7, p. 12L,, microfilm, VSL; YorY. County 
Judgements and Orders Book No. 1, 1746-1752, p. 307, microfilm, VSL. 
The frequency of clerks also acting as attornies was indicated by a 1657 
act of the General Assembly which forbade them from practicing in any 
court or county where they officiated. Hening 1 s Statutes, I, 523. 
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the decisions were wise ones. The office of clerk of the county 

court was a prominent and lucrative position in local government and 

certainly not one to be shunned by a gentleman. While the practice of 

law did not always offer a profitable income, it too was considered 

"a highly suitable accomplishment for a gentleman," and it opened a 

lot of doors that could lead to better financial reward. Both positions 

pointed the way to fuller participation in politics, local and colony

wide -- a participation which the Nicholases had learned at an early 

age was a proper obligation of men of' their class. 4s; 

49Morton, ed., The Present State of' Virginia, p. 251; Morgan,
Virginians At Home, p. 27; Clement Eaton, 11A Mirror of the Southern 
Colonial Lawyer," WMQ (3rd Series), VIII (October, 19'.>1), 534. 





CHAPTER III 

FOUNDATION SECURED 

The lives of the three Nicholas brothers were strikingly 

similar. All three embarked on careers of a legal-political nature 

which almost automatically led to positions of local leadership. None 

advanced to a seat on the prestigious Governor's Council, but two took 

their places in the House of Burgesses, and Robert Carter Nicholas 

attained the high office of Treasurer of the colony. Although all 

three held fairly sizable tracts of land and could be termed gentlemen

farmers, they did not turn to agriculture as their chief source of 

income. All married into prominent and respected Virginia families and 

used family connections -- old and new -- to advance their fortunes 

economically, socially, and politically. 

The two older brothers, John and George, settled upon jobs as 

clerks of county courts. The office provided sufficient remuneration 

· for a gentleman through salaries and fees, while most of the work could

be delegated to deputies. Although it was an office of local prominence,

clerks were not subjected to local control because they were appointed

to the office by the Secretary of State of the colony and could be

removed only upon misconduct. This usually meant life tenure. The

position was considered a dignified one, and members of the most prominent
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Virginia families sought it out. 

Clerks were usually trained through the apprentice system. 

Typically, a young man would be bound to a county clerk for a period 

of six to seven years or until he reached twenty-one. WorKing without 

pay, the apprentice was taught all the facets of record-keeping and 

other duties performed by clerks. Apprentices were a boon to a clerk, 

for after a few easy lessons, they could be assigned the tedious task 

of copying documents. As in other crafts or professions, the life of 

the apprentice was carefully regulated. In a typical case, the appren

tice, by contract, could not marry, play cards, or frequent ordinaries 

without the master's permission. For his part, the clerk contracted 

not only to instruct the apprentice in "the science or occupation of a 

Clerk of a County Court" but also to "provide for him sufficient meat, 
1 

drink, apparell &c fitting for an apprentice during y
e 

sd time."

Apparently, it was more advantageous to be an apprentice in the 

Secretary of State's office. Unlike the apprenticeship arrangement in 

a county clerk's office, a father had to bear all his son's expenses 

during the seven year period, but this burden was offset by the boon 

of job security. Upon completion of training, the son could continue 

to work in the Secretary's office with pay. If the young man preferred, 

1 
Cumberland County Deed Book No. 1, pp. 149-50., microfilm, VSL; 

Caroline County Order BooK, 1732-1740, p. 282, microfilm, VSL; VMlIB, 
XI (October, 1903), 220-21; Fishburne, "The Office oi' Secretary� 
State," PP• 383-84. 
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he could wait until a vacancy occurred on one of the cowity courts. 

Since the cowity clerks were appointed by the Secretary, the products 

of his office often had first call on positions and could even sell 

them to other aspirants with the Secretary's permission. In 1763, for 

example, absentee Governor Jeffrey Amherst asked Lt. Governor Francis 

Fauquier to request Deputy Secretary of State Thomas Nelson to grant a 

clerkship to a Mr. Hogg. Nelson let Amherst know that while he would 

be alert for an opening in the backcountry for Mr. Hogg, the graduates 

of his office usually had first choice. "Younger Sons of the gentlemen 

of this colony are formed to Business by writing and doing the business 

in the office without reward: in hopes of a county clerkship in their 

turn when they come to the Head ••• ," he explained, According to Littleton 

Waller Tazewell, a governor of Virginia who had once worked in the 

Secretary's office, this apprentice system was responsible for orderly 

and accurate county records kept by "a class of men the most useful 

.. 2popular and influential of any the State contained, 

As with most offices in colonial Virginia, county clerkships 

were usually reserved for the geutry. The office was not shunned even 

by the most distinguished families. Among families represented in the 

2
Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary of State," pp. 382-85. Some

times training as a clerk preceded a legal education, Edmund Pendleton 
contracted to serve a six year and six month term 8S a clerk's apprentice 
before he began his legal career, and John Nicholas also added the legal 
profession to his clerking duties, Caroline County Order Book, 1732-
1740, p. 282; Cumberland County Order Book, 1752-1758, p, 5; and Gooch
land County Order Book No. 7, p, 124, all on microfilm, VSL. 
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post were the Beckwiths, Skipwiths, lees, Beverlys, Harrisons, Nelsons, 

Fitzhughs, Randolphs, and Bollings. Clerkships were eagerly sought 

because they combined the advantages of permanence and a good income. 

Each clerk received a yearly salary from the county. In 171b the clerk 

of Northampton County received 1080 pounds of tobacco while the sheriff 

was paid 1968 powids of the weed. By 1760 the clerk of Elizabeth City 

County earned 1248 pounds of tobacco, the same salary of the sheriff. 

The Henry County clerk received the same sum in 1779 as did the county's 

sheriff and commonwealth attorney.
3 

But the salary of a clerk was only a small part of his income. 

More substantial were the fees he charged for entering deeds, wills, 

contracts, and other legal documents, As early as 1643 the General 

Assembly regulated these fees, but cries continued that clerks were too 

exhorbitartt in their charges. In 1745 an act established fees for an 

extensive list of clerks' services, and these remained unchanged until 

1792. Charges ranged from 250 pounds of tobacco for recording the inven

tory of an estate exceeding £ 100 in value to one pound of tobacco for 

each thirty words in a copy of a special verdict by a jury. In a colony 

where litigation was almost a way of life, clerks could expect lucrative 

3Joseph Lyon Miller, "Major Edward Dale," WMQ (1st series), XVII
(January, 1909), lS)b-97; T. B. Robertson, "Court Houses of Northampton 
County," 1t,7MQ (1st series),XXIII (July, 1914), )6; "Elizabeth City Co. 
Records," WMt� (1st series), XX (October, 1911), 171; C. B. Bryant, 
"Henry C aunty, " VMHB, IX lJ anuary, 1902), 264 • 
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Because county clerkships were so eagerly sought, extremely 

lucrative, and locally important, there was a constant struggle in 

Virginia for the power of appointing them. As stated earlier, this 

power was generally wielded by the Secretary of State of the colony, 

but the Governor, the House of Burgesses, and the local courts contin

ually assailed his privilege. When the various Secretarys proved capable 

of withstanding these attacks, the General Assembly passed laws designed 

to control clerks and curtail the Secretary's influence. Fees were set, 

county courts were given the right to examine the clerks' records to 

detect misconduct, and after 1706 the Secretary could receive no more 

than six per cent of the clerk's fees as his reward for granting the 

5appointments. 

The two strongest Secretarys were John Carter and Thomas Nelson. 

Carter, who served from 1722 to 1742, and Nelson, who held the office 

from 1743 through the Revolution, were appointed for life by the crown 

which made them independent of the governors. Despite attempts to cur

tail their powers, they could pretty well appoint whom they pleased to 

the county clerkships. This was especially convenient for the Nicholases 

because both Carter and Nelson were relatives. Carter was a maternal 

uncle and guardian, while Nelson's brother William had married the 

4 
Hening's Statutes, I, 266, II, 455, V, 331-37, XIII, 387-94. 

)Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary of State," pp. 144, 161-62, 
323; Hening's Statutes, I, 305, 357, 448-49, II, 354-55, X, 344. 
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Nicholas' half-sister Elizabeth Burwell of Carter's Grove. It is very 

likely that John and George Nicholas began their training in the 

Secretary's office while John Carter was its head, and completed their 
b 

clerk's education after Thomas Nelson succeeded Carter. 

At the age of twenty-one, John Nicholas, the eldest brother, 

was prepared to strike out on his own. Although raised in the settled 

Tidewater section of Virginia, he decided to tie his future to the 

western Piedmont counties at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains. 

Opportunities were greater in the west because fewer applicants sought 

the clerkships in the newly formed counties. Also the residue of his 

father's estate lay in Albemarle County along the banks of the James, 

and a western position would enable him to keep a closer eye on its 

management. The most convenient post would have been in Albemarle County, 

but that position had been held by William Randolph since the formation 

of the county in early 1745. However, a vacancy occurred in neighboring 

Orange County, and on March 8, 1745/46, John Nicholas was sworn in as 

county clerk with a commission from his kinsman Thomas Nelson. Nicholas 

served as clerk of this large and sparsely-settled county for slightly 

more than three years, recording deeds, wills, and land surveys, and 

b Thomas Nelson was actually the Deputy Secretary. After Carter's 
death, the office was granted to William Adair of England as a political 
sinecure. Nelson bought the office of deputy from Adair and enjoyed all 
the Secretary's privileges and powers. Of the 1800 salary, Adair re
tained bOO with the rest going to Nelson. Fishburne, "The Office of 
Secretary of State," pp. 364-65. 
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keeping the records of the court sessions. In 1749 when a vacancy 

occurred in Albemarle County, John Nicholas was granted the position. 

No doubt there were others seeking the post, but Nicholas now had 

experience to add to his personal connection with the Secretary's office. 

He was to hold the office until 1792 when he was able to see it conferred 

upon one of his sons.
7 

The clerk's position in Albemarle County suited Nicholas per

fectly. He made his home on lands his father had acquired at the lower 

end of the Seven Islands where the Slate River flows into the James. 

Until 1762 the county courthouse stood less than a dozen miles upriver 

on the north bank of the James near the present-day town of Scottsville. 

Thus the center of Nicholas' occupation was very convenient to his lands. 

He could easily oversee the management of his farm without his office 

8interfering to any great extent. 

As with so many young Virginians, John Nicholas was not content 

to stay put. Though he held an office that was his as long as he wanted 

it, and though he had lands sufficient for a modest gentleman-farmer, he 

was determined to advance himself further. In May 17)2, he qualified to 

7
orange County Order Book No, 4, p. 289, microfilm, VSL; Dabney, 

"Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 30-31; Frederic 1. Johnston, Memorials of 
Old Vir5inia Clerks ( Lynchburg, Virginia, l88B), pp. 26-27, 271. This 
last source must be used with great care as it contains many errors. For 
example, Johnston confuses John Nicholas, Sr. with his son, John Nicholas, 
Jr.,and assumes they are the same man. 

8Fr and Jefferson Ma of Vir inia & Mar land Facsimile of the First
Edition, with introduction by Dumas Malone Princeton, 19;0; Diary of 
Reverend Robert Rose, mss., Colonial Williamsburg Inc., microfilm, UVA, 
entry for August 31, 1749. 
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practice as an attorney before the courts in Cumberland and Goochland 

counties. Whether he was self-read in law or whether he studied under 

a local attorney is not known, but he was able to produce a statement 

signed by Peyton Randolph, James Power, and Geor�e Wythe that he was 

qualified to serve as a lawyer before the county cuurts. He did not 

practice law in Albemarle County because of a lb59 act of the General 

Assembly forbidding clerks from practicing in counties where they offi

ciated. Nicholas probably sought an additional income in the early days 

of Albemarle County because of limited fees from the small number of 

settlers, but as the county's population grew he could increasingly 

rely upon the rewards of his office.� 

Following a pattern embraced by his father and others of Virginia's 

elite, John Nicholas steadily increased his landholdings. Between 1749 

and 1762 he received grants to more than 5000 acres of land in Lunenburg 

County and more than 2800 acres in Albemarle County. Nicholas may have 

farmed portions of the Albemarle lands, but the tracts in Lunenburg were 

probably attained for speculation. Acquisition of land was especially 

important in the western Piedmont, for with Tidewater relatives being 

rather distant, land ownership rather than family or powerful friends 

10
was the distinguishing mark of a gentleman. 

9Cumberland County Order Boo%, 17'.;)2-17:;8, p. '.>, and Goochland County 
Order Book No. 7, p. 121.1, microfilm, VSL; Hening's Statutes, I, 523. 

lOVirginia State Land Patent Books, VSL, Books No. 27, p. 300, No.
33, P• 6'.), No. 34, PP• 465, 531, >152; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," 
p. 23, Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial Virginia, VI, 163,
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John Nicholas had little trouble in taking his place among the 

local gentry. As an educated, self-assured gentleman with growing land

holdings and an important local office, he made his friends and associates 

among the county's first citizens. The Reverend Robert Rose, wealthy 

planter and rector of St. Anne's Parish, often stayed the night at 

Nicholas' Seven Islands plantation during long trips to administer to 

his parishoners. Occasionally, Nicholas rode with Rose to attend services 

at the church near the mouth of Ballenger's Creek, and his daughter Mary 

eventually married Rose's son Henry. Another good friend was Joshua Fry, 

probably the most important figure in the early history of Albemarle 

Cowity. A former teacher of mathematics at William and Mary, Fry was 

the presiding justice of the cowity as well as its surveyor, leader of 

the militia, and first representative to the House of Burgesses. Nicholas 

not only worked closely with Fry on the county court, he also later 

married Fry's daughter Mary. Another indication of Nicholas' favored 

position among the gentry was his appointment by Peter Jefferson in 1757 

as one of the executors of his will and a guardian of his cbildren.11

In colonial Virginia, professional training was usually conducted 

under the auspices of a well-entrenched practitioner. By this method, 

the practitioner got inexpensive aid while his student received training 

in a colony where no institutions existed for that purpose. Because John 

ll · 
A 4 Ma Diary of Robert Rose, entries for ugust Jl, 17 9, y 19, 1750, 

January 26 and March 17, 1751; George W. Frye, Colonel Joshua Fry of 
Vir inia and Some of His Descendants and Allied Families (Cincinnati, 
1966 , pp. 1, 5-6, 18; Will of Peter Jefferson, Albemarle County Will 
Book No. 2, pp. 32-34, microfilm, UVA. 
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Nicholas was a lawyer and a clerk, he served as a teacher in both 

fields. In 1755 the Rev. Thomas Dawson (Councilor, Commissary, and 

the President of the College of William and Mary) made arrangements 

to have his nephew J. Dawson serve under Nicholas to learn the business 

of clerking. At the same time, the student was to spend about two 

months with Peter Jefferson to learn the art of surveying. Dawson 

chose Albemarle as the seat of his nephew's training because the young 

man would inherit lands there, and Dawson wished for him not only to 

learn practical skills but also to become acquainted with the county 

where he would probably spend most of his adult life. Around 1785, 

Randolph Harrison, a distant relative and descendant of Robert Carter, 

spent a year or so at Seven Islands studying law under Nicholas' direc

tion. Nicholas also took the opportunity to use his office for his own 

family's benefit. Several of his sons trained and worked under him in 

the clerk's office, and one of them succeeded to his position when he 

. 12 
retired. 

Albemarle County lost its lands on the south side of the James 

River when, in 17bl, the General Assembly created Buckingham and Amherst 

Counties. The next year, the courthouse was moved to Charlottesville, 

which was a more central location in the reshaped county. These moves 

12Thomas Dawson to Co.l. William Randolph, Jul v 24, 1755, to John
Nicholas, July 2L,, 1755 and February 18, 175b, Dawson Papers, LC; 
"Genealogy of Harrison of James River," VMHB, XXXV (July, 1927), 302; 
Albemarle County Deed Book No. 10, 1789-1793, microfilm, VSL; Evelyn 
Dollens Wyllie, ed., "Marriage Bonds in Albemarle County, 1786-1795, 
Papers of the Albemarle County Historical Society, IX (1948-49), 42-50. 
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created difficulties for Nicholas. Seven Islands Plantation now lay in 

Buckingham, and the distance from there to the new courthouse was greater 

than his old route. Wishing to keep his office but still reside at 

Seven Islands, Nicholas hired his brother-in-law Henry Fry to serve as 

his deputy and carry out most of the daily business of' clerking, but 

this arrangement lasted only a few years. Fry settled near Charlottes

ville in an area where older residents were much subject to "ague and 

fever." As Fry explained in his autobiography, 

my Friends & acquaintance out of great good will 
advised me to keep myself warm with spirits during 
the season, thereby I should escape the disorder; 
and being favoured with a [illegible] of company 
whose propensity to drink induced me to fulfil their 
instructions, took such fast hold upon me in a few 
years, found the remedy to be worse than the disease 
-- was ti:1ereby rendered unfit for business .••. 13

Forced by his fondness for alcohol to resign as Nicholas' deputy, Fry 

moved to his lands in Culpeper. It was probably after Fry's departure 

that Nicholas built a house in Charlottesville so he could oversee the 

functioning of the office during its most crucial hours. With the aid 

of his sons, Nicholas maintained the post until old age forced his retire

ment in 1792.14

Although much less is known about George Nicholas, his life 

13Autobiography of Henry Fry, mss., UVA.

14Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 3, 29; Augusta Wilhelm du
Roi, Journal of Du Roi the Elder, translated by Charlotte S.J. Epping, 
Americana Germanica Series, Vol. XV (New York, 1911), pp. 153-54. Fry 
was saved from his drinking by a religious experience during the Great 
Awakening and later became a minister. 
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followed the pattern of his older brother. Between 1745 and 1748, he 

was hired by his half-brother Carter Burwell for the collection of debts.15

This would nonnally indicate that Nicholas had some legal training, for 

debt collecting was a common task of lawyers. However, no other evidence 

has been Wlcovered to support this suspicion,and Nicholas most likely 

never qualified to practice law. 

In 1749 Cumberland County was carved from Goochland CoWlty lands 

on the south side of the James River, thereby opening a new clerkship 

which George Nicholas was promptly awarded by Secretary Thomas Nelson. 

The appointment could hardly have been more convenient. Cumberland 

County courthouse then lay only seventeen miles from the Nicholas lands 

on the James, and Nicholas probably resided in the vicinity of Seven 

Islands during his Cumberland clerkship. Despite this advantage, Nicholas 

held the post only three years and in 1752 accepted the clerkship of 

newly-formed Dinwiddie CoWlty in the eastern Piedmont below Petersburg. 

Just why he made the move is not clear. Perhaps the greater population 

of Dinwiddie promised more fees. At any rate, Nicholas held the Dinwiddie 

post W1til his death nineteen years later.16

George Nicholas appears never to have owned as much land as 

either of his two brothers, He sold some if not all the land along the 

15 Carter Burwell Account Book, 1738-17J5, typescript cupy, CWI. 

16VMI-IB, XIV (July, 1906), 90; Fry and Jefferson Map; Cumberland
CoWlty Deed Book No. 1, microfilm, VSL. For some reason, Nicholas main
tained a position in Cumberland as deputy clerk after his move to Dinwiddie. 
Perhaps this was his price for giving up the clerkship to Cad Jones. Cum
berland CoWlty Order Book, 17j2-1758, p, 16, microfilm, VSL. 
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James which his father left him and probably used the money to purchase 

lands in Dinwiddie. Other small purchases included a lot in the proposed 

town of Beverly surveyed by Peter Jefferson in 1751 and land on the north 

side of Butterwood Swamp in Dinwiddie. His most ambitious scheme involved 

an effort to obtain 100,000 acres along the New and Holston Rivers in 

southwest Virginia. On June 15, 1750, the Council granted this vast 

acreage to John Hiscox and John Griffin (merchants of Bristol), Benjamin 

Watkins, Nicholas Davis, Samuel Grist, John Buchanan, Adam Harmond, 

William Thompson, Jr., Jacob Harmond, Jr. and George Nicholas, provided 

they paid rights on the return of the patent to the Secretary's office 

and completed a survey of the lands within four years. As with the 

majority of great colonial land speculations, the venture never material

ized, although several of the partners tried in vain to get the grant 

renewed in 1773 after Nicholas had died. Nicholas probably lost no 

money in the abortive project, but he did not make any either, and 

neither he nor his brothers involved themselves in similar attempts. The 

land he owned was enough to classify him as a modest gentleman-farmer, 

but he never approached the status of a land baron.
17 

As was the case with his older brother, George Nicholas was a 

teacher of future clerks. In 17'.:iO, while still in Cumberland, he accepted 

17Albemarle County Deed Book No. 1, 1748-17)2, microfilm, VSL;
Dinwiddie County Surveyor's Plat BooK, l 7:;5-186), 11hotostat, VSL; Cum
berland County Deed Book, No. 1, pp. 192-95, 263-bG, microfilm, VSL; 
Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial Virginia, V, 326, VI, :.)21; 
copy of the plan of town of Beverly in E-R Papers, oversize box. 
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Jacob Mosby as an apprentice until the age of twenty-one. He also 

educated at least one of his sons as a clerk, and one of his grandsons 

was still serving as county clerk for Dinwiddie as late as 1833.18

Although he never was as important politically as his two 

brothers, Nicholas was nevertheless an accepted member of the colony's 

elite. A good indication of his acceptance was service on the vestry 

of Bristol Parish, and fuller proof was given by the prominent families 

into which his offspring married -- Briggs, Grymes, Skipwith, Cocke, 

and Taliaferro. He was an excellent example of the type of Virginia 

gentleman who gave leadership on the local level but had no greater 

aspirations. When he died in 1771, the Virginia Gazette said only that 

he was "a Gentleman of an amiable Character."19

Events in the early life of Robert Carter Nicholas seem to have 

conspired to bring him to greater prominence than his two older brothers. 

Named after his powerful grandfather Robert Carter, he received a greater 

legacy from the "King's" will than his two brothers, and he was the only 

one of the trio to receive land from the Fairfax proprietary in the Northern 

18 4 Cumberland CoW1ty Deed Book No. 1, pp. 1 9-50, microfilm, VSL; 
Purdie's Virginia Gazette, April 18, 1777; Johnston, Memorials of Old 
Virginia Clerks, p. 168. 

1S!Phili_p Slaughter, A· Histc.ry of Bristol Pari,,h, Virginia (Richmond,
1879), p. 123; Churchill Gioson Chamberlayne, ed. l'he Vestry Book and 
Register of Bristol Parish, Virginia, 1720-1789 (Richmond, 18:;18), p. 180; 
Purdie & Dixon's Virginia Gazette, March 14, 1771. 
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Neck. His godmother was none other than Mrs. Rebecca Staunton, sister

in-law of Governor William Gooch. Although his two brothers may have 

studied briefly at the College of William and Mary, only his name appears 

among the sr:.etchy records that remain from the period.20

Like his brothers, Robert Carter Nicholas may have trained ini

tially to be a clerk, then later decided to become an attorney. If so, 

his reading in law had to be fitted around his clerking duties, Under 

this practice, the aspiring lawyer often received little direction in 

his legal education except what to read. According to Thomas Jefferson, 

this scanty direction was all a good law student required, "The only 

help a youth wants," he wrote, "is to be directed what books to read and 

in what order to read them." Even this guidance was made easier by the 

fact that there were 1'ew law books and reports available in the colony. 

Nicholas probably perused the musty volumes of reported cases that were 

around as well as the standard Coke upon Littleton, 11' he worked in a 

clerk's office, he also gained insight into the daily affairs of the 

Virginia legal system. Upon ccxnmencement of his own practice, he was 

armed with knowledge of the law in Virginia as well as its English back-

21 
ground, 

After completion of his reading, Nicholas had to convince a board 

composed of Councilors and attornies who practiced before the General Court 

20A Provisional List, P• 30.

21David John Mays, Edmund Pendleton, 1721-1803: A BiographX_ (2 vols,;
Cambridge, 1952), I, 12-24; Charles Warren, A History of the American Bar 
(Boston, 1911), pp. 161, 164-66; Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Turpin, Febru
ary 5, 1769, quoted in Dwnas Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, Vol. I: 
Jefferson and His Times (Boston, 1948), p, 67. 
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that he was qualified for legal practice. This examination procedure 

had been created by the General Assembly in 1746 because "the great 

number of ignorant and unskilful attornies practicing in the county 

courts •.. is become a grievance to the country, in respecL of' their 

neglect and mismanagement ol' their clients causes •••• " Not only did he 

have to exhibit his knowledge of the law, he also had to present a certi

ficate from a court before which he intended to practice testifying to 

his "probity, honesty, and good demeanor." Such had not always been 

the case. In 1705 Robert Beverly had written, "Every une that pleases 

may plead his own cause, or else his friends fur him, there being no 

restraint in that case, nor any licensed Practitioners in the law." A

few decades later Governor Gooch was still complaining. 

Attornies at Law for some years past have been 
under no Regulation but every one practiced. This 
was attended with ill Consequences Suits and Con
tentions being stirred up by Persons, who called 
themselves Attornies, of litigious or avaritious 
Tempers in the inferior Courts; and often good 
Causes lost through their unskillfulness in plead
ing or Ignorance in the Law. 

Responding to these and other complaints, the General Assembly tried to 

institute quality-control over the legal profession, but the first efi'ective 

act of any duration did not come until the 1'746 act. For the remainder of 

the colonial era, all prospective lawyers had to be qualified by this 

1. 
. 22 icensing process. 

22 
Hening's Statutes, V, 345-48; Warren, A History of the �merican 

Bar, p. 43; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 27-2B. 
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Having passed his examination at the age of twenty-one, Nicholas 

was prepared to embark on his legal career. His license from the exa

mining board permitted him to practice before all the county courts in 

the colony, but he confined himself to the area around Williamsburg. On 

May 21, 1750, the York County records reported, "Robert Carter Nicholas 

Gent. produced a License to practice in the County Courts of this Colony 

and having taken the Oaths appointed by Law he is admitted to Practice 

as an Attorney in this Court." Significantly, in this first venture, he 

was addressed as a gentleman. The term, which indicated his position in 

the colony's elite, was not as easy to acquire in the Tidewater as in the 

western portions of Virginia. In Albemarle even a man with the cropped 

and slit ears indicative of a criminal past could earn the title after 

a few years ol' land acquisition. But in the longer settled Tidewater, 

it took a strong family background and polished manners for a young man 

to be permitted the name upon his entrance into public life.23

Not quite three weeks later, Nicholas qualified to serve before 

the Warwick County Court. More than likely he also was admitted to prac-

tice in the other counties of the peninsula James City, Charles City, 

and Elizabeth City -- as well as the Hastings Court of Williamsburg. 

These counties formed a natural circuit for lawyers who seldom could rely 

upon sufficient business in one county to provide any kind oi' adequate 

income. Court days were so arranged that lawyers eould travel from one 

23York County Judgements and Orders, BooK No. 1, 1746-1752, p. 307,
microfilm, VSL; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 28-29; Sydnor, 
Gentleman Freeholders, p. 61. 
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court to the next without conflict. This meant extensive travels on 

horseback for a lawyer with a full practice, but tle circuit composed 

of the county courts before which Nicholas practiced was the shortest 

24one in the colony. 

Nicholas could not expect to receive a large income from his 

legal practice. As early as 1643 the General Assembly had begun the 

regulation of attornies' fees. Almost a century later, the legislature 

was still complaining of "unreasonable and exhorbitant fees" when it 

passed the 1742 act which would affect Nicholas' income. Lawyers prac

ticing before county courts could charge 10s for advice where no suit 

was brought, 15s for most common law suits, 20s per day for attending 

a rural survey, 7s6d for a petition on a small debt, and £1.10 for a 

Chancery suit or actions involving land titles. For every offense of 

over-charging, the attorney could be fined .t ;iO, with one-half going to 

the King and the other to the informer. This regulation was a good 

example of the mistrust exhibited by Virginia's gentleman-farmer legis

lators towards all professions in colonial Virginia including doctors and 

clerks. Suspicions were particularly strong against lawyers. "In no 

Colony," wrote Charles Warren, "was the early prejudice against the 

1125profession stronger, and in none did a more eminent Bar develop. 

24William Edwin Hemphill, ''George Wythe, The Colonial Briton," unpub
lished Ph.D. dissertation, UVA, 1937, p. 56; Will i.r:im J. Lescure, "The Early 
Political Career of Robert Carter Nicholas," unpublished M.A. thesis, William 
and Mary, 1961, p. 5; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 28. 

2
'Hening's Statutes, V, 181-82; Warren, A History 01' the American Bar,

pp. 39, 41; Eaton, "A Mirror of the Southern Colonial Lawyer," '.)24-534. 
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Not only were the fees set by the General Assembly rather low, 

but lawyers experienced great difficulty in collecting them. No records 

exist to show what Nicholas collected, but a good indication may be 

gained from the experience of other lawyers. In l7b5 Patrick Henry's 

fees amounted to i:. 425, but he was able to collect only £ 260. His 

income improved two years later when he was able to collect .£ 346 of 

the £440 due him. Thomas Jefferson's fees never amounted to much more 

than £500, and he never succeeded in collecting half that sum. His most 

profitable year was 1770 when he managed to collect ..( 213.6.11, but 

outstanding fees still amounted to £307.18.11 1/2. Some attornies 

accepted payment in kind, and most had to put their legal skills to work 

by bringing suits for non-payment of fees. From these experiences of 

other lawyers, one might guess that Nicholas' income from legal fees 
2b 

ranged from a modest £ 200 to £ 300 a year. 

Part of a successful lawyer's income came from the collection of 

fees for officers of the colony and British merchants, and Nicholas 

appears to have done well in this facet of his practice. His family 

connections played an obvious role. When Governor Gooch left Virginia 

in late 1749 due to ill health, the President of the Council, Thomas Lee, 

acted as his temporary successor until a new lieutenant governor arrived. 

Lee died in November 1750 and the next raniing member of the Council, 

Lewis Burwell, took his place as President of the Cow1cil and acting 

26Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, pp. 12J-2L+; Eaton, "A Mirror of
the Southern Colonial Lawyer," pp, 524-34. 
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governor of the colony until Robert Dinwiddie arrived in Virginia one 

year later. Lewis Burwell, Robert Carter Nicholas' half-brother and 

Nathaniel Burwell's oldest son, lost little time in giving the young 

attorney a slice of the government's business, In April 1751, Nicholas 

announced in the Virginia Gazette that he had been appointed to collect 

all debts due to the President from Naval officers, county clerks, and 

other local officials. He was still serving in that capacity in September 

1752. Just how much revenue this appointment brought the fledgling lawyer 

is not clear, but it must have been a welcome addition to the fees he 

could muster from pleading cases.27

Nicholas also received his first assignment to collect debts 

for a merchant in April 1751 when he was retained by Mordecai Booth and 

Company. This type of business was to constitute an important part of 

Nicholas' practice until he abandoned a lawyer's life some twenty years 

later. In 1765, for example, he was given a power of attorney by the 

Scottish firm of Dunlop & Montgomery to collect debts due them from 

Virginia planters and merchants. The most troublesome case involved a 

James River merchant named John Austin Finnie. Nicholas convinced Finnie 

to pay part of his debt within eight months of receiving the canmission. 

Perhaps believing that the collection of the remainder would be no problem, 

Nicholas had assigned the case to Walter Peters by 1768. Peters succeeded 

in collecting the debt from Finnie but neglected to send it to Dunlop & 

27Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, J96-60l;
tical Career of Robert Carter Nicholas," p. 6; 
September 22, 1752. This assignment meant that 
from his two brothers as well as numerous other 

Lescure, "The Early Poli
Hunter's Virginia Gazette, 
Nicholas collected fees 
relatives. 
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Montgomery, so that by 1772, the firm was requesting Nicholas to sue 

Peters for the sum. Finally, in July 1773, Nicholas was able to send 

the money to Glasgow and close the case. Fortunately, not all his assign

ments created such bother.28

Collecting debts was not the only service that Nicholas provided 

for merchants. In 1765 he argued a case involving smuggling for the 

wealthy Norfolk merchant Neil Jamieson. One of' Jamieson's employees, a 

Captain Mace, had tried to smuggle rum into Virginia without paying 

duties at Barbados. After a tough court battle, Nicholas was able to 

save Jamieson's ship from confiscation, but the cargo of rum was condemned 

for evasion of duties. In his letter to Jamieson about the court's 

decision, Nicholas attacked the practice of ignoring the duties and 

advised Jamieson's friends and contacts not to try it.29

After a successful period before the colony's inferior courts, 

most ambitious Virginia lawyers looked toward a career before the General 

Court, the colony's highest tribunal. Composed of the Governor and his 

Council, the General Court's decisions could be challenged only by an 

expensive appeal to the crown. The General Court sat in April and October 

for up to twenty-four days each session to hear civil cases and criminal 

28Lescure, "The Early Political Career of Robert Carter Nicholas,"
p. 6; Dunlop & Montgomery to Robert Carter NichoJgs, March 18 and November
27, 1765, May 12, 1769, September 23, 1772, and July 4, 1773, Walter Peters
to Dunlop & Montgomery, June 8, 1768 and to Nicholas, July 19, 1772, Wilson
Cary Nicholas Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA (hereinafter cited as WCN-LC).

29Robert Carter Nicholas to Neil Jamieson, February 23, July 23,
August 1 and August 22, 1765, Neil Jamieson Papers, LC, microfilm, CW!. 
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cases involving slaves and indentured servants. The Council also sat 

as the Court of Oyer and Terminer in June and December to hear criminal 

cases not pertaining to slaves. The General Court could hear all civil 

cases over £ 10 or 2,000 pounds of tobacco by original or appellate 

processes. It had original jurisdiction over all suits brought against 

justices of the peace and vestrymen and heard all appeals from the county 

courts. In order "to prevent frivolous suits in the general courts, and 

trifling and vexatious appeals from the county courts, and other inferior 

courts," the General Assembly declared in 1748 that no attorney practicing 

before the General Court could simultaneously practice before the lower 

courts. Many of the colony's lawyers were thus faced with a difficult 

choice. Nicholas' practice was not affected because the act excluded 

attornies practicing in James City, York, Warwick, Elizabeth City, and 

30
Gloucester counties or the Hustings Court in Williamsburg. 

Just when Nicholas began his General Court practice is not clear, 

but when he did qualify, he joined the most distinguished lawyers in 

Virginia. George Wythe, Edmund Pendleton, Peyton Randolph, John Randolph, 

John Blair, Jr., and Thomson Mason all qualified for the upper court 

practice between 1744 and 1760. Wythe and Pendleton were considered 

the most capable lawyers of their day, and the other four had trained in 

the Middle Temple. After a few years of practice, Nicholas' name was 

JOHening's Statutes, VI, 140-43; Eaton, "A Mirror of the Southern 
Colonial Lawyer, p. 524; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 39-40, 23)-2j6. 
Mays volume contains an excellent description of the workings of the 
General Court, pp. 224-248. 
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often included with those of Wythe and Pendleton as one of the colony's 

most eminent lawyers. It was very fitting that these three men were 

united in 1778 as the first three judges of the new state's High Court 
31

of Chancery. 

Nicholas' growing reputation brought him prominent clients and 

earned him the trust of other leading lawyers. In 175) Edmund Pendleton 

suggested that Nicholas, Peyton Randolph, and Benjamin Waller arbitrate 

a minor land title dispute between his client and old friend, Col. 

Benjamin Robinson, and Robert Page of Hanover. Randolph was then 

Attorney-General for the colony, and Waller was the Clerk of the General 

Court, the most important clerking office in Virginia. Nicholas was 

placed on a rather select panel for a lawyer who had been practicing 

only five years.32 Between 1757 and 1760 Nicholas and George Wythe

worked together on several cases including a complicated land cause for 

a disputatious Marylander named Ignatius Digges and a similar action for 

George Washington. The College of William and Mary sought Nicholas' legal 

advice in 1758 pertaining to the case of a Master's family who refused 

after his death to vacate a house provided for him. Citing a similar 

case of Dr. Bury of Exeter College, Oxford, Nicholas advised the college 

31 
Hemphill, "George Wythe," pp. S,4-98; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 

225-232.
32

Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 312. All three men were Williamsburg 
residents and Waller may have been Nicholas' instructor in clerking and 
law. Apprentices who served in the Secretary's office were supervised 
by the Clerk of the General Court. Fishburne, "The Office of Secretary 
of State," p. 384. 
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to bring a suit of ejectment against the family.33 

Although his career before the General Court may have greatly 

reduced his trips to the county courts, Nicholas did not find his work 

load reduced. Successful practitioners were required to be hard workers 

if they wished to remain in the forefront of Virginia's legal profession. 

As David John Mays said of Edmund Pendleton, their lot was "almost 

ceaseless toil." Nicholas clearly expressed the exhaustion brought on by 

a busy session when he wrote to his uncle Landon Carter in 1764, 

I never was so much fatigued with the Business of 
any Court, as the last; & tho' it has been over a 
Day or two, I have not yet recover'd my Spirits; I 
must take a Trip up the CoW1try in hopes of getting 
a fresh Stock of them.34 

Accepting the Virginia custom that the successful professional 

pass on his wisdom and experience to the next generation, Nicholas duly 

fulfilled his obligation as a teacher of law. His reputation attracted 

students from some of Virginia's leading families, though none of them 

later achieved the fame accorded to EdmW1d Pendleton's protege, John Taylor 

33Nicholas and Wythe Legal Papers, Thomas Jefferson Papers, Box 11
of McGregor Collection, UVA; Hemphill, "George Wythe," p. 102; Robert 
Carter Nicholas to President and Masters of the Collee;e of William and 
Mary , April 27, 1758, Virginia Miscellany, William and Mary College, 1721-
1818, LC; The Diaries of Geor ,e Washin ton, ed. by John C. Fitzpatrick 
(4 vols.; Boston, 1�25, I, 147, lbj. Between 17G� and 1774 Washington 
often dined with the Nicholas family while in �illiamsburg for General 
Assembly sessions. Ibid., I, 352, 35!1, 3'7'.J, 3d3, TI, 17, 2o, 40, 56, 57, 
104, 132, 152, 159. For information on the quarrelsome Digges see 'Thomas 
O'Brien Hanley, Charles Carroll of Carrollton: The Makin of a Revolution
ary Gentleman (Washington, 1970 , pp. 12), 187-69. 

34Robert Carter Nicholas to Landon Carter, May 9, 1764, Sabine Hall 
Papers, UVA; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 232-33, 
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of Caroline, or George Wythe's pupil, Thomas Jefferson. John Tyler, 

father of the President, studied law at Nicholas' Williamsburg home in 

1765, and Thomas Bolling had been a pupil over a decade earlier. As 

did his brothers, Nicholas passed on his professional knowledge to 

his sons, and his eldest son George became one of the foremost lawyers 

of his generation in central Virginia and Kentucky.3J 

A 1746 act of the General Assembly directed the General Court 

to appoint Councilors or attornies practicing before the court to examine 

the fitness of' candidates for the Virginia bar. The memuers of the General 

Court and the Councilors, who were one and the same, declined the task 

and gave it to the colony's top lawyers. Pendleton, Wythe, and the two 

Randolphs served on the examination board at one time or another, and it 

was only natural that Nicholas would join them. Existing records show 

that he was an examiner between 17)6 and 1766, but he may have served on 

the board at other times as well. Fragments of two accounts kept by 

Nicholas reveal that he acted as treasurer and secretary for the board. 

In 1762 he recorded that thirty-eight young men had paid the £ 1 fee to 

be examined. Three years later he sat on the board which tested the 

fitness of Edmund Pendleton, Jr., and Thomas Jefferson. The examiners 

split the fees paid by the aspirants, and Nicholas recorded in 1766 that 

3.'.J 11Tyler Genealogy by President Tyler," TyJer's Quarterly Historical 
and Genealogical Magazine, X (January, 1929), 201; Robert Bolling, l2.
Memoir of A Portion of the Balli Famil in En land and Vir inia, trans
lated by John Robertson Richmond, 1868 , p. '7; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, 
I, 244; Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, pp. 6), 92. 
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he "p.d Mr Wythe his proportion £4.11.8. 11

36

After Nicholas became Treasurer of the colony in 176b, he began 

to curtail his legal business. Initially, he had hoped that his new 

position would not interfere with his legal duties to his clients. 

But by January 1767, he gave notice in the Virginia Gazette that he 

would be unable to take any new cases and would personally attend trials 

of old cases only if he considered them sufficiently important or the 

client specifically requested his attendance. Other unfinished cases 

would be handled by John Blair, Jr., whom he had just hired for that 

purpose. Blair must not have been willing to accept all of Nicholas' 

unfinished cases, for in 1771 the Treasurer asked Thomas Jefferson to 

pick them up. Accepting only a few cases, Jefferson declined the bulk 

of the work, and Nicholas had to seek aid elsewhere. Finally, in 1773, 

he announced that Patrick Henry, Jr., of Hanover County had agreed to 

take over his unfinished cases before the General Court. His final 

public announcement on his legal business came in May 1778 when he 

announced that since he and the lawyers who had assumed his business were 

no longer practicing, former clients should seek other counsel. Outstanding 

fees could be paid to his son George in Williamsburg who would also return 

legal papers to old clients and cheerfully refund any fees that clients 

36
Hening's Statutes, V, 345-118; Eaton, "A Mirror of the Southern 

Colonial Lawyer , 533; Warren, A History of' the American Bar, p. 16::); 
Attorney's License of Peter Lyons, February), 17::)6, photostat, UVA; 
"Acc.t of Fees p.d by Gentlemen examin'd to practice the Law for the
Use of the Examiners," Wilson Cary Nicholas Papers, UVA (hereinafter 
cited as WCN-UVA). 
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felt were too great for the small services rendered. Nicholas' position 

as one of the three judges of the new High Court of Chancery prevented 

his personal attention to these last scraps of his long practice.
37

As his brothers were doing
) Robert Carter Nicholas also embarked 

upon a successful effort to increase his landholdings
) 

but unlike them 

he had a head start. In 1730 his grandfather Robert Carter had taken out 

a patent for 50,212 acres of land in the Fairfax proprietary "on the N:W: 

side of a Branch that Issues out of Potomack River on the upper side of 

the Blew Ridge commonly called Chenandoah Creek." Carter placed this 

huge tract in the names of ten of his sons and grandsons including 

Nicholas. Ten years later a Chancery suit caused the land to be divided 

into eight equal parts (two of Carter's sons having died). Nicholas' 

share totaled a little over 6,000 acres, but by 1751 he had decided to 

sell the tract. Because he was intent upon centering his life around 

Williamsburg, the lands were too remote for him to have much of a hand 

in their management. According to a surveyor's plat dated November 21, 

1751, half of the tract had already been sold to Col. Fielding Lewis of 

Spotsylvania County. The following year, Lewis purchased the other half 

totalling 3,078 acres for £ 088. If Lewis had paid a similar amount for 

the first purchase, Nicnolas netted over £ lJOO from his grandfather's 

37Rind's Virginia Gazette, May JO, 1760; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia 
Gazette, January 1, 1767; Purdie's Virginia Gazette, May 1, 1778; Malone, 
Jefferson the Vir inian, p. 122; Julian P. Boyd, ed. The Pa

f
ers of Thomas

Jefferson 17 vols. to date; Princeton, 1950 - ), I, 73 hereinafter 
cited as Boyd Papers). 
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38 

Having turned his back on lands across the Blue Ridge, Nicholas 

concentrated instead on accumulating lands along the James River. In 

April 17)2 he and his brothers signed an agreement to divide the lands 

left by their father. Due to the debts of Dr. Nicholas, the only lands 

left to partition were 4200 acres along the James River in Albemarle 

County. John Nicholas, the eldest, took the 1600 acre tract on the south 

side of the James in what is now Buckingham County. The two younger 

brothers split the 2600 acres on the north banks of the river, George 

taking the lower part with 1357 acres and Robert taking the upper half 

of 1323 acres. The youngest Nicholas treated these lands in much the 

same fashion that his father had. Never dwelling on the land himself, 

he had it worked by tenant farmers and used some of the profits for 

improvements such as mills. Although he probably visited his Albemarle 

lands occasionally, he was fortunate that his brother John could keep a 

close eye on the property.39

38Patent of September 23, 1730, photostat, VHS, original in possession
of George Harrison Burwell of "Mt. Airy", Millwood, Clarke County, Virginia; 
Hening's Statutes, V, 300-301; Everard Kidder Meade, "The Papers of 
Richard Evelyn Byrd, I, of Frederick County, Virginia," VM.HB, LIV (April, 
1946), 106; Surveyor's Plat of November 21, 1751 and Certified Copy of 
Indenture of Sale of April 30, 1752, in Taylor Family of "Springsbury" 
Clarke County, Virginia, Papers, 1715-1902, VHS. An interesting item in 
these two documents is the address given for Nicholas. In 1751 his address 
is Elizabeth City County while his 1752 address is Williamsburg. 

39Agreement of John Nicholas, George Nicholas, and Robert Carter 
Nicholas, April 14, 1752, E-R Papers, UVA; Robert Carter Nicholas' 
Expenses in Albemarle County, 1758-1760, Box 13, N.D. Misc. Accounts 
File, WCN-UVA. 
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Ten years later, Nicholas increased his Albemarle holdings when 

he purchased 4411 acres along Green Mountain from Richard Randolph of 

Henrico. Other land purchases may have followed tips from his brother 

John. As clerk of Albemarle, John Nicholas undoubtedly knew of good 

lands for sale close to his brother's holdings. In 1767, for example, 

Robert Nicholas purchased Scott's Island in the James River from John 

Nicholas' brother-in-law, John Scott, for £350. Five years later, he 

purchased two tracts totalling 750 acres from James Phelps for £ 150. 

With these and other purchases, the Williamsburg attorney eventually 

became one of the chief landowners in a county where he never dwelled. 

When his Albemarle estate was assessed for taxes in 1782, it totalled 

40 
7500 acres. 

Nicholas' Albemarle holdings contained excellent lands for 

farming, and the James River provided an easy avenue of transportation 

to float crops to market. The only big obstacle were the falls of the 

James just above Richmond. Because of the falls, goods coming downriver 

had to be landed above Richmond and hauled overland to ships waiting 

below the fall line. Realizing the immense advantage of owning lands at 

this debarkation point, Nicholas purchased fran William Byrd in June 

1763 ),000 acres of land known as Westharr. in Henrico County. As a lawyer 

who had often worKed for clients involved in land disputes, Nicholas knew 

40 
Bond of Richard Randolph, December 11, 1761, WCN-UVA; Deed to 

Green Mountain Lands, April 13, l7b2, Oversize box, E-R Papers, UVA;
Albemarle County Deed Book No. 4, 1764-1768 and Deed Book No. 6, 1772-
177b, microfilm, VSL; Albemarle County Sheriff's Ledger, 1782-1783, UVA.
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that he would have to take steps to ensure the validity of his title. 

The deeds and titles to the land were old and questionable, and Nicholas 

suspected that unpatented lands lay within the property's bounds, Follow

ing his petition of July 1763, the Council allowed Nicholas to take up 

all the unpatented lands on the north side of the James between the 

patents of Edmund Jennings and Robert Beverly. Upon securing clear 

title to the tract, Nicholas procured lands not only good for farming 

but also strategically located for storage facilities for crops from his 
41 

upriver lands. 

A year-and-a-half after he had purchased the Westham estate, 

Nicholas decided to turn it into a profit-making enterprise. For a sum 

of t 1500, he sold half interest to his wii'e 's brother-in-law, Edward 

Ambler of Jamestown. The two men agreed to hold the land as tenants-in

common for twenty years, jointly stocKing it with slaves, cattle, horses, 

sheep, hogs, tools, houses, and other agricultural gear. Profits were 

to be divided equally, and the death of' one partner gave sole management 

(though not sole ownership) to the other. To compensate Nicholas for the 

extra trouble he had encountered in acquiring the land and securing its 

title, he would be allowed to build warehouses for tobacco and other 

upriver produce on the tract at the plantation's expense. Once a year, 

he could use slaves, oxen, and whatever else he needed to haul his upriver 

produce to markets or public warehouses and drive stock from his Albemarle 

41
commission to E.xam1ne Mary Byrd, Oversize Box, E-R Papers, UVA; 

Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial Virginia, VI, 264-66. Sit
ting on the Council that day were Nicholas' brother-in-law William Nelson 
and his brother Thomas Nelson, Nicholas' half-brother Robert Burwell, 
Nicholas' cousin Robert Carter, and John Blair. 
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holdings as far east as Williamsburg. Just what profits the enterprise 

returned is not known, but Nicholas obviously thought it a prime tract 

because he willed it to his eldest son George, following a Virginia custom 

that the eldest son received the choicest lands. The Westham tract 

proved to be a mixed blessing, however. Its convenient location and 

fertility were offset by a series of suits that involved Nicholas' sons 

in legal tangles as late as 1812. The interesting feature about the 

enterprise is its jarring of common conceptions of Virginia's gentlemen

farmers. Nicholas was not attached to Westham from any particular love 

of the soil or belief in the superiority of rural life. Westham was 

purely a business venture inspired by the same desire to turn a profit 

h b . 42 as ot er usinesses. 

By colonial Virginia standards, the Nicholases had achieved 

success. Entering adult life with little wealth but with good practical 

training, they used excellent social and familial connections to advance 

their careers and fortunes. Whether they sought positions or lands, 

relatives were usually in seats of authority to give aid if it was needed. 

Accepted by the colony's elite as natural (though not charter) members, 

they added their own talents and virtues to ensure attaining the success 

that was clearly within reach. With the exception of one flirtation each, 

42Photostat copy of Westham Agreement between Robert Carter Nicholas
and Edward Ambler, VHS ( from original in Ambler PaJ_,ers, 1638-1810, LC). 
The lands discussed in the pages above were virtually all the lands that 
Nicholas possessed when he died in 1780. With the exception of the lands 
given to him by his grandfather, he procured property with the long-range 
goal of leaving good estates to his sons. Since he never intended to sell 
these 13,000 acres, he can hardly be classified as a land speculator despite 
the charges of some historians. For example, see Julian Boyd's note in 
The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, I, 506. 
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they were not land speculators in any true sense of the term. They 

farmed because that is what Virginians had always done and because it 

provided a necessary supplement to the income from their professions. 

Thus, they fit the picture of Virginia's ei8hteenth-century elite very 

well: gentlemen-farmers and gentlemen-professionals with just a touch 

of the entrepreneurial drive. 





CHAPI'ER IV 

FAMILY ALLIANCES AND POLITICAL SERVICE 

The role or strong family connections in colonial Virginia 

society has often received too much emphasis. Familial links with 

Virginia's elite gave one a tremendous initial advantage over compe

titors who lacked them, but by themselves they c0uld not guarantee 

instant or lasting success. The potential of connections could be 

realized only when actively exploited. On the other hand, absence of 

connections did not automatically exclude one from the colony's govern

ing class. Success was more difficult to achieve, but it was not out 

of reach, especially in the newer counties of the western Piedmont. 

Likewise, sons were not forced by Virginia society to accept the 

disgrace or failure of a father. Although past disgrace might cause 

some embarrassment, it was not an obstacle, Existing connections with 

the elite, then, were not crucial for success, but they could be very 

helpful when fully used, and a skeleton in the family closet was no 

barrier whether successfully hidden or slightly exposed. Individuals 

could succeed on their own merits, 

The Nicholases, of course, were faced with both circwnstances -

links to the Carters, Burwells, Pages and other families and the disgrace 

of their father's transportation. Taking advantage of the former, they 

never really suffered from the latter. This was borne out not only by 
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the success they enjoyed in their professions, but also by their 

marriages which were judged as strong ones by colonial standards, If 

their father's felony had been held against them, families such as the 

Frys, Carys, and Ruffins would not have been too willing to see their 

daughters marry one of the physician's sons, 

Marriage arrangements were much more of a family affair than 

they are today. A suitor generally sought the permission of his future 

bride's family as well as her consent. Families which may have spent 

decades in building wealth and reputation were not about to let either 

be wasted by a bad match, When the proposed match received parental 

approval, the two fathers often corresponded to arrange the terms of the 

marriage contract, for a good marriage was an affair of the purse as 

well as of the heart. Governor Gooch's comment about his son's choice, 

11 I liked the Girl's Family and Fortune, 11 was typical. The girl's father 

was a prominent Maryland merchant, and she brought £6000 to the match, 

Such marriages were highly respected in Virginia and often received 

congratulatory notice in the Virginia Gazette. A couple could upset the 

expectations of their families and marry without approval, but the usual 

consequences of ill will and loss of fortune made it an uncommon occurrence.1

1calhoun, A Social History of the American Fa:nily, I, 254-:55, 262;
Morgan, Virginians at Home, pp, 29-34; Andrew Karl Prinz, "Sir William 
Gooch in Virginia: The King's Good Servant," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Northwestern University, 1963, pp. 55-56; Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities, 
PP• 11-12. 
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Records are so scanty that it is difficult to know which one 

of the three Nicholases married first and at what age. Two of them 

appear to have married twice, although even this is not certain. John 

Nicholas, the eldest brother, married Martha Fry, daughter of Col. 

Joshua Fry, in 1758 or 175SJ, but there are indications that he was 

already a widower. When the Rev. Thomas Dawson arranged to have his 

nephew serve an apprenticeship under Nicholas, he wrote in 1755 "Your 

Br . Sist have been lately indisposed, but both they, & your little 

Daughter, are now very well" and in 1756 "Your Daughter & Friends are 

all well." Since the child could have been born no later than November 

1754 when Mary Fry would only have been fourteen, the daughter must 

have been the result of an earlier union. Dawson's letters indicate 

that the girl was living in Williamsburg with the family of Robert 

Carter Nicholas, which leads to the plausible conclusion that John 

Nicholas was a widower who felt that his daughter could get better care 

in his brother 's housebold.2 These scraps of information yield no clue

as to the identity or fate of John Nicholas' first wife. 

John Nicholas' second match was typical of those engineered by 

Virginia's gentry who sought brides of name and fortune as well as compati

bility. Martha Fry was the eldest daughter of his late friend and 

neighbor, Col. Joshua Fry. Fry had already made his mark in the Tide

water where he had served as master of the grammar school at William and 

�homas Dawson 
Dawson Papers, LC; 
1880) , p • 3 5 . 

to John Nicholas, July 24, 1755 and February 18, 17[56], 
Philip Slaughter, Memoir or Col. Joshua Fry ( [ ? J , 
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Mary as early as 1729 and was elevated to the post of Professor of 

Mathematics in 1732. He was thus a member of the faculty which unani

mously elected Dr. George Nicholas to represent the college before the 

House of Burgesses from 17.30 to 17311. Having served as a vestryman and 

a justice of the peace in James City and Essex Counties, Fry further 

solidified his social standing when he married Mary Micou Hill, daughter 

of a prominent Huguenot physician and wealthy widow of Col. Leonard Hill. 

Although he could have settled to a life of ease and status in the older 

sections of the colony, Fry decided to build his fortune in the rolling 

hills of Albemarle County. When the county was first organized in 1745, 

Fry became county surveyor, presiding justice of the peace, and first 

lieutenant of the county militia with the rank of colonel, a string of 

offices which truly made him the "first citizen'' of the new county. A 

partner to land grants totalling over 22,000 acres in Albemarle, he sold 

his interest in the Loyal Land Company to Dr. Thomas Walker. Fry colla

borated with Peter Jefferson in drawing the boundary line of the Fairfax 

claims between the headsprings of the Rappahannock and Potomac Rivers 

in 1746, extending the boundary line between Virginia and North Carolina 

in 1749, and drafting their famous map of Virginia and Maryland in 1751. 

Elected as the first burgess from Albemarle in 1745, he was named chairman 

of the Committee on Public Claims in 1752. When conflict arose with the 

French over western lands, Fry was commissioned on March 15, 17)� as 

Colonel of the Virginia regiment sent to protect the colony's claim. A 

fall from his horse during the march caused his death on May 31 and gave 
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the command to a young planter from the Northern Neck named George 

3Washington. 

Nicholas married Martha Fry around 1758 when she was eighteen. 

His age, thirty-three, reinforces the notion that he was taking a second 

wife. Though no copy of a marriage contract exists, Martha Fry had been 

willed almost 1,000 acres of Albemarle land by her father. One of these 

tracts contained a mine site, and she also owned rights to land patents 

taken out in her name by her father. Martha Fry's wealth was not stunning, 

but it was adequate to make her an attractive catch especially since she 

carried the name of one of the county's most illustrious citizens.4

Traces of' the family of George Nicholas of Dinwiddie are diffi

cult to find. Because of the destruction of Dinwiddie County records, 

only tantalizing and unconnected scraps of information about George 

Nicholas' life come to the surface. Like his brother John, he may have 

married twice. It is certain that he married Elizabeth Ruffin, daughter 

of John Ruffin of Mecklenburg County, but when the union occurred and 

how long Mrs. Nicholas lived are unknown. The Ruffins were a prominent 

family in Virginia's Southside counties whose best known descendant, Edmund 

Ruffin, later achieved fame as an agricultural reformer and southern 

3George W. Frye, Colonel Joshua Fr of Vfrp;inia and Some or His 
Descendants and Allied Families Cincinnati, l9b6 , pp. 1-44; Malone's 
introduction to Fry & Jefferson Map; Slaughter, _!i0

::
11oir of Col. Joshua 

Fry, pp. 16-24. 

4
wn1 of Joshua Fry, proved in court August 8, 1754, Albemarle County 

Will Book No. 2, microfilm, VSL; Virginia Land Patent Books, Book No. 34, 
p. 531; John Nicholas, Jr., The Statement and Substance of a Memorial,
&c. of John Nicholas; Presented tu the Vir inia Le,islature 181 -20 ••..

Richmond, 1820 , p. 1. 
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firebrand. This match gave Nicholas excellent connections in his adopted 

county, but since the Ruffins were not among the colony's wealthiest 

families, he probably added no great fortune to his estate.5 

In 1753 a Virginia gentleman added a note of gossip to a letter 

when he wrote, "The Widow Taliaferro was married to Mr. George Nicholas 

last Sunday Night. 11 This tidbit of information provides more questions 

than clues. Did Nicholas marry the widow before or after he wed Miss 

Ruffin? Just who was the Widow Taliaferro, and is the George Nicholas 

mentioned in the scanty postscript the son of Dr. Nicholas? Exhaustive 

digging among court records, magazine articles, and family genealogies 

has failed to answer these questions. The incident is interesting none

theless, Most widows were not allowed to remain in their single state 

for very long. Not only was there still a shortage of prospective brides, 

but widows had certain advantages. If the first husband had been a good 

manager, her original dowery would still be intact, and she might also 

hold a good portion of her first husband's estate for use for life if 

not by title. Dr. George Nicholas was only following a time-honored 

Virginia custom when he took a widow as his wife, and it was not unnatural 

at all that one of his sons would also recognize the benefits of such a 

match. Besides, the Taliaferro name, a widespread ar� respected one in 

5w111s of John Rufi'in, Jr. and John Ruffin, Sr., 
Will Book No. 1, pp. 1S,i8-2UO, 250-51, microi'ilm, v:,L; 
Historical and Genealogical Magazine, XXIII (October, 

Mecklenburg County 
Tyler's Quarterly 

1941), 134. 
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the colony, could be expected to bring a man good political and social 

connections. If George Nicholas of Dinwiddie did marry the widow, his 

bchoice would have been deemed a good one. 

Colonial Virginians applauded good matches, and of the three 

brothers, Robert Carter Nicholas undoubtedly earned the highest acco

lades for his choice. A man's attention to the colony's eligible 

females were so closely followed and reported by both men and women 

that courting among the elite almost assumed the status of a spectator 

sport. Even letters of some of Virginia's most respected leaders con

tained gossip of courtships and marriages, and the Virginia Gazette was 

always prepared to announce triumphantly the winner of a particularly 

. 7 good prize. 

Robert Carter Nicholas' pursuit of Anne Cary was followed by at 

least one prominent Virginian. In September 1750 the Rev. Thomas Dawson 

told his good friend Mrs. Rebecca Staunton, "The President [sixty-year

old Thomas Lee] is laid out for the Widow Lightfoot, but I believe he 

has made no advances. Mr. King, it is said, is vastly in Love with Miss 

Molly Cary, and Robt. Nicholas (your Godson) is supposed to be engaged to 

bPhilip Ludwell to Henry Lee, January 23, l7jj, in Archibald Bolling 
Shepperson, John Paradise and Luc Ludwell 01' Lond£n and Williamsburg 
(Richmond, 1942, p. 23; Calhoun, A Social Historr of the American Family, 
I, 248; Morgan, Virgillians at Home, pp. 44, 47. 

7For example, see Ludwell letter cited above; Thomas Jefferson to 
William Short, February 9 and December 14, 1789, Boyd Papers, XIV, 529-
31, XVI, 24-28; Virginia Gazette, December 30, 1737. 
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Miss Nancy Cary." Thomas Lee never won the Widow Lightfoot, for he 

died a month after this letter was penned, and Mr. King lost his choice 

to Edward Ambler of Jamestown. But Nicholas triumphed in his guest of 

Anne Cary, sixteen-year-old daughter of Col. Wilson Cary of Richneck 
8

and Ceelys. 

The Carys had been an important Tidewater family since the mid

seventeenth century. Following the Virginia pattern of acquiring large 

land grants and making strategic marriages, the Carys were a very wealthy 

family by the early years of the next century. Anne Cary's father, Wilson 

Cary, attended William and Mary College and in 1721 entered Trinity College, 

Cambridge, where Dr. Nicholas and John Carter had studied before him. 

After his return from England, Cary established a library at his planta

tion Richneck which achieved some distinction in Virginia. Securing the 
I 

post of Naval Officer and Collector of Duties for the Lower James River 

District in 1726, he also served as a justice of the peace in Warwick and 

Elizabeth City Counties. Taking his expected place in the Elizabeth City 

County militia, he became county lieutenant of the unit in 1751 with the 

rank of colonel. His marriage to Sarah Pate produced only one son out 

of five children, but achieved the ooject of all Virginia fathers by 

seeing that his progeny married well. Two of his daughters married into 

the Fairfax family, another wed Edward Ambler, and his son, Wilson-Miles 

Cary, won Sarah Blair, daughter ol' John Blair, Councilor and acting 

8Thomas Dawson to Mrs. [Rebecca] Staunton, September 4, 1750,
Dawson Papers, LC; Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, 597-98. 



-104-

governor in 1757 and 1758. For Nicholas to have received permission 

to marry Cary's daughter Anne, he must have been seen as a proper young 

man of a good background and a promising future. The ignominy of Dr. 

Nicholas' transportation did not intrude.9

The young couple were married sometime during 1751 when Anne 

Cary was sixteen and Nicholas was twenty-two. These ages were typical 

for a Virginian's first marriage. A single woman over twenty was consi

dered a "stale maid" wrote one observer, and another added, "that great 

curiosity, an Old Maid, is seldom seen in this country. They generally 

marry before they are twenty-two, often before they are sixteen." The 

marrying age for a young man was greater because he had to show his 

ability to function independently, accept his place among the ruling 

gentry, and support a family. When Robert Carter Nicholas took his 

bride, he was already a practicing lawyer and either an alderman or 

conunon councilman for the city of Williamsburg. The Carys had plenty 

of opportunity to watch the young man in action. Wilson Cary was a 

justice of the Warwick court before which Nicholas practiced, and Miles 

Cary, Anne Cary's uncle, was a respected lawyer who rode the same circuit 

as the young Williamsburg attorney. Thus, they could easily judge his 

worth and potential as a prospective member of the family.10

9Fu irfax Harrison, The Virginia Carys: tm Ess�y in Genealog;y ( New
York, 1919), 108; Wilson Miles Cary, 1�ilson Cary of Ceelys and His 
Family," VMHB, IX (July, 1901), 104-111; Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, 
601. 

10calhoun, A Social History of the American People, I, 24J; Briden
baugh, Myths and Realities, p. 20; Leola O. Walker, "Officials in the City 
Government of Colonial Williamsburg," VMHB, LXXV (January, 1967), 48;
Hemphill, "George Wythe," p. 56. 

--



Anne Cary would have been considered a good catch by many 

young Virginian males. She was of a wealthy, respected family whose 

members held the key to many colonial appointments. Described as "small 

in person, very energetic in character," she seems to have been better 

educated than many of her female contemporaries. Her sister, Sally 

Cary Fairfax, once wrote how welcome her letters were. Not only was 

the sister entertained by the verse and prose in the letters, she often 

read them to her British friends because "I can't deny myself' the plea

sure of hearing the Gent:men express surprise, and say did an American, 

and a Lady write this. I never saw a better stile or ( illegible] Pen' d. "11

Just what dowery Anne Cary brought to the marriage is uncertain, 

but chances are good that it was more than Nicholas' two older brothers 

had gained in their matches. The Carys were wealthier than the Frys 

or Ruffins, and Wilson Cary's holdings extended into six different Tide

water counties. As Anne Cary's husband, Robert Carter Nicholas had a 

legal right to use of her real property and outright possession of her 

personal property. Because of the importance placed on even distant 

family ties, a well-connected lady could occasionally expect to benefit 

from legacies and gifts of relatives, but these too would pass into the 

control of her husband, Nicholas lost little time in benef'itting from 

11Description of Anne Cary Nicholas in Wilson Miles Cary Mss., UVA;
Sally Cary Fairfax to [Anne Cary Nicholas], Septemi)cr 4, 17'7'.J, Public 
Records Office, Colonial Office, C.O. 5/40, Original Correspondence -
Secretary of State: 1770-1782, Intercepted Letters to and from American 
Colonists (copy on microf'ilrn, Virginia Colonial Records Project, UVA). 
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these matrimonial rights. In her will, Mrs. Anne Whiting had left the 

children of Wilson Cary shares in a capital fund of £ 9800 managed by 

William Prentis, a merchant in Williamsburg, and his partners. Anne 

Cary's portion was a one-twenty-fourth share, and in 17jl, soon after 

their marriage, Nicholas signed an agreement with Prentis to surrender 

his wife's share for £480.6.8. In 17j6 her uncle Miles Cary left her 

the small sum of t. 30 in his will, but this too would actually be con

trolled by her husband. Clearly, Nicholas reaped financial rewards from 

the marriage other than the dowry.12

All three Nicholas brothers, then, achieved matches that enhanced 

their standing among Virginia's gentry. Accepted by some of the colony's 

leading families, they were not harmed by their father's past. Able to 

benefit from their own merits as well as ties with families such as the 

Carters, all three were dubbed as successes in their professions and 

marriages by their contemporaries. 

Another indication of the Nicholas' acceptance by Virginia's 

gentry was their role in local leadership. With the exception of a few 

offices, such as clerk of the county court or county surveyor, local 

appointments were controlled by members ol' the leading families of each 

12Agreement of Robert Carter Nicholas and Wil1iam Prentis, 17jl, 
William Prentis Papers, UVA; Morgan, Virginians At Home, p. 44; Copy 
of Will of Miles Cary, Proved in Court, September b, 1756, Wilson Miles 
Cary Family Mss., microfilm, UVA; Lescure, ''The Early Political Career 
of Robert Carter Nicholas, " p. 7. 
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county who were themselves officeholders. Service on the parish vestry 

or county court was at once a verdict and a trial. Not only was it a 

sign that one had earned a position of responsibility, it also served 

as a proving ground for a young man to so impress the local gentry that 

13
they would sponsor him for higher offices on the colony level. 

Many young Virginians began their political career by serving 

on a parish vestry. Upon the formation of a parish, the original vestry 

of twelve was chosen by the parish freeholders and householders, but 

from that moment on, all new members were chosen by the vestry itself. 

Thus it became a self-perpetuating body of "men who were correct in 

politics as well as in religion, and who were substantial owners of' 

both lands and slaves." Although they were created as governing bodies 

for the local churches, vestries also assumed many civil functions, They 

managed church property through their two annually-elected churchwardens, 

provided for the parish poor, made presentments to the Grand Jury for 

morals offenses, levied the parish taxes to finance their activities, 

oversaw the processioning or quadrennial renewing of boundaries of lands 

in the parish, and appointed the minister and other church officials. 

The expenses of these nwnerous activities frequently caused the budgets 

14
of vestries to exceed those of the county courts. 

l3Sydnor, Gentleman Freeholders, pp. 100-101.

14Ibid., pp. 83-84; Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, 466-67; Mays,
Edmund Pendleton, I, 18-19. 
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Because vestry activities and parish levies touched virtually 

everyone in the parish, the twelve men who sat on the body could wield 

quite a local clout. A man could serve on the vestry from motives of 

social duty, local power, or political advancement as well as the wish 

to advance the doctrines and fortunes of the established church. That 

the former considerations often operated in the absence of the latter 

is demonstrated by the service on vestries of Virginians who were not 

known for their love of Anglican preachments.
1

5

Whatever the motivations of the Nicholases, all three accepted 

positions in vestries. Dr. Nicholas had served as a vestryman in Bruton 

Parish during his Williamsburg residence, and his youngest son, Robert 

Carter Nicholas, followed his example on October 18, 1754 when he and 

Thomas Everand "took the usual Oaths to his Majestys Person and Govern

ment and the abjuration Oath and Subscribed the last mentioned Oath and 

repeated and Subscribed the Test" before the York County court. Although 

scanty records are not conclusive, Nicholas probably served on the body 

until his death because the appointment was virtually permanent if one 

wished to retain his seat and because his interest in and involvement 

with the established church remained a consistent theme throughout his 

l'f 16
1 e. 

lJE.g., George Washington who was a vestryman in Truro Parish in
Fairfax County and Thomas Jefferson who briefly appears in the vestry 
book for St. Anne's Parish in Albemarle. 

16York County Judgements and Orders, Book No. 2, 17J2-1754, p. 493,
photostat, VSL; Meade, Old Churches, I, 179, 183.
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Six years later, on December 6, 1760, George Nicholas was sworn 

in as a vestryman for Bristol Parish located in the Southside area near 

Petersburg. As county clerk, Nicholas had long received yearly fees 

from the vestry for drawing up lists of tithables. Taking his position 

very seriously, Nicholas proved to be a conscientious vestryman who 

rarely missed the meetings held twice a month. From 1768 until his 

death three years later, he served as one of the two churchwardens of 

the parish and thus was responsible for executing the decisions of the 

vestry. In October 1770, for example, he placed an advertisement in the 

Virginia Gazette to sell some of the church's glebe lands in Prince 

George County. The close connections of a parish's leading families 

and their control over the vestry is well illustrated by the vestrymen 

of Bristol Parish. Nicholas' brother-in-law, John Ruffin, joined the 

body in 1765. His future son-in-law, Robert Skipwith, was added to the 

vestry in 1774 following the 1763 appointment of his kinsman, William 

Skipwith. These families were joined on the body by Atkinsons, Joneses, 

and Bollings who were also frequently connected by marriages.17

John Nicholas also served as a vestryman. When Albemarle CoW1ty 

was formed in 1744, St. Anne's Parish was created within the same 

approximate bounds. No parish records prior to 1772 are extant, but it 

is most likely that John Nicholas sat on its vestry as one 01' the coW1ty 1 s 

17chamberlayne, The Vestry Book and Register of Bristol Parish,
pp. 163, 167, 175, 180, 216, 223-24; Slaughter, A History of Bristol 
Parish, p. 123; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, October 18, 1770. 
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leading citizens. In 1761 Buckingham County was carved from Albemarle 

lands on the south side of the James, and a new parish, Tillotson, was 

simultaneously created for the same area. Existing records reveal that 

Nicholas served the new parish as a vestryman from 17'74 to 1785, but he 

probably held a seat on the vestry both before and after those dates. 

Like his brother George, John Nicholas was paid in tobacco for delivering 

lists of tithables to the parish vestry. Churchwarden positions were 

generally rotated among the vestrymen, and Nicholas took his turn for 

Tillotson Parish in 1776.
18

The Nicholas brothers were also active on county courts or 

municipal governing bodies. The county courts, composed of a number of 

justices of the peace, controlled all facets of local government which 

the vestries did not so that in effect these two bodies were the center 

of local power. Since vestrymen and justices of the peace were very 

often the same men or at least from the same families, the two bodies 

were not competitors for authority but allies. Each court was composed 

of eleven to thirty-six justices, although only four were required to 

carry on business. New justices were added to the court by the governor's 

commission, but traditionally the governor accepted the courts' recommen

dations. Seldom did a man become a justice of the peace without beine; 

18vestry Book of St. Anne's Parish, Albemarle County, 1772-178),
photostat, VSL; Tillotson Parish, Bucldngham County, Records, 177L,-
178j, photostat, VSL; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," pp, 162-64. 
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acceptable to the local gentry, but once on the court, he enjoyed 

virtually permanent tenure as long as he wished to serve. Subject to 

neither popular nor central control, the justices embraced judicial, 

legislative, and executive duties. They served as criminal and civil 

courts, controlled coW1ty tax collections, maintained roads and water

ways, issued licenses for taverns and ordinaries, and controlled appoint

ments to most county offices. Courts often granted these offices to 

their own members, and justices could expect to serve as sheriff, tobacco 

inspectors, or militia officers. Because the chief criterion for being 

named a justice was membership among the county's elite rather than 

judicial knowledge, the law provided that at least one of the justices 

sitting in every court session had to have legal training or experience. 

Other members of the court relied upon these trained justices when tricky 

legal problems arose. With their legal back6round, both John and Robert 

Carter Nicholas were undoubtedly designated as one of these "justices 

of the Quorum. "19

John Nicholas began his career as a justice rather late in his 

public career. Typically, a political career in colonial Virginia began 

on the local level followed by a seat in the House of Burgesses and 

perhaps an important government post such as a collector of customs. 

Nicholas reversed the process by becoming a justice of the peace in 

19This brief section on the county courts is based upon the excellent
discussion contained in Chapter 6 of Sydnor's Gentlemen Freeholders and 
Chapter 4 of May's first volume of Edmund Pendleton. 
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March 1772, fifteen years after a brief two-year sojourn in the House 

in 1757 and 1758. Ineligible to serve on the Albemarle court due to 

his clerk's office, he served in Buckingham County where most of his 

prime lands lay. Because of the destruction of Buckingham County 

records, it is impossible to know just how active Nicholas was in his 

new post. Along with justice Charles May, he issued on May 18, 1773, 

a proclamation outlawing a Negro slave named Tom for murder, theft of 

firearms, and running away from his master. The two justices empowered 

the sheriff to use whatever means necessary to capture the fugitive, 

adding that if he resisted capture "then any Person whatsoever may law

fully kill and distroy him without being liable to any Penalty for so 

doing." When Tom was found dead, a coroner's jury ruled suicide, and 

the Buckingham Court awarded his owner f_ 85 for death of a slave attri

buted to public outlawry. Nicholas resigned his post by December 1777, 

but he lived to see two of his sons nominated to the same court.20

Unlike his brothers, Robert Carter Nicholas remained a town 

dweller for most of his life, which meant that his initiation into local 

government had a different twist from that experienced by most Virginians. 

Williamsburg's charter of 1722 provided for a municipal government that 

20VMHB, XVIII (April, 1910), 279-81; Executi·1e Journals of the
Counci1---;;T"°Colonial Virginia, VI, 449; Legislative Journals oi' the 
Council of Colonial Virginia, ed. by R.R. Mcilwain� (3 vols., Richmond, 
1918-1919), III, 1170; Calendar of Virginia State Papers and Other 
Manuscri ts Preserved in the Ca ital at Richmond, ed. by William P. 
Palmer and others 11 vols.; Richmond, 1 75-1 93), VI, 439-41; Edward 
Ingle, Justices of the Peace of Colonial Virginia, 1757-1775, Bulletin 
of the Virginia State Library, Vol. XIV (Richmond, 1922), pp. 113, 127. 
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was just as closed to popular control as the county governments. At 

the bottom of the hierarchy was a Common Council of twelve who probably 

served as the local legislative body. Acting in an executive and legis

lative capacity were the six aldermen ( one ol whom sen·ed as mayor) and 

the recorder, an officer knowledgeable in the law. The aldermen, mayor, 

and recorder served as municipal justices of the peace at a monthly 

Hustings Court. After the initial appointments in 1722, all vacancies 

were filled by election of the Common Hall, a combination of Common 

Councilmen, mayor, aldermen, and recorder, By tradition, aldermen had 

once served on the council. Nicholas' name first appears in the existing 

records on June 4, 17)0. He probably took his oath then as an alderman 

because council vacancies were filled every November 30, while new 

positions among the aldermen were filled within a month of a vacancy. 

It is significant that Nicholas took his first public office less than a 

month after he qualified to practice law. Although it is not certain how 

long Nicholas served the Williamsburg government, he could be assured 

of a lengthy term if he desired. Only death, retirement, or a move out 

of Williamsburg would necessitate his removal. By 1767 he was also 

serving as a justice of the peace in James City County, a position he 

21held at least five years. 

Experience on the various bodies of local government gave the 

21Leola O. Walker, "Officials in the City Government of Colonial
Williamsburg," VMHB, LXXV (January, 1967), pp. 3'.;)-)1; In8le, Justices 
of the Peace, pp. 72, 88, 117. 
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Nicholases a thorough knowledge of local politics and colonial justice. 

When two of the brothers moved up to positions of colony leadership, 

they were not political novices. John Nicholas had years of experience 

with the county courts as a clerk, while Robert Carter Nicholas could 

claim time as a vestryman and a city official in Williamsburg. When 

they stepped into the halls of the House of Burgesses, it was with 

strides of self-assurance and political knowledge rather than with the 

faltering gait of a tyro. 

Dr. George Nicholas had established a precedent for his descen

dants when he assumed his seat in the House of Burgesses as a delegate 

for the College of William and Mary in 1730. During the next eighty 

years, two of his sons, four of his grandsons, and one great-grandson 

saw duty in the House of Burgesses or the post-revolutionary House of 

Delegates, 

The first to follow the doctor were his two sons, John and 

Robert, both elected to the House of Burgesses for the session beginning 

in March 1756. As a representative of the western piedmont county of 

Albemarle, John Nicholas faced a long journey to the colonial capital. 

When he reached Williamsburg, he no doubt stayed at the home of his 

brother Robert who had just been elected to represent York County and 

faced no travel at a11.22

22william G. Stanard and Mary Newton Stanard, The Colonial Virginia
Register (Baltimore, 1965), pp, 140, 142, 144, 14;; Edgar Woods, Historz 
of Albemarle County Virginia (Charlottesville, 1901), p. 384. 
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Early in the morning of March 25, the two brothers probably 

left Robert's comfortable home adjacent to the Governor's Palace on 

the Palace Green and rode down the Duke of Gloucester Street to the 

Capital for the ceremonious opening of another General Assembly. They 

did not enter the halls as strangers, for close relatives and friends 

were all about them. The first stage of the ceremony called for the 

Burgesses and Councilors to meet in the crowded Council chamber to take 

the oaths of supremacy and allegiance and subscribe to the Test Oath. 

As the Nicholas glanced around the room perhaps they nodded politely to 

the Councilors they knew -- John Blair, whose daughter Sarah had married 

Robert's brother-in-law Wilson Miles Cary; William Nelson who had wed 

the Nicholases' half-sister Elizabeth Burwell; Thomas Nelson, the Secre

tary of State for the colony, who had signed John Nicholas' clerks' 

cormnissions; and the Rev. Thomas Dawson, who had sent his nephew to John 

. 23 
Nicholas for training. 

After taking their oaths, the Burgesses returned to their own 

meeting room in the opposite wing of the Capitol to await the Governor's 

command that he wished to see them in the Council chamber. Squeezing 

into the small room for the second time, the Burgesses listened quietly 

as the Governor issued his single sentence instructing them to return to 

23Mary A. Stephenson, "Carter-Saunders House, Block 30," unpublished
research report prepared for the Architectural Department of Colonial 
Williamsburg, 1956; Lucille Griffith, The Vir inia House of Bur esses, 
1750-1774 (revised edition; University of Alabama Press, 1970 , pp. 3-4; 
Sydnor, Gentlemen Freeholders, p. 21; Stanard, The Colonial Virginia 
Register, pp. 47-49.
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their chamber to choose a Speaker. Upon returning to the Burgesses 

meeting room, the Nicholases noted that it was their uncle, Landon 

Carter of "Sabine Hall," who nominated John Robinson to the position. 

This too was a mere formality. Robinson had been Speaker of the House 

of Burgesses since 1'{38 and was destined to serve until his death in 

1765. Among the Burgesses who voted unanimously for Robinson's selec

tion were many other Nicholas relatives and friends -- first cousins 

Benjamin Harrison of Charles City County, John Page from Gloucester, 

and Charles Carter, Jr. of King George; their half-brother Robert 

Burwell representing Isle of Wight County; uncle Charles Carter of 

"Cleve" in King George; Robert's brother-in-law George William Fairfax 

representing the county which carried his family's name; John Chiswell, 

son of their father's former iron works partner; and Benjamin Waller, 

the clerk of the General Court who had most likely supervised John 

Nicholas' training as a clerk. After Robinson's election, the Burgesses 

trooped to the Council chamber for the third time that morning to present 

their Speaker who, in turn, petitioned the Governor to protect the Bur

g esses rights and privileges. After promising to do so, Governor Dinwiddie 

delivered his prepared address containing his suggestions for the legis

lative program. Only after the Burgesses returned once more to their 

chamber and had appointed a six-man corrunittee to draft a response did 

opening-day ceremonies come to an end.24

24Griffith, The Virginia House of Burgesses, pp. 4-5; Sydnor, Gentle
men Freeholders, pp. 21-22; Stanard, The Colonial Virginia Register, 
pp. 140-142, 
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The Nicholases had chosen an interesting period to pass their 

initiation into the House of Burgesses. The colony was in the midst 

of the French-Indian War, and Governor Dinwiddie was pressing the House 

to provide troops and supplies for the British effort to oust the French 

from North America. His dissolution of the last General Assembly for 

not following his view of how best to accomplish the task had allowed 

the Nicholases to offer their names in the ensuing elections. Normally, 

the second day of a legislative session was devoted to filling the 

ranks of the five standing House committees and the creation of necessary 

temporary committees. But due to the tension between the Governor and 

the Burgesses and because the session would be primarily concerned with 

war measures, only the powerful standing Committee of Privileges and 

Elections was appointed in addition to the temporary ones. This committee 

was charged not only with the duty of supervising elections of Burgesses 

but also with protecting the rights of the members from other governing 

authorities including the Governor. Because of the dispute with Din

widdie, older and experienced Burgesses staffed the committee to face 

his challenge, and no room was made for neophyte Burgesses such as the 

Nicholases. However, with the start of the April 1757 session, Robert 

Carter Nicholas was placed on this committee as well as the Committee of 

Propositions and Grievances.
25

2) Morton, Colonial Virginia, II, 681-85; Sydnor, Gentlemen Free-
holders, pp. 22-23; Lescure, ''The Early Political Career of Robert 
Carter Nicholas," pp. 15-16. 
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Both of the new legislators saw duty on the temporary committees 

of the 1756-1758 General Assembly. Robert was placed on a curnmittee to 

make contracts with shippers to transport to Britain the "neutral French" 

who had come to Virginia from Nova Scotia. He also joined a committee 

authorized tu disburse £25 ) 000 for the raising and maintaining of 

militia to protect Virginia's frontier. The House passed a bill in May 

1757 to divide Albemarle County and St. Anne's Parish and chose John 

Nicholas to present the bill to the Council for its approval. However, 

the Council rejected the bill and Albemarle County had to wait until 

26 
1761 for its division. 

Even a cursory glance at the House records reveals the curious 

fact that Robert Carter Nicholas was a much more active Burgess than his 

older brother John. His name continually appears among committee lists 

while that of his brother is seldom seen. Just why this is su is a 

mystery. Perhaps the leaders of the House had already selected Robert 

Carter Nicholas as a candidate for careful grooming to join their ranks. 

He had shown much promise in his local career, and his residence in 

Williamsburg gave him an additional qualification. Most of the House 

officials and leaders lived in or close to toe capital. At any rate, 

the General Assembly gave John Nicholas his last assignment in September 

1758 when he, William Cabell, Jr., and Samuel Jordan were appuinted 

commissioners tu settle militia accounts and determine the amount of 

damages done by CheroKee Indian allies. Allen Howurd, whose seat Nicholas 

26Hening's Statutes, VII, 9-25, 39-40; Legislative Journal of the
Council, III, 1r70. 



had won in 1756, was re-elected in 1758, and he inunediately voiced 

his objections to the Assembly's squandering money by paying these 

commissioners .£40 per day. More than likely he was disgruntled at 

not being named tu the group.27

John Nicholas could truly have oeen called a war-time Burgess. 

After his initial term in 1756-1758, he did not return to the House 

until 177) when the rumblings of revolution were about to become a 

roar. This time he represented Buckingham County, the seat of his 

Seven Islands plantation. During this period of transition from colo

nial subservience to home rule, he was also chosen to represent Bucking

ham at the revolutionary conventions of March and July 1775. Perhaps 

recollecting his services seventeen years earlier, he was appointed one 

of the five commissioners to settle accounts of the militia from Fincastle, 

Botetourt, Culpeper, Pittsylvania, Halifax, Bedford, and Augusta Counties 

who had served in the 1774 expedition against the Shawnees known as 

Dunmore's War. The July Convention had divided Virginia into sixteen 

districts for defense and protection and had appointed deputies to 

organize a battalion of "Minute Men" in each district. Nicholas was 

appointed to the district composed of Buckine;ham, Amherst, Albemarle, and 

Augusta Counties, and when the twelve deputies met in Amherst on September 

8, he was chosen chairman of the meeting. When officers uf the unit were 

chosen the next day, his seventeen-year-old son John Nicholas, Jr. was 

27Hening's Statutes, VII, 232-234;
Burgesses, p. 111; Alexander Brown, The 
1845), p. 78. 

Griffith, The Virginia House of 
Cabells and Their Kin (Boston, 
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commissioned a captain. Whether by his own choice or failure of re

election, Nicholas was not in the Convention when it reconvened in 

December. With only two short stints in the Assembly, he never became 

anything but a local leader, and he seemed perfectly content with that 

limited role.28

Such was not the case with his younger brother. Except for a 

four year period from 1761 to 1765, Robert Carter Nicholas served in 

Virginia's lower house until the end of 1777 when he was elevated to 

the new High Court of Chancery. During his first term from 1756 to 

1761, Nicholas pursued his duties with a determination that must have 

impressed the leaders of the House. His placement on many temporary 

committees reveal the leaders' knowledge that the young Burgess from 

York was capable and ambitious, for the older men were always prepared 

to reward these virtues with increasing responsibilities. One of the 

primary issues facing the Assembly during these war years was the raising 

of money for troops and supplies. In the spring of 1756, the Assembly 

passed two bills appropriating .:£55,000 for the war effort to be raised 

by new taxes over a three year period. Because the collection would 

28stanard, The Colonial Virginia Register, pp. 1�8, 201, 203;
Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, August 4, 1T7L.; Legislative Jour
nals of the Council, III, 1:589; Hening's Statutes, IX, bl-62; "A List 
of Deputies from the Counties of Buckingham, Amherst, Albemarle, and 
Augusta, Appointed to Meet in the District of Buckingham, &c.," Collec
tions of tile Virginia Historical Society ( New Series), VI ( 1887), ll0-
113; Brown, The Cabells, pp. 147-48. 
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not begin until 1758 and because the Treasury was low in funds, the 

Treasurer was empowered to issue paper notes which would eventually be 

based upon the collected taxes. Nicholas was placed on the committees 

which drafted these bills and allotted the funds, To complete his 

involvement with this episode, Nicholas and Attorney-General Peyton 

Randolph joined Speaker-Treasurer John Robinson as signers of the new 

notes. Nicholas and Randolph were chosen not only because of their 

honest reputations but also because both were Williamsburg dwellers who 

could accept the task with little inconvenience. Each received £ 50 

for this handwriting assigrunent. For the first time Nicholas got his 

feet wet in the murky waters of colonial finances.
29

Throughout the remainder of his first stint in the House, 

Nicholas was constantly on committees dealing with war financing and 

taxes. Whenever a new issue of paper money was voted, Nicholas and 

Randolph were authorized to sign the notes. Since the amount of notes 

increased every year, a committee was established to examine the returned 

notes twice a year, and burn all those due on or before March 1765. Once 

again Nicholas was among the committeemen given the task.JO 

Although Nicholas lost his seat to Thomas Nelson, Jr., in the 

29Hening's Statutes, VII, 9-2j, 69-87; Lescure, "The Early Political
Career of' Robert Carter Nicholas," pp. 17-18; Morton, Colonial Vire;inia,
II, 684-86. 

30 Les cure, "The Early Political Career of Robert Carter Nicholas," 
PP• 21-24. 
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1761 elections, be remained a working member of the House 01' Burgesses 

through his membership on the newly created Committee of Correspondence. 

A 1759 act of the Assembly named Edward Montague of the Middle Temple 

in London as agent for the colony at a salary of £ '.,00 per year. Acting 

as a colonial lobbyist, Montague was to represent Virginia's interests 

before the Board of Trade and the Privy Council. His instructions would 

be drawn up by a Virginia committee composed of four Councilors and 

eight Burgesses. The committeemen were appointed to seven year terms 

whether they retained their Assembly seats or not. This provision allowed 

Nicholas to remain in the thick of all the developing controversies 

despite the loss of his House seat. 31

The members of the committee shared three characteristics: they 

were either established or rising leaders in Virginia politics; they 

were related by blood, friendship, or business; and most were residents 

of the capital or lived close by. William Nelson, Thomas Nelson, Philip 

Grymes, and Peter Randolph represented the Council, while the Burgesses 

sent John Robinson, Peyton Randolph, Charles Carter, Landon Carter, 

Richard Bland, Benjamin Waller, George Wythe, and Nicholas. Waller, 

Sythe, Peyton Randolph, and Nicholas all lived in Williamsburg while 

the two Nelsons lived only a few miles away in Yorktown. The ties of 

Nicholas to the Carters and Nelsons have already been detailed, and a 

close look at the other members' families would re·r<:!al a fantastic web 

of connection, Also, Wythe and Nicholas were in the midst of their legal 

31Hening's Statutes, VII, 276-77.
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cooperation. Whether these familial, social, and economic ties aided 

an atmosphere of unanimity or not, all the gentlemen were working in 

a familiar setting with men they knew very we11.32

The committee was continued for five more years in 1765, but 

by then, the personnel had changed slightly. Replacing Grymes and 

Randolph from the Council were John Blair and yet another Carter -

Robert Carter of "Nomini Hall". Charles Carter of "Cleve" had died 

since his original appointment, but ties of' kinship were not weakened, 

for his replacement was Lewis Burwell. Of the new appointees, only 

Dudley Digges was not related to Nicholas in some way. Nicholas proved 

to be an indefatigable worker on the committee. He rarely missed 

meetings, and he co-authored statements of the colony's position on 

some of the most crucial issues of the day, such as the Stamp Act. 

The Burgesses decided not to renew the services of the colony's agent 

and the Committee of Correspondence in 1772, but by then Nicholas held 

an undisputed leadership among Virginia's more cautious revolutionaries.33

Nicholas returned to the House of Burgesses in the fall of 1765, 

joining his kinsman Lewis Burwell as a representative of James City 

County. Almost immediately he resumed his worK on important committees. 

The stature of a Burgess could be determined by the number of standing 

committees on which he served. More important Burgesses were placed on 

33Hening' s Statutes, VIII, 113; "Virginia Legislative Documents,"
VMHB, IX (April, lS,02), 364; Lescure, "The Early Political Career of 
Robert Carter Nicholas," pp. 31-32, 38. 
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as many as three of the standing committees, while the strongest 

leaders of the House would chair one as well. In 1769 Nicholas was 

appointed first chairman of the permanent Committee on Religion during 

a time when he was already serving on four other standing committees. 

In addition to this load, he chaired a nwnber of special committees. 

Thus, by the decade of the 1770's, Nicholas was one of the most powerful 

leaders in the House of Burgesses, second in importance only to Speaker 

Peyton Randolph.34

One great cause of Nicholas' influence was his position as 

Treasurer of Virginia, a post he had held since 1766 when he replaced 

John Robinson. Robinson had combined the posts of Speaker of the House 

of Burgesses and Treasurer of the colony since 1738, and his dual posi

tions gave him a dominant role in Virginia politics for almost thirty 

years. Robinson used his office to advance his friends' interests, and 

as early as 1758 there were rumors of irregularities in the Treasury 

accounts. Despite British pressure on Governor Fauquier to separate the 

two offices and easily blunted moves in the House of Burgesses for an 

investigation, Robinson held both posts until his death on May 11, 1766. 

Then the scandal exploded. Instead of retiring, or burning on schedule, 

paper money issued during the French-Indian War, Robinson had loaned the 

money to an astonishing nwnber of Virginians including many friends from 

among the colony's most eminent families. Although the full extent of 

34stanard, The Colonial Virginia Register, pp. 170-72; Sydnor,
Gentlemen Freeholders, pp. 88-90. 
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the affair was not immediately realized, careful audits later revealed 

over £100,000 had been illegally loaned from the Treasury.35 

Candidates for succession to Robinson's offices were not lacking 

in nwnber, Richard Henry Lee and Richard Bland were desirous of obtaining 

the Speaker's chair, while Peyton Randolph, the successful candidate, 

wanted to assume the Treasurer's office as well, just as Robinson had 

done. Nicholas was the only candidate interested solely in the Trea

surer's post. On the day of Robinson's death, Fauquier wrote the Board 

of Trade that he planned to appoint James Cocke, the Treasurer's clerk, 

interim Treasurer until the General Assembly could meet to choose 

Robinson's successor. But during the next ten days, the Governor was 

solicited by Nicholas' friends and by Nicholas himself to grant the 

temporary appointment to the Williamsburg attorney. Fauquier yielded 

to the pressure, writing the Board of Trade on May 22, ''Mr. Nicholas 

a gentleman of an unexceptional character who is o1 the House of Bur

gesses, had desired the Treasurership, for which he is willing to vacate 

his seat." The day before Nicholas had already announced his appointment 

in the Virginia Gazette, promising to do equal justice to his country and 

36and the memory of his honorable predecessor. 

The ideutity of Nicholas' friends in this issue is an interesting 

35Joseph All.Jert Ernst, "The Robinson Scandal Redivivus:
Debts, and Politics in Revolutionary Virginia," VMJIB, LXXVII 
1969), 148-49; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 174-75, 358-83. 

Money, 
(April, 

36Ernst, "The Robinson Scandal Redivivus," pp. 156-58; Lescure,
"The Early Political Career of Robert Carter Nicholas," p. 51; Rind's 
Virginia Gazette, May 30, 1766.
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if perplexing question. One Virginian who distrusted Nicholas' motives 

in seeking the office averred that Nicholas had used "the favourable 

light he stood in with the Governour and Council" to obtain the interim 

appointment. This was only partially correct. Fauquier wanted both 

jobs to go to Peyton Randolph, but he accepted the Cour1cil's advice to 

grant the Treasury post to Nicholas until the Assembly meeting. A recent 

study has concluded that Nicholas' chief backers on the Council were moti

vated by opposition to paper money and the Robinson faction which had 

engineered the currency issues of the post war years. However, that 

opposition was just one of the motives to back Nicholas. It is true 

that with one exception Council members had not sought or benefitted 

from Robinson's largesse to any great degree. This may have been due to 

a distaste for paper money, but it could also have been caused by lack 

of need for loans. However, in an age when factions were built as much 

around blood as principle, it is interesting to note that five of the 

twelve Councilors were related to Nicholas in some way. They included 

his half-brother Robert Carter Burwell (also the Nelsons' brother-in

law), his cousin Robert Carter of "Nomini Hall," bis brother-in-law 

William Nelson, Nelson's brother Thomas, and John Blair, whose daughter 

had married Nicholas' brother-in-law, Wilson Miles Cary. Although 

family ties never automatically denote cooperation, they formed a 

stronger bond in colonial Virginia than today. As one correspondent 

wrote, "you must well know the family connections in this Colony are so 

numerous that if a Person offends one they don't know where it may stop." 
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When one adds these Councilors to those who were opposed to the union 

of the offices of Speaker and Treasurer and to their passing into the 

hands of Robinson's followers, it is easy to see why Nicholas had power

ful support from the Council,37

If Nicholas wanted the Treasurer's job permanently, he had to 

win approval of the House of Burgesses, where the question of "friends" 

was even more canplicated. When Fauquier notified the Board of Trade 

of Nicholas' interim appointment, he added, "It now begins to be whis

pered about that Mr. Nicholas's friends who are pretty numerous will 

endeavor to divide the offices of Speaker and Treasurer to secure the 

last to their friend." Clearly many of these numerous friends would 

have to come from the House, yet Nicholas' support from that body was 

an unknown factor. In a letter to the Virginia Gazette, 11Philautos" 

asserted that Nicholas was really after the lucrative income from the 

Treasurer's office, but since he could not muster sufficient strength 

in the House to capture both posts, he decided to push for separation 

in hopes of getting the one. Nicholas could still claim numerous rela-

37Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, July 25, 1766; William
Reynolds to George Flowerdewe Norton, May 25, 1775, in Samuel M. Rosen
blatt, "The Significance of Credit in the Tobacco Consignment Trade: A 
Study of John Norton & Sons, 1768-1775," WMQ. (3rd series), XIX (July, 
1962), 384-85; Ernst, "The Robinson Scandal Redivivus," pp. 158-59, 

________ . Shepperson, John Paradise and Lucy 
Ludwell, pp. 34, 37, and Stanard, The Colonial Virginia Register, p. 49. 
Of the Robinson debtors on the Council, William Byrd III, owed £1491.19.3, 
Peter Randolph owed £325.17.7, Robert Carter Burwell owed £.250.6.1, and 
Richard Corbin owed only £28.18.2. Thus only one of the Council members 
was among the large debtors. Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I, 353-69, 
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tives in the House, but several were among the largest debtors in the 

Robinson affair, and it was not to their interest to split the offices 

or see them escape the control of Robinson's friends. On top of' this, 

his uncle Landon Carter, who held a seat in the House for Richmond 

County, publicly though anonymously attacked Nicholas' drive to separate 

the two offices in the Virginia Gazette. However, if the House of Bur

gesses overruled his wishes and voted for separation, Carter promised 

his nephew that "I shall then vote for your continuance in the office 

separated, but with extreme concern for my dear country, which I am 

sensible must feel some dire effect from that separation, sooner or 

later: Because I see a power somewhere too apt to be abused, and fond 

of extending the right to lucrative employments." Nicholas claimed 

that he had not s0ught the power of "private connexions" in his pursuit 

of the post, and as far as the House was concerned, he was probably 

right.38

All his actions show that Nicholas actively sought the Treasurer's 

post. Not only did he make his request for the interim appointment 

directly to tlie Governor, he also admitted in the Virginia Gazette that 

he was not without "some hopes of being continued in office" permanently. 

To give these hopes a good chance of success, Nicholas immediately 

38Lescure, "The Early Political Career of Robr�rt Carter Nicholas,"
p. 51; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, June 27, July 2'.:), and August
1, 1766. Three of his cousins owed huge debts to the Treasury. Lewis
Burwell owed £6274.11.6, Carter Braxton was indebted for £3848.4.2, and
Charles Carter's debt amounted to £3834.lb.2. Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I,
353-69, For the identification of "An Honest Buck.skin as Landon Carter,
see Greene, Landon Carter, p. 8 and "A Key to the Virginia Gazettes,"
Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, January 1, 1767.
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wrote letters to every Burgess soliciting their votes to become 

permanent Treasurer at the next Assembly. Two days later Nicholas 

wrote to Richard Henry Lee seeking his aid and more strongly urging 

separation of the two offices to avoid placing too much power in the 

hands of the Speaker. Earlier, when he had spoken to Fauquier, Nicholas 

had said that he wanted the Treasury post even if it meant abandoning 

his newly won seat in the House. But the Governor must have assured 

Nicholas that he could maintain his House seat, for when he wrote to 

Lee, Nicholas admitted that the decision "may be at my option.11
39

Because of criticism of his actions in seeking the office, 

Nicholas felt obliged to defend himself in the Virginia Gazette, thus 

initiating one of the colony's earliest newspaper wars. His opponents 

and backers filled the columns with charges and countercharges from 

late June until the meeting of the Assembly in November. But Nicholas 

had managed his efforts well. When the meeting convened on November 6, 

he was the recognized leader of the separation push. Not only did he 

command the votes of many Burgesses on the issue, he had also received 

public endorsement for his position from his constituents in James City 

County and from the freeholders of Accomack who had instructed their 

delegates to help effect the separation. Peyton Randolph was successful 

in his effort to asswne the Speaker's chair, but h� could not muster 

39Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, May 23 and June 27, 1766;
Robert Carter Nicholas to Richard Henry Lee, May 23, 1766, "Selections 
and Excerpts from the Lee Papers," Southern Literary Messenger, XXVII 
( 1858), 117. 
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adequate support to carry the Treasury with him. William Nelson reported 

that Randolph was "mortified" when the House decided to split the offices 

by an overwhelming 68 to 29 vote. On November 27 the papers reported 

that Nicholas had been successful in his efforts. 

This day it was determined in the Hon. the House 
of Burgesses, by a large majority, that the office of 
Treasurer of this colony shall be exercised by one 
person; and it was accordingly agreed that ROBERT 
CARTER NICHOLAS, ESQ; should be intrusted with that 
important department. 

To replace the Treasurer's fees which Randolph could no longer claim, 

the House granted the Speaker a yearly salary of £.500. 40

The most recent study of the Robinson scandal and the fight to 

split the Treasury from the Speaker's office depicts a battle between 

the remnants of the Robinson faction on one hand and a union of factions 

headed by Richard Henry Lee, Richard Bland, Patrick Henry, and Robert 

Carter Nicholas on the other. Victory by the latter, goes the argument, 

lessened the power of the Tidewater aristocracy and forced a sharing of 

power with dissident planters from the Northern Neck and Piedmont.41

But the lines and conclusion of the fight were never very sharply drawn. 

Nicholas could never have reached his positions of responsibility in the 

House and on its Committee of Correspondence without tile direct patronage 

40
William Nelson to John Norton, November 12, 1766, Nelson Letter

book (microfilm, UVA); Purdie and Dixon's Virgini� Gazette, June 27, 
October 17, and October 30, 1766; William Nelsun :,'..J Edward and Samuel 
Athawes, November 13, 1766, Nelson Letterbook (microfilm, UVA); Purdie 
and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, November 27, 1766; Ernst, 11The Robinson 
Scandal Redivivus," p. 167.

41 Ernst, "The Robinson Scandal Redi vi vus, " p. 16'7.
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of the House members grouped around John Robinson. After all, Robinson 

had been a power -- perhaps the power -- in the House since 1738, and 

as Charles Sydnor has observed, "prudence advised new members tu work 

with rather than against the established leaders." Although Nicholas 

may have fought against some of Robinson's chief political friends over 

the Treasury issue, he too had been a memoer of, and had benefitted 

from, the "Robinson political machine" in his earlier political career. 

He sided with many of these same men on other contemporary issues such 

as the Stamp Act, and could be found closely cooperating with them in 

virtually all the events that led to the Revolution. Furthermore, for 

a faction that supposedly had controlled Virginia politics for nearly a 

quarter of a century, losing a 68 to 29 vote on the separation issue 

indicates that either tLe faction was mythical or that on this parti

cular issue it experienced massive defections. While it is true that 

the old clique now had to share its powers, it shared those powers with 

men of exactly the same class who lived just a little farther north or 

west. Even at that, the chief offices were still controlled by Tide

water leaders. Speaker Peyton Randolph, the new Attorney General John 

Randolph, Treasurer Nicholas, and Clerk of the House George Wythe (as 

of 1769) all lived in Williamsburg within two or three blocks oi' each 

other. Thomas Nelsun of Yorktown was still the Secretary of' State and 

Richard Corbin of' King and Queen County remained in his post as Receiver

General. The chief beneficiaries of the successful battle were Nicholas, 

who received an important political post with a rather steady income, and 
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the colony itself which benefitted from the regard for accuracy and 
42 

honesty which the new Treasurer adopted toward his job. 

Nicholas' motivations in seeking the office of Treasurer were 

mixed. The post had always been a lucrative one, and Nicholas was 

authorized to receive a commission of five per cent of all taxes he 

received plus £ 100 per year for auditing and settling the accounts of 

the colony's tobacco inspectors. To an ambitious politician, the office 

meant a definite boost in his influence in local politics as well as 

in the House of Burgesses. All county sheriffs, tobacco inspectors, 

court clerks, and local tax collectors were directly responsible to the 

Treasurer for the revenues they received, and it was to their best 

interest to work smoothly with the new Treasurer who kept such a careful 

eye on their activities. Besides these "practical consideration," 

Nicholas was opposed to paper money issues at the time of the separa

tion fight, and he wanted to be certain that the Treasury would devolve 

on safe hands. Too, he experienced a sense of moral outrage that the 

duties had been carried out in a careless and questionable manner by 

43 his predecessor. Thus political and pecw1iary considerations blended

with his monetary principles and sense of morality to spur Nicholas' 

candidacy for the Treasury office. 

When Nicholas began to delve into the Treasury records, he found 

42Sydnor, Gentlemen Freeholders, PP• 88-92.

43Hening's Statutes, VIII, 211-14; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia
Gazette, June 27, 1766 and January 1, 1767; Ernst, "The Robinson Scan
dal Redi vi vus," p. 160; Griffith, The Virginia House of Burgesses, 
p. 150.
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a bewildering mire. Many records were missing, and those that existed 

were in complete disarray. Abundant errors surfaced in the records of 

the land, poll, and carriage wheel taxes, and the accounts of many 

sheriffs and other local officials were in arrears. To begin brine;ing 

some order to the mess, Nicholas immediately printed announcements in 

the newspapers calling upon all sheriffs to settle their accounts. When 

he did not get adequate response to his notices, he reminded the local 

officials that he would have to force compliance through the courts no 

matter how much against his nature. Nicholas was willing to grant 

extensions to those officials who exhibited an honest effort to cooperate, 

and he obviously did not enjoy having to go to court. He wrote to Col, 

William Dabney of Hanover County in January, 1767: 

I now send, •• a Copy of your Account, as it stands 
at the Treasury, that you may know what to demand 
of your Deputies. I am commanded by the House of 
Burgesses to prosecute the Collectors for all 
Arrears; but if you can assure me that the Bal� 
of your Ace� will be paid in April, I will give 
you no Trouble on the Occasion, as it would be 
extremely disagreeable to me to do so. A Gentle
man of your good Sense & Discernment must know 
what is my Duty as Treasurer, The utmost of my 
Wishes is so to demean myself in the Office as 
to escape Censure & at the same give all the 
Satisfaction I can to my Countrymen, who have 
honour'd me with so high a Trust. 

Although the account was still unsettled in October, Nicholas agreed to 

a further stay to accommodate one 01' Dabney's debtors. 

As M{ Tomkins & Col? Syms both seem to be of 
Opinion that he will be able to settle his 
Accounts by the first of January, if you incline 
to indulge him till that Time for the Balance, 
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it will make no great Difference to the Country 
& I shall be easy. It would give me great Pain 
to distress any Man, where it can be avoided, 

Yet when suits could not be avoided, Nicholas did not hesitate to seek 

court judgements to aid his task of settling the long-standing confusion 

44 
in the Treasury records, 

Through his aggressive and conscientious supervision of the Trea

sury, Nicholas was able to bring order to its records and operations, 

Refusing to grasp hidden rewards that were always available in such 

offices, he maintained the strong reputation for honesty that had helped 

him obtain the post. As an important public official, he could not 

expect nor did he receive unanimous approval for his conduct of the 

Treasury. In 1773 the colony was beseiged by cleverly counterfeited 

£ 5 notes, and Nicholas was forced to expend a great deal 01' energy in 

ferretting out the notes and telling his fellow Virginians how to recog

nize the bogus bills, One critic wrote, "Our Treasurer has filled the 

papers with long advertisements on the Subject, I'd send you them but 

being the production of his heavy gum Head they are not worth reading," 

Apparently, this critic was in a tiny minority, for when the new state 

44Mays, Edmund Pendletvn, I, 184-157; 1,urdie and Dixon's Virginia
Gazette, May Ju, l 7bb, and January 1, 1767; Rubert Carter Nicholas to 
Col. William Dabney, January 20 and October 3, 1'70'7, Charles W. Dubney 
Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina; 
List of Accuunts in Suit in York and Gloucester Co-cmty Courts, 1768, 
N.D. History Notes F'ile, Box 13, WCN-UVA; Rind's '/irginia Gazette,
December 17, 1772; Robert Carter Nicholas to Henry Tazewell, September
5, 1774, Tazewell Papers, VSL.
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was organized, Nicholas was named its first Treasurer.45

For his part in the events leading to the Revolution, Nicholas 

has generally been characterized as a conservative. While this term 

may be correct in a certain sense, it should not be taken to mean that 

Nicholas was opposed to battle with the Crown. Quite the contrary. 

When the Committee of Correspondence received word that the British 

ministry intended to pass a Stamp Tax, Nicholas and George Wythe were 

appointed to draft the colony's response. Ignoring their plea that 

local taxes should be levied only by local representatives, Parliament 

passed the act and thereby created a political fire-storm in the American 

colonies. Although he was not a member of the House during the session 

when Patrick Henry carried his famous resolutions against the Stamp 

Act, Nicholas undoubtedly agreed with Peyton Randolph, George Wythe, 

and other leaders that they were precipitate and ill-advised.46

Parliament's repeal of the Stamp Act was closely followed by 

new duties and taxes which became known as the Townshend Acts. Nicholas 

was placed on the committee created by the House in April 1768 to peti

tion a�ainst passage of these acts. Well aware that some suspected the 

45Purdie and Dixon's Vireinia Gazette, February 4, 1773; James
Parker to Charles Stewart, February 20, 1TT3, in Samuel M. Rosenblatt, 
"Merchant-Planter Relations in the Tobacco Consignment Trade: John 
Norton and Robert Carter Nicholas," VMHB, LXXII (October, 1Sib4), 465; 
Lescure, "The Early Political CareerofRobert Carter Nicholas," pp. 63-65. 

4611Proceedings of the Virginia Committee of Correspondence," VMHB,
XII (19o4-05), 1-14; Stanard, The Colonial Virginia Register, pp. 168-
70.
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Virginians of aiming toward a split from Britain, Nicholas assured his 

old friend John Norton that no one really desired "independency." As 

long as Britain allowed things to "return to their old channel," all 

would be well. "We only desire a free enjoyment of our birth rights," 

he added. "Possibly these may be taken from us, but the Americans, I 

am persuaded will never resign them." Like his brother-in-law William 

Nelson, he felt the Virginians had a just cause that would triumph if 

II , . 1147 the colonists could avoid intemperate Heat & indecent Behaviour, 

When Parliament passed the Townshend Acts, the General Assembly 

met in May 1769 with a determined spirit of opposition. Dissolved by 

the new Governor, Norborne Berkeley, Baron de Botetourt, the Burgesses 

trooped to the Raleigh Tavern to form the "Association" to boycott 

British goods until the acts were repealed. Nicholas was the second 

Burgess to sign this document of open resistance and received a toast 

from the association after all had signed it. Taking the decision 

very seriously, he wrote to John Norton, "There is no Inconvenience or 

hardship, but what I will submit to rather than desert the Cause, the 

essential Interests uf my Country." By the next year the British 

government decided to repeal the Townshend measures except for the tax 

on tea. To leaders such as Nicholas, who saw himself as "a friend to 

Decency and Moderation," this partial repeal indicated willingness by 

47
Rind's Virginia Gazette, April 21, 1761; Robert Carter Nicholas

to John Norton, October 3, 1768 in Lescure 11The Early Political Career 
of Robert Carter Nicholas," p. 43; William Nelson to John Norton, March 
11, 1769, Francis Norton Mason, ed., John Norton & Sons, Merchants of 
London and Virginia (Richmond, 1937), p. 86. 
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Parliament to respect American rights, and he was ready to meet the 

British halfway. Most Virginians willingly discarded the Association, 

but Nicholas' uncle Landon Carter was outraged. Leaders who did not 

remain fully committed to the boycott were "Persons parading from no 

principle but only to make a show of Patriotism and Mr. T 
----

[Nicholas] is at last found out to be the man I always took him, a 

noisy declaimer on nothing or next a kin to it." The controversial 

events of the pre-Revolutionary years shattered the unanimity of more 

th V. i · f ·1 48an one irg nia ami y. 

The British decision to maintain the tax on tea produced a 

stir in the otherwise quiet years after 1770. The stir grew into a 

storm in 1773 when the British government allowed the East India Com

pany to sell its tea to the American colonies at a very attractive price, 

albeit one that included the hated tax. Angry Bostonians held their 

informal tea party in the harbor, and the British responded with acts 

to punish Massachusetts. Some of the younger Virginia leaders led by 

Thomas Jefferson drew up a set of resolutions calling for a day of 

fasting and prayer in sympathy fer the Bostonians. Very wisely, they 

persuaded Nicholas, chairman of the Committee on Religion, to introduce 

the motion in the House, and on May 24, 1774, it passed without dissent. 

48Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, May 18 And 25, 1769; Robert
Carter Nicholas to John Norton, May 31, 1709, John }lortGn & Sons, pp. 96-
97; Robert Carter Nicholas to Arthur Lee, May 31, 1'{69, "Selections and 
Excerpts from the Lee Papers," p. 184; The Diary of' Colonel Landon 
Carter of Sabine Hall 1 ·2-1 8, ed. with an introduction by Jack P. 
Greene 2 vols.; Charlottesville, 1965), I, 418, entry for May 29, 1770. 
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Governor Dunmore furiously dissolved the Assembly, but Nicholas and the 

other Burgesses merely walked to the Raleigh Tavern once again to form 

another "Association" to boycott products of the East India Company, 

which had imported the tea, and to issue calls for an American con-

gress and a Virginia Convention. Although not selected as a delegate 

to the Congress by Virginia's first Convention which met in August, 

Nicholas assumed the duty of supervising collection and distribution of 

funds to support the delegates' trip to Philadelphia, The Congress drew 

up a more general non-importation Association and recommended that all 

localities should create committees to see that the terms of the Asso

ciation were followed. Turning tu their perennial representative, the 

freeholders of James City County unanimously elected Nicholas chairman 

of their committee and chose his nephew John Nicholas, Jr., to serve as 

49 
its clerk. 

The momentwn for separation grew, though Nicholas still hoped 

for reconciliation. As a member of Virginia's second Convention of March 

1775, he must have sat in stunned silence when Patrick Henry introduced 

his resolution to place the colony "in a posture of defence." To Nicholas 

and other moderate leaders, such an action would further exacerbate 

tensions between Britain and her colonies and slam the door against a 

reconciliation. Virginians in many counties were already arming them

selves and forming militia units should hostiliti�:; occur. As far as the 

49Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, 172; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, I,
270; Robert Carter Nicholas to Henry Tazewell, September'.), 1774, Taze
well Papers, VSL; Pinckney's Virginia Gazette, December 1, 1T(4; Dixon 
and Hunter's Virginia Gazette, April 1, 1775. 
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moderate leaders were concerned, that course should be continued, but 

only upon an unofficial basis. By having the Convention maintain silence 

on the issue, Virginians could be prepared for a fight without officially 

escalating the dispute. Furthermore, Henry's resolutions called for 

arming only two regiments of militia, and the realists of the Convention 

knew that if the colony were seriously to prepare for war, two regiments 

were hopelessly inadequate. Nicholas, therefore, urged the raising of 

at least 10,000 troops, but he could not carry the Convention with oratory 

as Henry had done, and he lost on both issues. Henry's resolution to 

arm the colony passed, but the amendment to raise only "such a number of 

men as may be sufficient," prevented the creation of a viable military 

force. Although Nicholas was placed on the committee to draw up sugges

tions for military preparations, he must have felt uncomfortable working 

50
toward a goal with unrealistic means. 

When illness forced Peyton Randolph to resign as President of the 

Convention late in the swnroer of 1775, Nicholas agreed to fill the posi

tion temporarily until the next meeting of the Convention. The Treasurer 

served in his new office until December 1 when Edmund Pendleton took his 

place. Earlier, Nicholas had assumed a task similar tv that given to 

his brother, John Nicholas of Albemarle, when he was elected chairman 

ol' the committee to prepare for the defense or the Peninsula counties. 

50Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 3-12; Merrill Jensen, The Founding of
a Nation: A History of the American Revolution 1763-1776 (New York, 1968), 
pp. 543-45: Dixon and Hunter's Virginia Gazette, April 1, 177'); Hugh 
Blair Grigsby, The Virginia Convention of 1770 (Richmond, 18';5), p. 64. 
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Just as in Albemarle, this position proved a benefit to the family 

as well, for his son George Nicholas was nominated to be commissioned 

a captain of the regular forces. In the Tidewater just as in the Pied

mont, the Revulution served to introduce the third generation of 

Virginian Nicholases to public life and prominence.51

The advocates of separation from Great Britain were growing in 

number, but Nicholas was not yet among them. Knowledge of his opposi

tion to independence was widespread. Nicholas' second cousin John Page 

informed Jefferson that "almost every man here, except the Treasurer is 

willing to declare for Independence," Wishing to inform the delegates 

of their views, the freeholders of James City County instructed Nicholas 

and his co-delegate William Norvell to "exert your utmost ability in the 

next Convention, towards dissolving the connexion between America and 

Great Britain, totally, finally, and irrevocably." But Nicholas, who 

had more regard for his own opinion than the instructions of his consti

tuents, was determined not to be stampeded into changing his mind. When 

the Convention met in May, he alone stood up to oppose independence. For 

two days he single-handedly debated all advocates of separation before he 

grudgingly gave his assent and joined his fellow delegates in supporting 

the decision to propose separation to the Congress. In a move foreJhado

wing that or another troubled Virginian in lbuCJ, once the decision had 

5lPurdie's Virginia Gazette, August 2) and November 17, 1775; Dixon
and Hunter's Virginia Gazette, September lb, 1775. 
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been made, "he declared that he would rise or fall with his country." 52

The new state constitution forbade elected members of the 

Assembly from holding any other salaried state offices. Faced with the 

choice of remaining Treasurer or keeping his seat in the new House of 

Delegates, Nicholas decided to step down from the Treasury "rather than 

forgo his best services, as a delegate in Assembly, at this critical 

juncture." The following May, he became a candidate to replace the 

ailing Pendleton as Speaker of the House. His opponents were his kins

man Benjamin Harrison of Charles City County and his old friend and 

colleague George Wythe. Wythe's victory on the second ballot after a 

close vote signalled the end of Nicholas' power in the lower house of 

the Assembly. After serving in the House for almost twenty years and 

playing a dominant role in that body for haH that period, he had been 

replaced by younger men more attuned tu the spirit of the times. He 

was a member in good standing of the old colonial order, and the changes 

swept in by the force of the Revolution made him a stranger in his own 

land.53

But Virginia was not done with him yet. His long experience 

was too valuable to lose in difficult times despite his loss of influence 

in the House. A new court system was being established, and his long 

j2Purdie's Virginia Gazette, April 26, 1776; Mays, Edmund Pendleton,
II, 106-110; Randolph, History of Virginia, p. 2S,u; Irving Brant, James 
Madison (6 vols.; New York, 1941-1961), I, 220, 424. 

20, 
ton 

53Hening's Statutes, IX, 199; Purdie's Virginia Gazette, December 
1776; David John Mays, ed., The Letters and Papers of Edmund Pendle
(2 vols., Charlottesville, 1967), I, 207. 
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career as a lawyer and a justice made him a logical candidate for a 

high judicial post. On January 14, 1778, Nicholas, Edmund Pendleton, 

and George Wythe were unanimously elected to the High Court of Chancery. 

It was somehow very fitting that these three elderly giants of the 

Virginia political scene should be placed together on the new court. 

Their legal careers, paths to political prominence, and reputations 

for integrity must have been very striking to those who witnessed the 

oath-taking ceremony in Williamsburg in Apri1.54 The judgeship was to

be Nicholas' last public service for his state. 

It may now seem strange to combine discussions of marriages 

and politics, but in colonial Virginia, the two were often related. 

One advanced himself according to a certain hierarchical pattern which 

included marriage and politics as well as wealth. The arrangement of 

the pattern was not universal, but the pieces involved usually were. One 

inherited or built wealth, made a respectable marriage into a prominent 

family, proved his mettle in local politics, and then logically asswned 

bis place among the colony's leaders if he so desired. In every phase 

of the climb, family connections played an i:nportant, though not necess

arily decisive, role. A wealthy family could provide a good education, 

an excellent catalyst to the building of one's uwn fortune, and the 

54Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 153; Dixon and Hunter's Virginia
Gazette, January 23, 1778; H.R. Mcllwaine, ed., Official Letters of 
the Governors of the State of Virginia (3 vols.; Richmond, 1926-1929), 
I, 259. 
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means to achieve a matrimonial match worthy of one's station. In 

addition to these benefits, the family could provide its aspiring male 

offspring with something more important -- connections. Familial conn

ections among the gentry meant that relatives who would take an interest 

in advancing one's career would be sitting on all levels of government. 

Matrimonial ties geometrically increased these aides. If the aspirant 

succeeded in reaching the House of Burgesses and could convince his 

constituents to Keep him there over a long period of time, he could 

shape these connections into a loose but influential political bloc. 

However, familial ties did not bring automatic cooperation in 

the political sphere. As previously stated, one could advance without 

influential family ties, and one could fall despite them. Furthermore, 

these bonds weakened in the face of political controversies that welled 

around strong principles or crucial issues. As long as the legislative 

skirmishes dealt with land grants or political appointment or special 

interest acts, factions of blood held firmly. But when faced with the 

political battles of the Revolutionary era, the apparent unanimity of 

fawily-connected political groups received a telling blow whose effects 

became more obvious with time. 





CHAPI'ER V 

FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES, I 

Like most eighteenth century Virginians of their class, the 

Nicholases produced extensive records and correspondence. In those 

days of slow communication and long distances, much of tbe information 

that could now be transmitted orally had then to be put to pen and ink. 

Carefully kept records were important not only for managing a planta

tion, but also for working in a profession or ordering goods from 

British merchants. Planters who were involved in the colonial ruling 

structure kept copies of letters written to friends and associates for 

future reference if necessary, A few, such as the Nicholases' uncle 

Landon Carter, kept careful and extensive diaries which contained 

information about farming practices, social relationships, and poli

tical activity as well as the diarist's daily routine. 

Unfortunately, most of the papers of the second generation 

American Nicholases have been lost or destroyed. Occasionally, refer

ences to some lost document surfaces, but without the documents them

selves, the allusion serves only to tantalize the researcher instead 

of illuminating the story of the family. One such reference is found 

in the diary of' John Hartwell Cocke of Bremo Bluff in an entry regarding 

the son of John Nicholas of Seven Islands. "Received from Col. John 

Nicholas," Cocke recorded, "an account in manuscript of the life, 
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writings and end of his late wife, which is intended for publication, 

T 
i 111 

he most extraordinary production that ever came under my not ce. 

Needless to say, the manuscript appears to have been lost, as have 

many other papers which would certainly have contributed to the por

trayal of the Nicholas family in the Revolutionary Era. 

Of the papers that do remain, most deal with Robert Carter 

Nicholas -- a natural circumstance since his activities covered a 

broader spectrum of Virginia life than those of his brothers. There

fore, any discussion of the activities and belief's of the Nicholases 

must center around the life of this youngest brother. 

When the three brothers divided the residue of their father's 

lands in 1752, they had already determined upon the locations of their 

homes. Robert Carter Nicholas remained in Williamsburg where his parents 

had lived, but John chose the western Piedmont lands along the James in 

Albemarle and Buckingham, and George decided upon the Southside county 

of Dinwiddie near Petersburg. As far as serving the interests of the 

family was concerned, Williamsburg proved to be the most advantageous 

location. Because of their positions as county clerks, John and George 

were in frequent contact with governmental superiors in the colonial 

capital, and it must have been very convenient to have their younger 

brother present to represent their interests should difficulties arise. 

1Diary of General John Hartwell Cocke, November 8, 1816- May 19,
1818, entry for November 27, 1816, typescript, Cocke Papers, UVA. 
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Robert was also a good source for news. As a Williamsburg resident 

and a rising political leader, he could give first-hand accounts of 

the colonial assemblies and sessions of the General Court. These advan

tages increased in value when Robert became Treasurer ol' the colony. 

Not only was he privy to all political activities, no matter how secre

tive or serious, he was also a direct superior to his brothers in 

matters relating to taxes and fees. 

Robert's location in Williamsburg also had ecunomic advantages 

for his brothers, though John probably beneritted more by this than 

George. The chief outlet for the crops of all three brothers was the 

2 James River. Lands of Robert and John lay directly along the banks of 

this vital Virginia waterway, while George had access to the Appomattox 

River which joined the James northeast of Petersburg at the present-day 

city of Hopewell. Although each of the three brothers could have operated 

independently to consign their tobacco crops to British merchants, there 

are indications that Robert acted as a sort of family agent in this task. 

In August 1772, for example, he wrote his good friend John Norton of 

London, "Capt. Robertson will have six Hogsheads of my Brother Jno. 

Nicholas's Tobo. which he would be glad to have insured; he intended 

you a Consignment last year, but his Crop was swept off by the fresh. ,.3 

2Rosenblatt, "Merchant-Planter Relations in the Tobacco Consignment
Trade," p. 459.

3Robert Carter Nicholas to John Norton, August 4, 1772, John Norton & 
Sons, p. 261. The "Fresh of 1771" was probably the greatest natural dis
aster experienced by Virginians since the founding of Jamestown until the 
devastating floods of 1972. Nearly two weeks of constant rain in May 1771 
in the central Blue Ridge region reportedly raised the James River forty 
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John Nicholas probably benefitted by the lands which Robert held 

above the falls of the James at Westham because he could store his 

tobacco crops in his brother's warehouses there until they were ready 

for loading below Richmond. Too, in the news that Robert communicated 

from Williamsburg he probably included the general trend in prices that 

crops were commanding. During the four "public times" experienced by 

Williamsburg in April, June, October, and December, merchants and 

planters gathered in this "nearest approach to a central market .in the 

province" to bid on crops. A price which began to be generally accepted 

during these gatherings was called a "court price," and it tended to 

set prices throughout the colony. Presumably, Robert Nicholas quickly 

directed this information to his brothers who then could decide whether 

to sell immediately or hold the tobacco in a warehouse until the price 

feet above its normal level in some places. A plantation just below John 
Nicholas' lands lost 14 Negroes and 29 out of 40 buildings. John Nicholas 
was luckier; his crops were destroyed, but most of his buildings stood 
on a high bluff overlooking his rich bottomlands. The Westham lands of 
Robert Carter Nicholas were severely damaged, and the warehouses there 
were totally destroyed. Many formerly rich lands were "so totally stript 
of their Soil, that they will never be able thereafter to overload the 
Warehouses, as they used to do, with Tobacco." Nicholas estimated that 
it would take ten years for the colony to recover her normal tobacco 
production and reported that "The Losses I sustain'd by the Fresh have 
obliged me to look out for more Lands to work my Negroes on." The General 
Assembly passed a measure to reimburse planters for ruined tobacco which 
had been stored in public warehouses, but that relief covered only a 
small portion of the "amazing Destruction." Robert Carter Nicholas to 
John Norton, February 12, 1773, John Norton & Sons, p. 301; William 
Nelson to Thomas and Rowland Hunt, February 19, 17(2 and to George 
Maynard, June 19, 1T72, Nelson Letterbook, microfilm, UVA; Rind's 
Virginia Gazette, July 18, 1771; Hening's Statutes, VIII, 493-503, 647; 
Elizabeth Coleman, 11The Great Fresh of 1771, Virginia Cavalcade, I 
(Autumn, 19)1), 20-22. 
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Many planters and local officials found it necessary to travel 

to the colonial capital for personal and government business. The most 

propitious occasions for these visits were the "public times" when the 

Council sat as either the General Court or the Court of Oyer and Terminer 

because the chances of meeting one's correspondents or business contacts 

was much greater. However, this meant that the small town was literally 

swamped with temporary residents who crowded the taverns and rented 

rooms of the town. Fortunately, the brothers of Robert Nicholas could 

depend upon space in his corrunodious house which would make their occa

sional trips a bit pleasanter. Instead of having to struggle with others 

for a room, they were provided rooms without contention and with the 

extra advantage of visiting relatives who had not been seen for a time.5 

But the most beneficial actions that Robert Carter Nicholas 

took toward his brothers were in relation to their children. An unwrit

ten rule religiously observed by Virginians, especially among the elite, 

was that a family took care of its own. Numerous wills directed that a 

man's children were to be raised by a brother, a father-in-law, a nephew, 

or some other relative. Though aid did not always go unquestioningly 

to an adult relative, the general pattern showed that it often did to 

his children. The practice of extending generous aid to youthful rela-

4James H. Soltow, "The Role of Williamsburg in the Virginia Economy, 
1750-177'.J," WMQ (3rd series), XV (October, 1958), 470-73.

5"Journal of a French Traveller in the Colonies, 1765," American 
Historical Review, XXVI (July, 1921), 742. 
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tives proved to be almost a family trait throughout the three genera

tions of Nicholases treated in this study. Relatives had had to assume 

the task of raising the three sons of Dr. Nicholas, and Robert Carter 

Nicholas seemed very willing to offer the same favor to the children 

of his brothers. In 1755 and 1756, when he already had three children 

of his own, he took in the young daughter of John Nicholas after the 

Albemarle cler� had apparently lost his first wi.f'e. Just how long the 

girl remained in the Williamsburg household is uncertain, but Robert 

Nicholas was probably willing to have her stay as long as his brother 

wished despite his own growing family.6

In 1771 he extended a similar favor to the family of his brother 

George at a time when his own family had increased to at least seven 

children. George Nicholas had died on March 9 of that year leaving his 

widow with six children. His brother in Williamsburg immediately assumed 

the responsibility of handling overseas orders for the Dinwiddie family. 

"I have lately had the misfortune to lose my Brother Mr. George Nicholas," 

he informed John Norton. "His Family will want a few necessaries, which 

I wish to procure on the easiest Terms. You'll therefore be pleased to 

send them according to the within Invoice & charge them to me in a 

separate Account; I would have them packt by themselves,&, if possible 

landed at once at Petersburg, otherwise deliver'd to me here." Although 

no court records exist to show exactly how all the children were cared 

6Thomas Dawson to John Nicholas, July 24, 17)5 and February 18,
17 �6), Dawson Papers, LC. 



for, Robert Nicholas opened his home to two of his nephews, John
) 

aged seventeen, and Carter, who was then seven. Since large families 

were the rule in colonial Virginia ) the death of a parent usually 

meant that the children were separated. A relative who had a large 

family of' his own usually could not afford either space or funds to 

assume the responsibility for all of them. In this instance ) the 

other children of George Nicholas probably remained with their mother 

or were raised by relatives such as the Ruffins.
7 

Robert Carter Nicholas assumed full responsibility for his two 

nephews. Not only did he take them into his home and look after their 

material needs just as he did for his own sons, he also guided their 

education and even helped introduce one of them into the political 

life of the colony. John had most likely received some training as 

a clerk in his father's Dinwiddie office, and his uncle undoubtedly 

saw the wisdom of continuing that path plus adding some studies in law. 

Carter was old enough for only a grammar school education when he came 

to his uncle's home
) and he was still just sixteen when his guardian 

died in 1780. Although the records for William and Mary are very 

scrambled and contradictory for the years preceding the Revolution
) 

there are some indications that the two boys attended either the college 

or the grarmnar school associated with it. When the James City County 

7
Re isters of Albemarle Parish Surr and Sussex Counties 1 

ll]Q) ed. by Gertrude R.B. Richards Richmond, 1958 ) p. 321; Robert 
Carter Nicholas to John Norton

) 
November 12

) 17'71, September 19, 1772, 
and October 15, 1773) John Norton & Sons, pp. 20) ) 272, 355-59; Will 
of John Ruffin, Mecklenburg County Will Book No. 1, pp. 250-51, micro
film, VSL. 



freeholders met on November 25, 1774, to approve the Association 

established by the Congress, they elected Robert Carter Nicholas as 

chairman of their enforcing committee and chose his nephew John as 

secretary of the group. Two weeks later, John was initiated into the 

Williamsburg Lodge of Masons, a move which further demonstrated his 

acceptance by the gentry of the area. There can be little doubt that 

his prominent uncle had played an important role in the young man's 

introduction to adult society.8

Robert Carter Nicholas changed his residence in Williamsburg 

several times. The house that sheltered John Nicholas' little daughter 

8Robert Carter Nicholas to John Norton, October 15, 1773, John
Norton & Sons, pp. 357-j8; Pinkney's Virginia Gazette, Decembe� 
1774; Williamsburg Lodge of Masons Treasurer's Book, 1773-1784, CWI, 
p. 49; George Eldridge Kidd, Early Freemasonry in Williamsburg, Virginia
(Richmond, 19'.J7), p. 82. A Catalogue of the College of William and Mary
in Virginia printed in 1859 asserts on pages 36 and 37 that John Nicholas,
son of John Nicholas of Seven Islands, attended the school in 1762 and
that Robert Carter Nicholas, son of the Treasurer, attended in 1766.
A Provisional List of Alumni, Grammar School Students, Members of the
Faculty, and Members of the Board of Visitors of the College of William
and Mary printed in 1941 continues the same information on page j().
Both assertions are incorrect. John Nicholas' son was only three or
four years old in 1762 and Robert Carter Nicholas' son was not born
until l7b8 and died as an infant. FurtLermore, the John Nicholas, Jr.
referred to above never mentioned having attended the school when he
briefly outlined his life, and it was nut in his character to leave
unmentioned anything worth bragging about. The index of the manuscript
Bursar's Book of the college for the years 17)1+-1769 lists a Robert
Carter Nicholas as a student on page 21, but page 21 is missing from the
book. John Nicholas of Dinwiddie could have enter•!d the grammar school
in 1762 as an eight-year-old student, but Carter Nicholas would only have
been two-years-old in 1766 which was a little young for formal education
even in those times. However, considering the unreliability of a great
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in 1755 was not the same one that welcomed the two sons of George 

Nicholas in 1771. WhereNicholas first established his residence 

after his marriage to Anne Cary is not known, but by the last days 

of 17'.:,3 he was living in the large frame house next to the Governor's 

Palace now known in its restored condition as the Carter House, The 

property had been owned from 1747 until 1751 by Dr. Kenneth McKenzie, 

but he had sold it to the colony in November of that year to be used 

as a temporary residence for Governor Dinwiddie. When Dinwiddie was 

able to move into his refurbished palace, the Council agreed to sell 

the house to Nicholas for £450, Nicholas owned the house less than 

eight years, for on May 7, 1761, he sold it to his cousin Robert Carter 

of Nomini Hall for £. 650, a price which suggests that Nicholas had 

made extensive additions or improvements to the property. Carter main

tained the property as his personal townhouse until he sold it to 

Robert Saunders, Jr. in 1801.9 

Nicholas' residence for the next nine years remains a mystery. 

number of dates and names appearing in both printed and manuscript 
records of the college, both those dates could be wrong and the boys 
could have entered the school while living in Williamsburg with their 
uncle. John Nicholas, The Statement and Substance of a Memorial, &c. 
of John Nicholas ..•. (Richmond, 1820), p. l; William A.R. Goodwin, 
The Record of Bruton Parish Church, ed. with revisions by Mary Frances 
Goodwin (Richmond, l'.,141), pp. 151-52; College of William and Mary 
Bursar's Book, 1754-1769, Earl Gregg Swen Library, College of William 
and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia (hereinafter cited as W&M). 

9Executive Journals, Council of Colonial Virginia, V, 372, 398, 
455-56; Stephenson, ''Carter-Saunders House.'' Colonial Williamsburg,
Inc., now refers to the house simply as the Carter House.
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He may have purchased another house in Williamsburg, or he may very 

well have moved to a five-hundred acre plantation he owned in James 

City County on Powhatan Swamp only six miles from the capital. At 

any rate,by 1770 he definitely was living in Williamsburg. In that 

year the entire square or lots which surrounded and included the old 

James City Courthouse was sold to Nicholas at a public auction by the 

county court. On the corner of the square f'ormed by the junction of 

Francis and England Streets, Nicholas constructed a "large and commo

dious" two-story frame house measuring ::>3 feet long and 32 :feet wide. 

Each floor contained four rooms, and the kitchen was typically housed 

in a separate frame building behind the main structure. Flanking the 

house were "two large office houses on each side, in front, quite new." 

Only three blocks south of his former residence and about one block 

closer to the Capitol, the house faced the green which contained the 

Public Magazine. If they were awake in the early morning hours of 

April 20, 1775, the Nicholases witnessed one of the first military 

actions of the Revolution from their front door. It was during the 

pre-dawn hours of that day that Governor Dunmore removed the gunpowder 

from the Magazine to prevent its use by Virginia revolutionaries. 

After living in the house not quite eight years, Nicholas sold it to 

his kinsman John Carter in the fall of 1777. Although Carter attempted 

to sell the house less than a year later, he maintained possession 

until his death in 1792. A year later, Nicholas' orother-in-law, Wilson 

Miles Cary, purchased the house for £. 330. After having been briefly 
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owned by future president John Tyler, the house was destroyed by fire 

10
in 1873 and has not been reconstructed. 

Nicholas sold this house because he had moved his family out 

of the small town. With the coming of the Revolution, many planters 

moved their families from Tidewater plantations tu temporary residences 

in the Piedmont which was considered less exposed to British attack. 

The Nicholases purchased a small estate in Hanover County which they 

promptly dubbed "The Retreat." They were in no way isolated, for many 

of their kinsmen joined them in the exodus. Mrs, Nicholas' sister, 

Mary Cary Ambler, and her brother, Wilson Miles Cary, also bought 

estates in the same neighborhood, as did Thomas Nelson of Yorktown. 

A descendant of the Amblers remembered that the "neighborhood, as 

deserted and uninhabited as it now is, afforded at that time as polished 
11 

society as any in Virginia." 

"The Retreat" proved to be Robert Carter Nicholas' last home. 

After his death on September 8, 1780, his wif'e and part of his family 

moved even further inland to his lands in Albemarle County. His son 

George, who had achieved quite a reputation in the war, remained in 

1C1'urdie's Virginia Gazette, October 17, 1777 and August 21, 1775;
"James City Courthouse Site, Block 4, Colonial Lots ;/192-lSiG & 2U0-2u4," 
unpublished research report, 1949, CWI; Arthur Pierce Middleton, "Presi
dent Tyler's Williamsburg Residence," T ler' s Q,uarterl Historical and 
Genealogical Mae;azine, XXXI (April, 1SJ50 , 222-2J; Williamsburg-James 
City County Tax BooK, 17G9, p. 18, CWI. 

11Harrison, The Virginia Carys, pp. 108-109; Meade, Old Churches, 
Ministers and Families of Virginia, I, 109, 
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Hanover until around 1782 when he too removed to the county of' Jefferson. 

With the war's end, Anne Cary Nicholas returned to the familiar streets 

of Williamsburg with her youngest son Philip and her only unmarried 

daughter Mary. Where the reduced family lived is unknown, but they may 

have rented their old house on Francis Street from John Carter who had 

not been able to locate a buyer for the property. Although the town 

no longer served as the capital and its generally tranquil pace had 

been slowed almost to a crawl, Mrs. Nicholas must have felt very much 

at home after her five year exile.12

Both of the Nicholas houses in Williamsburg were located on very 

large lots which allowed the planting of' extensive vegetable gardens. 

When Nicholas advertised the Francis Street house for sale in 1777, he 

noted that the property, which covered the area of a square city block, 

contained "a very large garden, well enclosed, and very well cropped" 

as well as "an exceeding fine spring .•. very convenient to the house." 

Connected to this property was a large enclosed pasture with "several 

very fine springs, and a valuable piece of meadow pretty well reclaimed" 

l'or grazing his horses and a cow or two. From these town properties, 

the family could expect fresh vegetables and fruits in season as well as 

milk and most likely poultry products.13

12Dixon and Nicolsun's Virginia Gazette, September 13, 1780; Dr.
John M. Galt Account Book, 1782-83, CWI; John Minson Galt and Philip 
Barraud Apothecary-Surgeon Day Book, December 1782-May 1797, CWI; Thomas 
Perkins Abernethy, "Robert Carter Nicholas," Dictionary of American Bio
graphy, ed. by Dumas Malone (20 vols.; New York, 1�28-1936), XIII, 48)-86. 

13Purdie's Virginia Gazette, October 17, 1777. 



The greater part of their meat supply came from plantations in 

the surrounding countryside. Nicholas undoubtedly procured much of 

his beef, pork, and mutton from his own plantations in James City, 

Albemarle, and Henrico Counties, but he also depended upon the farm 

products ol' his relatives. In 1766, for example, he purchased from 

the estate of his half-brother, Carter Burwell, one hundred barrels 

of corn, two hogsheads of cyder, three shoats, and one mutton. The 

year before he had made similar purchases plus sixty-two pounds of 

butter. If these orders were a good indication of the Nicholases' 

diet, pork held precedence over other meats, with beef running a poor 

third after mutton. Much of the pork, especially hams and shoulders, 

was cured, for many Virginians preferred cured porh to fresh pork. 

One of Nicholas' correspondents, William Lee, wrote from London that 

"Mr� Lee & myself being both Virginians, still remember the excellence 

of your hams & the sweetness of Homony" and begged Nicholas to direct 

their farm managers to ship them both items as soon as possible.
14 

Most of the other items of the Nicholases' diet had to be 

obtained from Britain. The list included all types of spices, currants, 

raisins, salad oil, anchovies, lemons, tea, and an annual order for 111 

best Cheshire Cheese well packt to come as fresh & cool as possible." 

Nicholas was not as great a consumer of liquors as many of his relatives, 

but every year he ordered 111 Hhd. best and freshest Porter in an Iron 

14carter Burwell's Estates' Ledger, 1764-1760, typescript, CWI,
pp. 18-19; William Lee to Robert Carter Nicholas, October 25, 1770, 
Stratford-Lee Papers, microfilm, T.NA. 
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bound Cask," The various boycotts against goods shipped from Britain 

caused him to give up his "annual Pipe of Wine." He was "resolved to 

import Nothing that I can possibly do without ..•. There is no Inconven

ience or hardship, but what I will submit to rather than desert the 

Cause ••.. 
1115 

Nicholas placed his overseas orders with his old friend John 

Norton. Norton had 1'irst come to Virginia in the 1740's as the junior 

partner of the London firm of Flowerdewe and Norton. Not only a 

successful merchant, he also achieved social and political prominence 

as evidenced by his appointment as a justice of the peace in King 

William County as early as 1744 and his service in the House of Bur

gesses from 1749 to 1'756 for York County. When he gave up his House 

seat in 1750, he was replaced by his younger friend, Robert Carter 

Nicholas. Upon the death of his partner in 1764, Norton returned to 

London to assume command of the finn, His Virginia residence proved 

to be quite beneficial as many of his old friends continued their 

patronage. Nicholas consigned his tobacco crops exclusively to Norton's 

company and also acted as an unpaid quasi-agent for his friend by 

purchasing enough tobacco for Norton to keep the merchant's ships 

filled. For his part, Norton seemed to be willing to tate special 

pains to fill Nicholas' orders and supply money that Nicholas needed 

to pay other creditors. "I observe you had run yo1irself pretty bare 

l5Robert Carter Nicholas to John Norton, September b, 1708, May 31,
1769, and October 15, 1773, John Nortun & Sons, pp. 72-73, 96-�7, 357-59, 
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in Cash by different purchases," wrote Norton in l7bS/, "& that you did 

not know but you shou'd have occasion to draw some Bills on me in pay

ment of which I shall always be glad to have it in my power to answer 

. 1116your Expectations. 

Nicholas ordered an impressive variety of goods from Nortvn. 

Besides the food items already mentioned, the lists included clothes 

for his family and servants, shoes, medicines, snuff, agricultural 

tools, cooking ware, writing supplies, cutlery, books, and even fiddle 

strings. When ordering clothes, only approximate sizes could be given. 

Apparel for his wife had to be suitable for "a small Woman" while clothes 

for himself had to fit "a large Man." By large, Nicholas was undoubtedly 

referring to girth rather than height, for the Nicholases were never 

characterized as tall men. Children's sizes were determined by their 

ages. For example, one item listed was for 116 Pr. colour'd Lamb Mitts 

for a Girl of eleven years." The most exact measurements were given 

for shoes with length receiving more emphasis than width. In 1768, 

Mrs. Nicholas wished to order "2 pr. best sharnmy Pumps for a very small 

Woman exactly 8 inches long." It also appears from the orders that when 

the Nicholases put on their best attire for occasions such as church 

meetings, the children were dressed exactly as the adults but on a 

16 
Jacob M. Price, "Who Was John Norton? A Note on the Historical 

Character of Some Eighteenth-Century London Virginh Firms," WMQ (3rd 
series), XIX (July, 1962), 405-407; Rosenblatt, "The Significance of 
Credit in the Tobacco Consignment Trade," pp. 384-85; Rosenblatt, 
"Merchant-Planter Relations in the Tobacco Consignment Trade," pp. 4:->4, 
4)7-59; John Norton to Robert Carter Nicholas, March 8, 1769, WCN-UVA.
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smaller scale. When Nicholas ordered hats for himself and his sons 

in 1773, the only differences listed were in price and size. As far 

as style went "it is desired that all these Hats may have pretty large 

crown & moderate brims but not shaped according to the modern Fashn. 

as they don't suit in this warm country." This chuice of similarity 

of styles was also followed in apparel selected for the female members 

of the family.
17

As mentioned earlier, large families were the rule in colonial 

Virginia. All three of the second-generation Nicholas families faith

fully observed the tradition. John Nicholas and Robert Carter Nicholas 

each sired seven children who reached maturity, while George Nicholas 

was close behind with six. If nature had not been harsh, the size of 

these families would have been greater, l'or there were other children 

who died as infants. Robert Nicholas had at least two children who were 
18 

short-lived, and there were probably others in all three families. 

All three men possessed adequate wealth to insure their children 

a comfortable life. Though not among the very wealthiest families of 

the colony, the size of the Nicholas estates, the prominence of' the heads 

of the families, and the goods they ordered from overseas merchants all 

l7Invoice of Goods Received From John Norton, March 9, 1771, WCN-LC;
Invoices of Goods Ordered from John Norton, September 6, 1708 and October 
l'.;1, 1773, Juhn Nortun & Sons, pp. 72-73, 3':37-J9• 

18Goodwin, The Record of Bruton Parish Church, pp. l'.;11-52,
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indicate that the many children were not deprived in any economic 

sense. Neither did they suffer any educational deprivations. All 

of them, boys and girls alike, most likely learned the basic rudiments 

of reading and writing at their mothers' knees. While the families 

were certainly wealthy enough to hire tutors, these teachers were not 

usually called in until after the children had grasped at least elemen

tary skills in the three R's, Colonial mothers, even among the upper 

classes, were not always adequately educated themselves to instruct 

their own children, but Anne Cary Nicholas did not have that problem. 

Her father and brothers were the recipients of excellent educations, 

and her family obviously saw fit to see that she attained more than just 

elementary accomplishments. We have already seen how her verse and prose 
19 

delighted her sister and astonished her sister's British friends. 

After mastering their home instruction, students in rural areas 

often attended schools established by their parents or some other plan

ters in the immediate area. The teacher or tutor often had only scanty 

education himself, though some such as Philip Fithian, who taught the 

children of Robert Carter of Nomini Hall, could boast a Princeton 

degree. One purpose of these tutors was to prepare young gentlemen for 

the Grammar School of the College of William and Mary or for the small 

private schools such as those conducted by Donald Robertson of King and 

Queen County or James Maury in Albemarle. In Williamsburg, the pattern 

was much the same though the tutors were replaced by more formal schools 

19Harrison, The Virginia Carys, 108; see above, p. 10J,
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established by clergymen or school mistresses, and the natural step 
20 

from there was the college grammar school. 

Records detailing the education of the Nicholas children are 

scanty, but they most li�ely followed these cummon steps. After all, 

their families were of' the gentry which placed a high value on educa

tion. As explained earlier, at least two of George Nicholas' sons 

most likely attended the college's grammar school. John Nicholas' 

eldest son, John, who was studying at William Fontaine's school at 

Union Hill, had his education interrupted by the more exciting events 

of the Revolution. Only the sons of Robert Carter Nicholas appear to 

have attended the college proper. George was there in 17{2, and 

Philip attended about 1790. Wilson Nicholas also entered the college 

for a brief stay sometime during the late 1770's, but two other sons 

appear not to have attended the school at all. Following the procedure 

of most students, the Nicholases who did patronize the college probably 
21 

remained little longer than a year, without procuring any degree. 

Whatever the steps followed or the level of education achieved, 

the various Nicholas children required books for their studies, and their 

parents seemed ready to provide them. Some books could be obtained from 

the offices of the Virginia Gazette. In 17b4 GeortSe Nicholas purchased 

five grammar books there for use by his children and those of the Ruffins. 

20 
Jarratt, The Lire of the Reverend Devereux Jarratt, pp. 15, 24-26;

Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities, p. 35. 

21Slaughter, Memoir of Joshua Fry, p. 60; A Provisional List, p. 30;
WMQ (2nd series), I, (April, 1925), 125; Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities, 
p. 36; Thomas Lewis to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 6, 1801, WCN-UVA.
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The following year, his brother Robert bought a copy of "Dilworth' s 

Spelling" from the same office for his daughter Sally.22 But most

school books were purchased directly from London merchants, and Robert 

Carter Nicholas ordered books for his children from John Norton. An 

order of 17'72 reveals a list of books that could serve his children 

from Lewis and John, who were six and eight, to George, who at eighteen 

was ready to enter William and Mary. The list included: 

Entick's new spelling Dictionary &c 
Dr Nugent's new pocKet Dictionary of the French 

& English languages 
Watson's Horace translated into English Prose 
Patrick's Terences Comedies done in the same manner. 
Gignou's new spelling Book. 
Stackhouses Gracao Grammatices Rudirnenta 
Epistolary Correspondence made pleasant & easy 
Ash's easiest Introduction to Dr Lowth's English 

Grammar 
Addington's practical Treatise of Arithmetick 
Wr ight's Treatise on Fractions 
Fordyee's Dialogues concerning Education 2 vols. 
Familiar Letters on various Subjects of Business 

& Amusement. 

Eight months later, in another letter to Norton, Nicholas added that 

"my Son George desires the favr. of you to send him Fening's Algebra by 

the first Opportunity.11
23 These titles reveal Nicholas' determination

that his sons be furnished with the classical education that was the mark 

of a gentleman. At the same time, he was interested that they know some

thing of modern languages, elementary and advanced mathematics, and 

proper forms of correspondence. Thus the social nr�cessi ty of a classical 

22 . .  
Virginia Gazette Daybook, 1764-1766, UVA. 

23Book Order of June 16, 1772, John Norton & Sons, p. 295; Robert
Carter Nicholas to John Norton, February 12, 1773, Ibid,, p. 303. 
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education was tempered by the more practical skills an active Virginia 

gentleman was expected to exhibit. 

Robert Nicholas' sons may also have browsed through the books 

of their father's modest library, but they probably did not find the 

volumes terribly interesting. From purchases he made in Williamsburg 

and in London, Nicholas adopted the rule of usefulness which governed 

most Virginia book collections. Included were law books to aid him 

in his profession and prayer books to bolster his devotion to the 

church. Works by Cicero and sets of the House Journals armed him with 

republican political principles and a close knowledge of the laws of 

the colony. Eight volumes of the Spectator would help develop a 

respectable writing style while a copy 01' "Col. Carter's Pamphlet" 

kept him abreast of political disputes with Britain. How-to-do-it 

books included contemporary volumes on growing tobacco and innoculating 

against smallpox. After he became Treasurer of the Colony, he also 

procured Sir James Stewart's Political Economy, no doubt a move to 

24 
improve his grasp of economics and finances necessary to his position. 

Except for the polishing touches of learning how to dance, to 

acquire social graces, and to manage a household, a young lady's educa

tion was usually concluded at the tutorial stage. Not so for the young 

gentlemen. Each of the three fathers tooK steps to insure that one or 

24Virginia Gazette Daybooks, 17)0-17)2, 176L•-l7G6, UVA; Robert
Carter Nicholas to John Norton May 20, 1768 and September 19, 1772, 
John Norton & Sons, pp. J2, 273. 
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more of his sons would follow in his occupational footsteps. A

clerk's training was given the sons of George and John Nicholas. 

Their eldest sons, buth named John, succeeded them in their offices. 

John Nicholas Sr. of BucKingham resigned his office in 1792, and his 

son immediately assumed the position. Other sons had worked in the 

office as deputies for several years, but there was only one chief 

position available, and that went to the eldest. The case of George 

Nicholas is even more interesting. When he died in 1771, his eldest 

son John was too young to accept a clerK's commission. However, by 

1777, John Nicholas was serving as clerk of Dinwiddie and kept the post 

until his death in 1818 when the office passed to his son in turn. 

Apparently the office had been held for him as a kind of family property 

until he reached his majority.
25 

Because they were Virginians of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, all the sons were farmers. Whether the younger 

Nicholas sons added other occupations is not clear. George Nicholas' 

son of the same name was dead by 1785, and his third son Carter did not 

leave many traces behind. In 1786 he was considered a wealthy enough 

resident of Mecklenburg County to stand as one uf the securities for 

Sheriff Henry Walker who was about to collect the cuunty's taxes. 

Seven years later the Surry County court granled him a license to run 

2)Albemarle County Deed Book No. 10, 175S!-17S<J, micrufilrn, UVA;
Wyllie, "Marriage Bonds in Albemarle County, 1786-1795," pp. 42-7); 
Purdie's Virginia Gazette, April 18, 1777; Richmond Enquirer, February 
26, 1818; Johnston, Memorials of Old Virginia Clerks, p. 168. 
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an ordinary at Cabin Point, and the records of the administrator of his 

estate after his death in 1799 indicate that he held a partnership in 

a mercantile firm. However, his father could not have planned any such 

venture for his son because Carter was only seven when Georce I/icholas 

26 
died. 

The younger sons of John Nicholas left just as tenuous a path. 

Their signatures as witnesses for marriage bonds indicate some training 

in their father's office, but only Joshua Nicholas bene!'itted to any 

practical extent from the experience. He served as a deputy clerk for 

his older brother John for a short time, but appears to have relinquished 

his post when he moved away from Buckingham. The two other brothers, 

Robert and George, apparently settled down as farmers on the rich lands 

along the James left them by their father. They may have held interests 

in the family slate quarry operated by their eldest brother as well as 

partnerships in a flour mill, but no definite proof of this has yet 

27 
emerged. 

Robert Carter Nicholas' abilities lay in the law, politics, and 

public finances, and four of his five sons followed his lead in one or 

more of these fields. His eldest son George achieved Great distinction 

as a lawyer in central Virginia and the new s��te of Kentucky, while 

2611,ecklenburg County Order Book No. 6, r- 2JC, Mecklenburs County
Deed Book Ho. 7, p. 26, Surry County Order Book 1789-1794, p. 403, 
Surry County Will Book No. 4, microfilm, VSL. 

27Joshua Nicholas to William S. Crawford, August 19, 17S:2, Cabell
Family Papers, W & M; Wyllie, ''Marriage Bonds in Albemarle County, 
1786-1795," pp. 42-75, 
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the youngest son Philip earned a similar reputation in Richmond. 

Although both John and Wilson also received legal training, the latter 

never practiced as an attorney. Wilson and Philip served terms as 

presidents of Virginia banks but never equalled their fatlillr's reputa

tion in public finances. Four of the five sons became political lea

ders in three different states, and two, Wilson and John, played 

important 1oles as Republican leaders in the national government. Only 

Lewis Nicholas adopted exclusively the agricultural pursuits of his 

father and never played any role in politics. 

In the education they received and the life styles they adopted, 

the sons of the three second-generation Nicholases exhibited no sharp 

break with the past. Their schooling and training were very similar, 

and their occupations closely followed those of their fathers and grand

fathers. Though none opted for the life of a physician, the choices 

they did make -- lawyer, clerk, farmer, banker, political leader -- ran 

true to form both as Nicholases and as Virginia Gentlemen. 

Perhaps more important than academic and professional education 

was the inculcation of values, a code of morality, and the proper way 

to interact with one's fellow man. The risk factor in such an under

taking was much higher than with more formal training. It was much 

easier for a father to transmit professional training or classical 

knowledge to his sons than to pass on the values which had guided his 

life, In this endeavor, Robert Carter Nicholas probably fared no better 

and no worse than most parents. While some of his children accepted his 
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beliefs without deviation, others evolved a more tolerant view of man, 

of political structure, and of religion than he could have approved. 

Nicholas did not believe in the irmate goodness of man. Because 

he was a creation in God's image, man did possess a certain natural 

dignity, but the world was full of temptations that could ensnare the 

most noble of men. A few select men of integrity could rise above 

"every influence and prejudice," he noted, and then asked, "but can 

we from hence with just reason conclude that the generality of those, 

who compose societies are of this sort?" The answer for Nicholas was 

a definite no. So sure was he of this that he would not even place his 

own name among those who could successfully resist temptation. One 

might wish that all men could be trusted, "but the necessity of human 

laws in most instances is the strongest evidence that it cannot with 

safety be relied on." This did not mean conversely that man was irmately 

evil. He had been given the correct start and was equipped with the 

proper tools to do right. But man was weak, and his weaknesses often 

led to misery for himself and his fellows. The portrait that Nicholas 

painted was of a creature who usually managed to achieve the good, but 

who occasionally stumbled along the way. It was the stumbling that 

forced men to create institutions such as goverrunents, law, and the 

26church to prevent harm to one's self and to others. 

Neither did he accept the notion of the general equality of 

men. All around him, Virginia society exhibited just the opposite. Men 

28Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, June 27, 1766.
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were placed in the crude ranks of slaves, servants, and freemen, and 

even this last group was sub-divided into several layers. Rule of the 

colony by an elite based upon wealth, education, family, and talent 

seemed only natural, because men were categorized by nature into a few 

leaders and a great many followers. Discussing the effects 01' the 

Reformation, he remarked, "Though all Men had a Right to judge for 

themselves, yet few, in Comparison, were capable o.i' doing it with 

Propriety, without proper Instructors and Teachers." This natural 

division created a two-way obligation. The bulk should show "a proper 

deference and respect to Gentlemen in authority •.• ," while the few in 

the elite were obligated to govern for the public good and not just for 

their own special interests.29

A gentleman who aspired to be a leader was required to possess 

certain virtues. Among these were "truth and candour, which ought ever 

to be the distinguishing characteristick of a Gentlemen." Decisions were 

to be calmly evolved by reason rather than hastily concluded by passions. 

In all deliberations, the gentleman-leader had to carry himself with a 

dignity that befit his role. This dignity could be maintained only if 

he were truly independent of parties, factions, and special interests. 

When it was charged by some opponents of the separation of the Treasury 

from the Speakership that Nicholas was the head or the tool of a party, 

29Ibid., June 27, 1766, and May 12, 1T{4. Nicholas felt that the
first article in the Virginia declaration of rights stating that all men 
are by nature equally free and independent was a dangerous remark in a 
slave society. Edmund Randolph, History of Virginia, ed. with an intro
duction by Arthur H. Shaffer (Charlottesville, 1970), p. 253. 
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the indignant attorney replied that both "characters have been and I 

hope ever will be equally odious to me." Although a gentleman usually 

allowed himself to be called to a position of leadership, there were 

occasions when it was proper to actively seek an office as long as one 

did not actually solicit votes or support from others and was motivated 

purely by a wish to serve the common good. This genteel seeking of 

office was the pattern Nicholas sought to follow when he aspired to 

the Treasurer's chair in 1765.3° 

Nicholas best swmned up his views of the ideal gentleman in a 

1772 letter which supported Thomas Nelson's bid to assume his father's 

seat on the Governor's Council. 

Perhaps you may think me partial to him, as he is a 
near Relation [wrote the Treasurer), but I really 
think his Pretensions are superior, all Things consi
der'd, to those of any other .•.. He had a liberal & 
expensive Education at Cambridge .•• which has proved 
a Foundation for him to build a Stock of manly Sense 
on; I believe he has as good a Heart as any Man 
living; his morals are sound; his Conduct steady, 
uniform & exemplary; & in point of Fortune, which 
necessarily gives a Man an Independency of Spirit, 
he is inferior to very few.31 

The system of government best calculated to serve that corrunon 

good was the system embodied in the unwritten British constitution which 

Nicholas supported faithfully until the vote for independence in the 

30Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, June 27 and September 5, 
1766; Robert Carter Nicholas to Richard Henry Lee, May 23, 1766, 
"Selections and Excerpts From the Lee Papers," p. 117. 

31
Robert Carter Nicholas to John Norton, November 30, 1772, John

Norton & Sons, p. 285. 
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Virginia Convention of 1776. He believed that the "beautiful harmony 

in the British constitution" preserved human liberties by so balancing 

governmental duties and powers that no one branch of the government 

could wield enough influence to crush them. During the era of' increasing 

friction between Britain and her North American colonies, Nicholas agreed 

with many of his contemporaries that the various British ministries and 

the Parliament had evolved a plan to gain unconstitutional control over 

the colonies and thereby subvert the "just, original Principles" of the 

British constitution. Unlike some of his fellow Virginians, Nicholas 

never espoused independence before it was declared. Instead, he repeat

edly stated his wish that Parliament would see the error of its ways and 

cease its depredations against American liberties so "that Things may 

.. 32
return to their old Channel, when we lived a free and happy People. 

Nicholas' view that the American colonists were actually attempting 

to preserve inviolate the British constitution was not unique. Neither 

was his attitude toward change. It was a commonplace in eighteenth 

century political thought that change should cume only under the greatest 

necessity and then at such a pace that social equilibrium would be main

tained. Nicholas' statement that "the fundamental principles of any 

constitution ••. ought never to be touched, but with a delicate hand" fits 

the age just as well as Jefferson's sinilar sentiments in the Declara-

tion of Independence. Nicholas was far more reluctant to accept social 

32Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, June 27, 1766; Robert
Carter Nicholas, Considerations on the Present State of Vir 1n1a Examined 
(Williamsburg, 1774 , pp. , 29; Randolph, History of Virginia, p. 251. 
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and political change than many of his Virginia contemporaries, but 

when his native land made the decision to separate from Great Britain, 

he devoted his energies to ensure the success of the venture.33 

Because of Nicholas' hesitancy to accept change in long-standing 

practices, historians have generally regarded him as a conservative. 

Although it is a bit difficult to understand how a revolutionary can 

be termed a conservative, especially one who took such an important 

role in Virginia's growing resistance to British measures, it becomes 

easier to see why the term has been applied to Nicholas when one examines 

hi tt·t d t d 1· · 34s a i u es owar re igion. 

Nicholas was a truly devoted member of the Anglican Church, and 

religion occupied an important position in his life. According to his 

son-in-law, Edmund Randolph, "his youthful reading impressed upon his 

mind a predilection for the Established Church, though he selected the 

law as his profession." Never entering the ministry himself, Nicholas 

took his role as a vestryman so seriously that he even engaged in a 

public newspaper controversy to prevent a minister he considered unfit 

from being elected to the pulpit of Bruton Parish Church in Williamsburg. 

33Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, Septerr.ber '), 1766. Although 
Nicholas was slow to accept most changes, his argwnents against declaring 
independence from Britain rested on the more practtcal consideration of 
the inability of the colonists to withstand Britai11's military might. 
Randolph, History of Virginia, p. 251. 

34For example, see Thomas P. Abernethy's sKetch of Nicholas in the
Dictionary of American Biography, XIII, 48'.)-86. 
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That his contemporaries were well aware of his religious stance is 

evidenced not only by his appointment as the first chairman of the 

Committee on Religion in the House of Burgesses but also by his selec

tion to propose the day of' prayer and fasting to show Virginia's sym

pathy for the inhabitants of' Boston in 1774. Nineteenth-century 

Virginians who praised the accomplishments of their predecessors of the 

colonial era were more impressed by Nicholas' piety than any other 

3'feature of the man. ) 

Nicholas made a concerted attempt to pass on his religious 

attitudes to his children. In the case of his daughter Elizabeth, his 

efforts met complete success. Her husband later wrote that she had 

been educated in the ways of the established church "with strictness, 

if not bigotry. Frum the strength of parental example, her attendance 

on public worship was unremitted, except when insuperable obstacles 

occurred •••. The questioning of sacred truths she never permitted to 

herself, or heard without abhorrence from others." Nicholas' third 

son John also approached his father's religious zeal, but the appearance 

of this attitude only toward the end of his life may indicate the 

strength of other than parental influence. Nicholas was not so successful 

3'Randolph, History of Virginia, p. 184. See Purdie and Dixon's
Virginia Gazette, May 13, May 20, and June J, 1773, and Rind's Virginia 
Gazette, June 10 and June 17, 1773, for the be6inriing of Nicholas' news
paper war with Samuel Henley which was still sputtering in 177J· James 
Miller Leake, The Vir inia Committee S stem and the American Revolution 
(Baltimore, 1917 , p. J2; DuBellet, Some Prominent Virginia Families, 
II, 311; Meade, Old Churches, Ministers, and Families of Virginia, I, 183. 
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with his two eldest sons, George and Wilson, who took prominent roles 

in pushing Jefferson's Bill for Religious Freedom through the General 

Assembly in 1786 and who never exhibited any dvminant strain of reli-

36gious piety in their personal or prol'essional lives. 

The Treasla"er would have shuddered at the thought that his view

of God as a benevolent, rationalistic Creator could have been accepted 

by some Deists. According to Nicholas, the earth was not an "orphan 

World" abandoned by the God who created it. It was true that God 

allowed most things to pursue their natural courses according to the 

natural laws he had designed to guide them, but still the entire world 

was overseen by a "Direction of Providence." Like everything else in 

the world, man had been given means to live a proper life, but it was 

sometimes necessary to use prayer for guidance in how best to use those 

means. Beyond this view of God, however, any similarity 01' Nicholas' 

religious beliefs to those held by his more liberal contemporaries 

must stop, for he was no friend of toleration and firmly believed that 

the Church of England held a monopoly on religious truth. When the 

House of Burgesses in 1769 twice ordered Nicholas' Corrunittee on Reli6ion 

to prepare a bill extending toleration to Protestant dissenters, Nichulas 

36Three copies of Edmund Randolph's memorial to his wife in the
form of a letter to his children exist in the manuscript division of 
the Alderman Library at the University of Virginia. The most legible 
and fullest copy can be found in Box 7 of tLe Edgef1il1-Randolph Papers. 
For an example of John Nicholas' reliance upon religion see John Nicholas 
to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 15, 1817, WCN-UVA. H.J. Eckenrode, 
Se aration of Church and State in Vir inia: A Stud in the Develo.ment 
of the Revolution Richmond, 1910 , pp. 104-106; Malone, Jeff'erson the 
Virginian, p. 279. 
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apparently found methods to ignore the directives, for there is no 

record of any bills having been introduced. Three years later the 

Treasurer did introduce such a bill along English examples, but it was 

unsatisfactory to dissenters because it forbade night meetings and 

itinerant preaching. It never became law. When the first independent 

Virginia Assembly met in October 1776, dissenters petitioned that the 

church be disestablished. The explosive issue was debated by the 

Committee of the Whole House in what Jefferson later called "the 

severest contests in which I have ever been engaged." Nicholas joined 

with his friend Pendleton to lead the fight against disestablishment. 

When it became clear that they were outnumbered, the champions of the 

established church effected a compromise whereby collection of parish 

levies would be suspended until the next Assembly, but the church would 

not be stripped of its property. This measure left the church attached 

to the state but without the benefit of compulsory financial support. 

Nicholas was engaged in a losing battle, for parish levies were finally 

abolished in 1779, and complete disestablishment came in 1786, six 

years after his death. Ironically, his two eldest sons helped to lead 

the fight for total religious freedom in Virginia.37

It is difficult to find any aspect oi' the Church of England 

with which Nicholas disagreed. Accepting its doctrines as the only 

religious truth, he also saw great value in its formal liturgy and was 

37
Nicholas, Considerations, pp. 39-41; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia

Gazette, June 3, 1773; Eckenrode, Separation of Church and State, pp. 38-
40, 46-53; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 133-37• 
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easily upset when he noticed deviations from either substance or form. 

When the Bruton Parish vestry was forced to choose a new minister in 

the spring of 1773, Nicholas led the fight to keep the position out of 

the hands of the Rev. Samuel Henley, a professor at William and Mary. 

In both sermons and personal conversations, Henley had proven to be 

too tolerant of dissent, and Nicholas even accused the minister of 

exhibiting Socinian views by denying the trinity, the divinity of 

Christ, and the existence of hell. Henley decided to make the private 

decision of the vestry a public issue by turning to the pages of the 

Virginia Gazette, and Nicholas was only too willing to expose Henley's 

unorthodox views in a newspaper war that continued for two years. 
38

Claiming not to be opposed to the principles of toleration, 

Nicholas asserted that it was a minister's duty to promote the truths 

of the Church in a forceful manner so that dissenters could be persuaded 

to forego the errors of their ways. But Henley had seen it as "a 

Matter of Indifference whether the Truth of Christianity should be 

believed or not" and his sermons tended "to beat down and destroy that 

necessary, that friendly and amiable Alliance between Church and State, 

which the best and ablest Divines have thought essential to the Pros-

't f' both." per1 y o In addition to this excessive toleration, Henley had 

attacked the rituals of the church and, indeed, departed from them in 

h. · t l'f 39is pr1va e 1 e. 

When Henley responded that he was being unfairly persecuied by 

-s 
j Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, May 13 and May 20, 1773. 

39rbid.
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Nicholas who had based his opinion of Henley on second-hand in.forma-

tion, Nicholas answered that it was his duty as a vestryman to firmly 

uphold the doctrines of the Church and reject those who did not. Usually, 

he would not have relied upon second-hand sources, but the issue was so 

important that he felt a duty to use them to prevent Henely's succession 

to the Bruton Parish pulpit. Reiterating that he was not opposed to 

any man holding dissenting views in private, he held that public utter

ances of the views were dangerous because they led away from the blessing 

. 40 
of religious uniformity. 

As the newspaper war continued, Henley admitted that he had 

shown a great deal 01· toleration but only in a civil sense. As long 

as a man acknowledged the obligations of' morality and the existence of 

God, civil peace could result without subscription to the doctrines of 

the Anglican Church. Calling upon the authority of' the Church's great 

figures, Henley asserted that toleration was a Christian tradition and 

eased the process of conversion, As a final stroke, Henley pointed to 

the advocacy of' toleration by John Locke, a thinker whom Nicholas had 

publicly endorsed. But Nicholas made it clear that he was not bound 

to all of Locke's positions, The English philosopher carried toleration 

to an extreme, especially when he said that a magistrate ought to permit 

the discussion of' all political views. Accepting the obligation of 

morality was not adequate, for scriptural morality was more perfect, 

40
Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, June 3, 1773; Rind's 

Virginia Gazette, June 3, 1773. 
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and the moral good of the community required a belief in Christianity.41

The outcome of the controversy was that Nicholas succeeded in 

having the minister's position granted to Rev. John Bracken, another 

member of the college faculty. But the failure of Henley to obtain 

the post did not put an end to the feud. Throughout 1774, the sub

scribers to the Williamsburg papers were treated to further attacks 

on Nicholas by the disgruntled parson and to a more specific delin

eation of Nicholas' charges that Henley had advocated Socinian views. 

In the spring of 177'), Henley also opened an attacK against Nicholas 

for alledgedly breaking the agreements of the non-importation Associa

tion. Dipping into the past, Henley attempted to disgrace the Treasurer 

with public slurs about Dr. Nicholas' transportation over fifty years 

earlier. In all these issues Nicholas managed to best his clerical foe, 

who bitterly departed Virginia for Britain in the late spring of 1775. 

Henley had adopted a much more liberal position than the Treasurer 

during the religious controversy, and later events showed that he 

probably could have elicited wide support for his stance. But when 

he attacked Nicholas' attachment to Virginia's economic war against 

Britain, and when he tried to condemn a son for his father's errors, 

42 
he lost the favor of many gentlemen who had previously supported him. 

41R · d' V · · i G tt J 3 d J 1r 1·773 in s irgin a aze e, une , an une J, •

42Rind's Virginia Gazette, June 17, 1773, May l'.) and June 9, 1T7L,;
Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, February 24, May 12 and May 19, 
1774; Pinckney's Virginia Gazette, February 23, March 2, March 9, and 
March 23, 1775; Purdie' s Virginia Gazette, March 10, l'("(j; Dixon and 
Hunter's Virginia Gazette, January 14, January 21, February 11, and 
April 29, 1775. 
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Nicholas took his attitudes toward life very seriously and 

never seemed content to assign them mere lip service. Instead of 

simply telling his sons the duties of a gentleman and a Christian, 

he provided them with examples in his own life. One such example was 

his association with the school for Negro children in Williamsburg. 

Not only did the project demand time and effort from him, it also 

risked his popularity among the planters of the Tidewater. 

The idea of establishing schools to educate Negro children in 

the American colonies first received practical consideration in the 

fertile brain of Dr. Thomas Bray, appointed commissary for the Anglican 

Church in Maryland in 169b. Although spending only a couple of years 

in the colony, Bray devoted much of his energy to providing the colonies 

with Christian literature and missionaries. Through his Society For 

Promoting Christian Knowledge, he sent over 34,000 booKs and tracts to 

parochial lending libraries in British North America, and after 1701, 

he was responsible for sending missionaries to the more remote areas 

of the colonies through the Society For the Propogation of the Gospel. 

Receiving a handsome donation from the private secretary of King William 

to educate and convert Negro slaves to Christianity, Bray appears to 

have done little in that direction before his death in 1730, but his 

will named trustees to oversee this task, These trustees, known as 

11Dr. Bray's Associates," attempted to use the funds to arrange for the 

education of Negro children in schools that already existed in the cities 

of America, but the effort encountered resistance from teachers who 
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feared loss of patronage by white parents. A separate school for 

black children was finally opened in Philadelphia in the late 1750 1s, 

and its success encouraged the trustees to try other cities. Following 

suggestions by Benjamin Franklin, the associates picked New York, New-

43port, and Williamsburg for their next efforts. 

Unable to afford total support for the schools of thirty pupils 

each, the associates planned to allot no more than £20 per year for 

each school and hoped that contributions from local residents would meet 

additional expenses. The Virginia gentry around Williamsburg donated 

only £17 to the venture. Selected as managers for the Williamsburg 

effort were William Hunter and the Reverend Thomas Dawson. To serve 

as mistress of the school, Hunter hired Mrs. Ann Wager, an experienced 

teacher who had instructed the children of Col. Carter Burwell. Mrs. 

Wager opened the school in September 1760 with twenty-four pupils, but 

troubles began mounting soon thereafter. Dawsun djed just after the 

school opened, and in the letter informing the trustees ol' the minister's 

death, Hunter felt compelled to ask for an increase in funds. Hunter 

44 
also suggested that Nicholas be asked to help manage the school. 

43Richard Rawlinson, A Short Historical Account of' the Life and
Designs of Dr. Thomas Bray in Rev. Thumas Bra : His Life and Selected 
Works Relatinc to Maryland, ed. by Bernard C. Steiner Baltimore, 1901), 
pp. 3S,-42; Edc;ar Legare Pennington, "Thomas Bray I s Associates and Their 
Work Arnone; the Negroes," Proceedings of the Amerlc§n Antiquarian Society, 
(New Series), XLVIII (October, 193e), 311-1:;, j'.;)G; 

11.1-'ln Accuunt of the 
Desit;ns of the Associates of the Late Dr. Bruy" n.d., and "An Account of 
the Proceedings of the Associates, For the Year 17'J7, 1758, 11 Thomas 
Jefferson Papers, UVA. 

44
John Waring to Rev. Dr. Thomas Dawson, February 29, 1760 and Report 

of Thomas Dawson and William Hunter to Dr. Bray's Associates, n.d., Jeffer
son Papers, UVA; William Hunter to John Waring, February 16, rr61, Archives 
of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, London, microfilm, 
V. C . R • P • , UVA .
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It was fortunate for the school that Hunter made his recomm

endation when he did ) for shortly after Nicholas received the trustees' 

letter asking for his assistance, Hunter died. The Reverend William 

Yates agreed to join Nicholas in the effort, but neither he nor the 

Treasurer held any E!;reat hopes for the school's success. As Nicholas 

explained, most masters simply were unconcerned about their slaves' 

spiritual needs and too often set bad examples by their own immoral 

conduct. Some masters sent young Negroes to the school just tu get 

them out from underfoot until they reached an age of usefulness
) 

while 

other masters were concerned solely with the youths receiving the rudi

ments o.f education without any religious instruction. Many planters 

refused to send their young slaves to the school ) for they had found 

that the most intelligent and best educated slaves were the most diffi

cult to control. To Nicholas) the most discouraging feature was that 

the moral impressions made by the school upon the minds of the young 

black scholars would be nullified as soon as they reswned contact with 

the everyday routine of Virginia life. Thus he cautioned the asso

ciates not to expect any significant change in the morality of the 

slave population until there was a general reformation of the colony's 

45 
white population. 

In spite of these misgivings, Nicholas promised to give the 

4JJohn Waring to Robert Carter Nicholas, June 1, 1761, Jefferson
Papers, UVA; Benjamin Waller and Thomas Everard to John Waring, Septem
ber 1, 1761, Robert Carter Nicholas to John warini:s September 17, 1761, 
and Robert Carter Nicholas and William Yates to John Waring, September 
30, 1762, microfilm, V.C.R.P., UVA. 
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project "a fair Trial" and he exceeded the energy ()f his predecessors 
r,.,_u<) 

in attempting to set and maintain reasonable-�for the teacher, 
re; G;, 

students, and slaveowners alike. Setting up ga;hlel-infflt was one thing; 

getting Virginia slaveowners to accept them was quite another. Nicholas 

created the requirement that if an owner enrolled a child in the school, 

the student had to stay for at least three years with the owner ensuring 

regular attendance, proper clothing, and consistent discipline. But 

by 176'), Nicholas reported that his regulations were "not well relish'd" 

by the planters, and he had decided to drop or ease the rules so that 

he would not lose all the students. As he told John Waring, the secre

tary of the trustees, "'tis a very difficult Business I am engaged in. 

I f. d . t t . t · th t D 1 · 11461n 1 necessary o manage i w1 grea e 1cacy. 

Despite Benjamin Franklin's 1763 assessment that Nicholas 

"appears a very sensible and a very conscientious Man, and will do his 

best in the Affair," Nicholas experienced continua] difficulties with 

the school. Operating funds were less than he had expected because 

local citizens contributed little money to the venture and rent for a 

schoolhouse proved to be high. When Nicholas requested more than a 

yearly appropriation of £ 30 from the trustees in London, the organi

zation's secretary briskly replied that all other schools made do with 

i. 20 per year and that in the future Nicholas could expect no more than

£ 25 yearly to operate the Williamsburg school. Any difference between 

46 
Robert Carter Nicholas and William Yates to John Waring, Septem-

ber 30, 1762, Ibid.; Robert Carter Nicholas to John Waring, June 23, 
1762, December� 1764, September 19 and December 27, 176), Ibid. 
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that sum and actual expenses, Nicholas would have to scrounge from 

local contributors. Furthermore, Nicholas often found that he had 

to superintend the school and furnish reports to the London associates 

because the ministers connected with the project exhibited a pattern 

of dying soon after their appointments, and obtaining replacements 

acceptable to the associates proved to be a lengthy process. The most 

discouraging problem to Nicholas was the seeming absence 01' any long

range effect 01' the schooling on the moral development of the black 

students. One of his own slave girls had attended the school for three 

years and had shown a remarkable improvement in her morals and religion, 

but upon leaving the school and resuming contact with other slaves who 

had not received the benefit of such a schooling, she regressed consi

derably. This pattern did not surprise Nicholas; it was exactly what 

he had predicted would happen. The f'inal blow came in 1774 when Mrs. 

Wager, the schoolmistress, died. Doubtlessly discouraged with the 

school's shortcomings and the difficult task of finding another teacher, 

Nicholas decided to close the school until he received further word 

from the associates. Sharing the Virginian's pessimism, the associates 

concurred with his decision, and the fourteen-year experiment came to 

an end. Although the school may have been a noble effort, Nicholas 

probably concluded that it had little lasting impact on spreading Chris

tian morality among the colony's slave population.
47

47Benjamin Franklin to John Waring, June 27, 17b3, The Papers of
Benjamin Franklin, ed. by Leonard W. Labaree et al. (13 vols. to date; 
New Haven, Connecticut, 1959- ), X, 298-300; John Waring to Robert 



In addition to their political services, the Nicholases met 

their civic and personal obligations as gentlemen in other typical 

ways. One responsibility frequently assumed by members of Virginia's 

elite was that of serving as executor of the estate of a deceased friend. 

No light task, the job could cover a number of' years and invvlve the 

executor in legal snarls. A good example was John Nicholas' role as 

one of the executors of Peter Jefferson's estate. Though the task 

never involved the Albemarle clerk in any legal difficulties or.personal 

bitterness, it was a long drawn-out process lasting from Jefferson's 

death in 1757 until his two sons finally settled all loose ends in 

1790. Following a typical pattern, the will had named a number of men 

as executors so that no one man would be burdened with the entire respon-

Carter Nicholas, May 30, 1766, April 20, 1768, and May 25, 1769, Jeffer
son Papers, UVA; Robert Carter Nicholas to John Waring, December 21, 
1764, September 19, and December 27, 1765, February 16, 1769, December 
1, 1772, January 5 and November 17, 1774, microfilm, V.C.R.P., UVA. 
Though Nicholas expressed no compunctions about accepting the Virginia 
slave system, he did show more than the usual concern for his slaves' 
physical and religious welfare and had at least eight of them baptized 
in Bruton Parish Church between 1753 and 1764. Like other Virginia 
planters, he placed advertisements in the Virginia Gazette for runaway 
slaves, but the descriptions made no references to scars from mutilation 
or punishment. In 1773 he asked his plantation manager to look into a 
case of' maltreatment of' one of his slaves. "The Bearer Ben has been 
with me a terrible Complaint ag't his Overseer," he wrote. "I beg 
that you will enquire into it; & not suffer the Negroes to be abused." 
Goodwin, The Record of Bruton Parish Church, p. 157; Purdie and Dixon's 
Virginia Gazette, February 7, 1771; Purdie's Virginia Gazette, August 
21, 1778; Dixon and Nicolson's Virginia Gazette, August 7, 1779; 
Robert Carter Nicholas to Charles Dabney, September 4, 1773, Charles 
W. Dabney Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North
Carolina Library.
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sibility and so that the estate would be protected in case of death 

or withdrawal of one or more of the executors. Dr. Thomas Walker 

appears to have served as chief' executor of the Jefferson estate for 

a number of' years before John Nicholas assumed the brunt of' the respon

sibility.48

Robert Carter Nicholas kept very busy administ�ing the 

estates of his friends and relatives. In 1756 he was named an executor 

of the estate of his half-brother Lewis Burwell, the former President 

of the Council. He was also named a guardian of Burwell's children and 

in 1773 still referred to one of Burwell's children as his "ward." 

Nicholas must have achieved a reputation as a responsible and effective 

executor among his relatives, for in 1773 he was listed as one of the 

executors of the estate of his father-in-law, Col. Wilson Cary.
49

Handling an estate was not always an easy task. When Robert 

Nicholas' wealthy friend Philip Ludwell died in 1767, he named the 

Treasurer as one of his executors, together with Richard Corbin, John 

Wayles, and Benjamin Waller. Nicholas assumed the most active role in 

48Will of Peter Jefferson, Albemarle County Will Book No. 2, pp. 32-
34, microfilm, lNA; Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Walker, January 18 and 
January 25, 1790, Thomas Walker to Thomas Jefferson, January 19, 1790, 
Thomas Jeffersun to John Nicholas, January 20 and October 16, 1790, Boyd 
Papers, XVI, 112-116, 127-28, XVII, 600. 

49Handwritten Copy of Will of Carter Burwell 01 James City County,
Proved in Court October 26, 1750, UVA; Robert Car�er Nicholas to John 
Norton, October 15, 1773, John Norton & Sons, p. j)6; Handwritten Copy 
uf Will of Wilson Cary of Ceelys, Proved in Court February 25, 1773, 
Wilson Miles Cary Family manuscripts, microfilm, UVA. 



the settlement of the Ludwell estate. Shortly after Ludwell's death, 

quarrelsome William Lee, then living in London, married Ludwell's 

daughter Hanna and promptly demanded a quick division of the estate. 

Lee's numerous letters were so critical and so full of contradictory 

directions that the exasperated Treasurer wished to put an end to 

"this troublesome Business." His wish was not granted for he was 
50 

still involved with Lee as late as 17'78. 

Even more tangled were the complications surrounding the estate 

of his close friend and plantation partner, Edward Ambler. Ambler died 

of consumption at Nicholas' house in October 1768. His will stipulated 

that executors should be Nicholas, his wife Mary Cary Ambler (Nicholas' 

sister-in-law), his brother Jacquelin Ambler, John Blair, Jr., and 

Wilson Miles Cary. Once again Nicholas accepted chief responsibility 

for the estate. His former partnership with Ambler in the Westham 

plantation and interference from Ambler's wife led to unl'orseen troubles, 

and Nicholas spent the rest of his life trying unsuccessfully to 

straighten out the accounts of the estate. After his death, his three 

eldest sons inherited the problem and Wilson Cary Nicholas was still 

50shepperson, John Paradise and Lucy Ludwell, pp. 34-j4; William 
Lee to Philip Ludwell's Executors, March 14, 1709, Robert Carter Nicholas 
to [Richard Henry Lee?], January 5, 1770, Robert Carter Nicholas to 
William Lee, July 31, 1773, William Lee to Robert Carter Nici::10las, 
Richard Henry Lee, Richard Lee, and Francis Li6htfoot Lee, October J),

1778, Lee-Ludwell Papers, VHS; William Lee to Ruuert Carter Nicholas, 
September 11 and October 25, 1770, Stratford-Lee Papers, microfilm, UVA. 
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facing court battles over the estate as late as 1812.51

The Nicholases also shouldered their share of civic duties 

handed them by the General Assembly. Besides his roles as commissioner 

to settle militia accounts, John Nicholas was appointed one of the 

trustees of the newly created town surrounding Buckingham Court House 

in 1782. During the Revolution, he had served as a trustee for the 

erection of an iron furnace on the James River in Buckingham County 

and before that had been granted a public ferry across the Slate River 

on his Buckingham lands. Robert Nicholas was much more active, as one 

would expect, and accepted appointments to serve as trustee for such 

various enterprises as clearing the falls of the James River, esta

blishing a mental hospital in Williamsburg, creating a wine industry 

for the colony, constructing a causeway over Sandy Bay, and ordering 

a statue of his good friend, Norborne Berkeley, Baron de Botetourt, a 

late Governor of Virginia.52

When these activities were added to the professional and poli

tical lives of the Nicholas brothers, one wonders when they had time 

for their families. Yet the very number of these duties was in itself 

a lesson for the next generation. Membership in Virginia's elite 

51Lucille Griffith, "English Education for Virginia Youth: Some
Eighteenth Century Ambler Family Letters," VMHB, LXIX (January, 1961), 
9-11; Rind's Virginia Gazette, December 15, 17G8; also see folder
labeled Macon vs. Ambler and Nicholas, Box 1, WCN-1JVA.

)2Hening's Statutes, VII, 368-71, VIII, 148-jO, 364-81, XI, 29-30;
Purdie's Virginia Gazette, August 2, 1776; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia 
Gazette, July 25, lT(l; Rind's Virginia Gazette, August 12, 1773. 
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offered many advantages, but it also demanded the acceptance of many 

responsibilities -- personal, political, and social -- if a gentleman 

was to fulfill completely his privileged role. The constancy of this 

lesson must have made a powerful impression upon the many Nicholas 

youths, 

One of the most important tasks of a colonial Virginia father 

was to see that his children married well. Criteria for a good match 

included compatibility of the two prospective mates, but just as impor

tant were expected pecuniary benefits and union with a nan1e in good 

standing. Judging from this perspective, the three second-generation 

Nicholases were very fortunate. Although none of them lived long enoue;h 

to witness the marriages of all their children, they would have agreed 

that almost without exception their sons and daughters had not married 

beneath their stations, Continuing a two generation tradition, the 

Nicholas name was connected with some of the most prominent families 

of Virginia and Maryland. 

Of the numerous matches that occurred, the surviving documenta

tion gives more than a superficial glance into just one -- the courtship 

and marriac;e of Robert Carter Nicholas' eldest daut;hter, Sally. Born in 

1752, !,liss Nicholas was beginning to attract; the adr.-:iring attentions 

of several youthful Virginians by the time that she was sixteen. In 

the spring of 1768, the Virc;inia Gazette printed a rebus cleverly 

disguising the writer's heartfelt attachment to the young belle, out 
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the piece did not fool everyone as a poem in a following issue of 

the paper revealed, 

Ingenious youth, declare the truth, 
(Your rebus thus I'll prove) 

When SALLY NICHOLAS appears 
Can you forbear to love? 

If you can twine her heart with thine, 
As indices with letters, 

You may be blest; but do not jest, 
53For love sometimes has fetters. 

By the following spring, Sally Nicholas had found a very serious 

suitor, the eldest son of her father's old friend, John Norton of London. 

After a twenty-two year residence in Virginia as the junior partner of 

a London mercantile firm, John Norton had returned to England in 1764 

to assume chief direction of the company. Three years later, he sent 

his eldest son, John Hatley Norton, to the colony to direct the Virginia 

end of the business. Repulsed in his first Virginia affair in 1768, 

young Norton decided that he would never marry in Virginia and would 

return unencumbered to England when his father so directed. Then he 

was smitten with the charm of Sally Nicholas and by the spring of 1769 

was writing his father that he intended to marry the Treasurer's daughter.54

The Lady you are desirous of making your partner 
for Life is unexceptionable as well as her family, 
[wrute Norton], but alas! is that all that is to 
be considered? This Lady is full yuune; tu enter 

)3Rind's Virginia Gazette, April 14, 17G8. 

)4 John Norton to John Hatley Norton, July 28, 1769, John Norton &
Sons, pp. 98-100. 
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into the cares of Life, has been bred in a 
genteel way & has a right to expect to live 
so, can you say 'tis in your power to comply 
with this price of Justice towards her? •.•• 
her fortune may be as handsome as can well 
be expected for a young Lady who is the 
Daue;hter of a Gentleman that has many children 
to provide for & will do Justice to each of 
them & lives in a generous and hospitable 
manner, it may be full as much or perhaps more 
than you have a right to expect in Virginia, 
as you have not an equivalent to answer the 
same in a Virginia estate .••. 

Besides, Norton continued, if his son expected to match Miss Nicholas' 

wealth through his efforts in business, he would have to exhibit 

better sense than he had shown in his vacillating love affairs. Norton 

was more concerned that his son would be unable tu handle the finan-

cial responsibilities of such a match than that he was choosing the 

wrong wife or was marrying beneath his station. As his final argument 

against the match, Norton reminded his son of' the promise to return to 

England, a move which he thought would be unacceptable to Miss Nicholas. 

This return was necessary, he wrote, because his own health was failing, 

and the business would be ruined if' his son was not around to take over 

the firm's affairs should he suddenly die.)5 

The receipt of' this letter must have been a shock to young 

Norton because he had already sought and received Mr. Nicholas' consent 

to the marriage,and Tidewater Virginia society was anticipating the 

wedding ceremony with approval. �illiam Nelson wrote to the London 

merchant, "My Family & all your Friends are in Status quo, but I am 

55Ibid. 
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told that your J.H.N. wants to be in Status nova; I presume 'tis 

with your Approbation: at least if he is to settle on this side the 

Atlantic; he can hardly do better than he designs." In the absence 

of his father's approval, young Norton was torn between a deeply felt 

duty to his parents' wishes and his love for the Treasurer's daughter. 

Postponement of the match would be embarrassing. His indiscretion in 

prematurely soliciting Nicholas' consent and then having to nullify 

the arrangement could lead to bad blood between the two families. 

Commenting on the strained situation, one Virginia gossip wrote, "God 

grant it may end amicably." Through all the ups and downs of the 

harried courtship, however, the two fathers managed to maintain their 

old friendship without visible ill feelings.5° 

John Norton was led to believe that his cautions against 

marriage had obtained the desired effect. His son reported that his 

infatuation over Sally Nicholas had come to an end, and the father 

replied with the consoling message that perhaps it was all for the 

best. Relatives were now guessing that the son could easily win an 

English girl to his liking "with eight or ten thousand pounds fortune." 

But young Norton could not stay away from the Treasurer's fetching 

daughter despite his father's injunctions. He must have known that 

Sally Nicholas had caught the eye oi' such eligible young Virginia 

bachelors as Thomas Jefferson and her cousin John Page. Although 

)OWilliam Nelson to John Norton, September 4, 1769, John Norton & 
Sons, pp. 105-106; Martha Goosley to John Norton, Ibid., p. 108. 
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Norton tried to conceal his continued interest in Miss Nicholas, 

his affections could not be hidden from the eyes of Sally's sister 

Elizabeth. A correspondent informed the elder Norton in August 1771 

that through Elizabeth he had learned that the son's "love for Sally 

Nicholas is not much abated for they cannot bear the sight of each 

other without great Emotions."57

Meanwhile, John Hatley Norton's health was suffering in the 

Virginia climate. Though trips upcountry seemed to help ease his 

fevers and chills, they also prevented his return to England, Some 

friends felt that unless the young man quit the colony, he could not 

survive for more than two years. Still, young Norton refused to leave 

Virginia, and the Yorktown busybody, Martha Goosley, accurately put 

her finger on the cause when she wrote, "I wish Miss [Nicholas) was 

married (and] am of opinion that would determine his return." How

ever, Mrs, Goosley's reputation as a professional gossip must have 

suffered when she added, "I with truth assure you they have not spoke 

.. 58to each other these two years. 

By the late autumn of 1771, young Norton had made it clear to 

his Virginia acquaintances that he did not intend to return to London 

'.::>7John Norton to John Hatley Nortun, April 21, 1'770, John Norton &
Sons, pp, 129-131; Thomas Jefferson to John Pac;e, February 21, 1770, 
Boyd Papers, I, 35-36; William Reynolds to Juhn Norton, August 19, 1771, 
John Norton & Sons, p. 176. 

58 
William Reynolds to George Norton, September 9, 1771, Martha 

Goosley to John Norton, October 18, 1771, William Nelson to John Norton, 
May 17, 1771, Ibid., pp. 158-59, 186, 200-201. 
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any time soon and that Sally Nicholas was the cause, Once again he 

informed his father of his intentions to marry the now twenty-year

old girl, and this time his father, bowing to the inevitable, gave 

the match his full blessing. "I entertain the pleasing hopes that 

you will be a little more steady when you have entered the Matrimonial 

State," he added. Chiding his son for failing in his promise to 

return to England and for not being candid about his intentions to 

marry Miss Nicholas all along, Norton asked "Why should ye not plainly 

say your Affections were unalterably fixed on the young Lady & that 

yo. had promised her Marryage?" Such lack of candor was as unfair to 

the prospective bride as to the family of the groom. But, as long as 

his son made it clear to Miss Nicholas that the couple could not remain 

permanently in Virginia, he gladly gave his "free Consent." 

Far be it from me My Dear son to bias you in a 
matter of the greatest concern to your future 
happyness, it never was nor never shall be my 
intension. If the young Lady & her Parents 
approve of a Union between our Familys, & you 
think you can live happy & content with the 
small provision I am able to make for you 
agreeable to my former promise of 11+ Oct. 1769 
& the Ladys Friends consent she shall return 
to England with you in a reasonable time I am 
perfectly satisfied & shall have egually the 
same regard for her as if she was my own 
Daughter. 59 

News of' the wedding in January 1772 generated numerous letters 

of congratulations to all parties concerned. Geor�e Flowerdewe Norton 

wrote his older brother that the marriage to "a Young Lady who by all 

59William Reynolds to John Norton, November 2b, 1771, John Norton 
to John Hatley Norton, January 29 and March 10, 1772, Ibid., pp, 2o8, 
215-16, 22),
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Accounts is above the commonality of her Sex, & scarcely to be 

paralell'd" had brought joy to the entire family. Compliments about 

the new Mrs. Norton were abundant. One family friend considered her 

"one of the most accomplished ladies in Virginia," while another 

lauded her "good Sense & good Nature." An English relative heartily 

approved the match for several reasons. "I have heard a great Char

acter of your Lady as also of her being the Treasurers Daughter," wrote 

Michael Turner. "I make no doubt but she will make you happy and that 

the alliance will be beneficial to you in Business." Robert Carter 

Nicholas, undoubtedly relieved that the fluctuating courtship had 

finally terminated in a marriage he had approved as early as 1769, 

wrote to his old friend John Norton, "Your J.H.N. is here with us 

extremely well; I make no Doubt but you will have heard of his Marriage, 

& shall leave it to him to give you an Acct. of his Situation. I can 

only say that I shall consider his Happiness as intimately connected 

,,60 
own. with my 

The marriage seems to have had the effects that John Norton 

desired. His son indicated in his letters a new steadiness and sense 

of responsibility that he had not consistently exhibited in the past, 

and the London family was delighted at the restored harmony between 

father and son, In October 1773, Sally Nicholas Norton gave birth to 

60George F. Norton to John Hatley Norton, March 3U, 1772, William
Reynolds to George F. Norton, May 23, 1772, William Nelson to John 
Norton, August 11, 1772, Michael Turner to John Hatley Norton, September 
29, 1T(2, Robert Carter Nicholas to John Norton, April 7, 1772, Ibid., 
pp. 228, 231, 238, 268, 277. 

---
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a girl whom the couple promptly named after young Norton's mother in 

London. Despite these pleasing tributes to parental authority and 

affection, John Norton was never to see his son again. The old mer-

61 
chant died in 177{, and his son never returned to England. 

Although the extended courtship and eventual marriage of Sally 

Nicholas and John Hatley Norton was outside the usual pattern of 

Virginia matches, it revealed some interesting characteristics which 

were fairly typical. It was the task of the groom to seek the consent 

not only of his prospective bride, but also of both sets of parents. 

In their evaluations of the match, parents were just as concerned about 

economic and social compatibility as they were about personal harmony. 

Parental disapproval bore serious consequences and could halt a proposed 

match. But if the young couple were determined to marry, parents could 

do little more than stop any pecuniary accompaniments to the union. 

As in this case, if the prospective mates were personally unobjectionable, 

the parents could be won over without any such loss il' it was obvious 

that the couple's affections were "too deeply rooted ever to be 

.. 02 
eradicated. 

Virginians were renowned for their hospitality, and the Nicholases 

61
c;eorge F. Norton to John Hatley Norton, AugJst 4, 1773, Robert 

Carter Nicholas to John Norton, Octooer lj, 1'{'73, foid., pp. j4o, 35b, 399. 

62William Reynolds to George F. Norton, September Si, 1771, Ibid.,
p. 186.
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proved to be no exception. During the Revolution, Auguste Wilhelm du 

Roi, a German officer captured at Saratoga and marched to Virginia as 

a prisoner, considered himself very fortW1ate to be offered a room in 

John Nicholas' Charlottesville home. Du Roi reported that Nicholas 

was so glad to have his company that the clerk wanted to char�e the 

officer no money but finally set a token swn at Du Roi's insistence. 

The young officer found the clerk to be very gregarious. "our host 

is a man uf rank and has so much company that it is often a bore to 

me. Many a time I wished to be alone, but had this privilege only a 

few times during my stay with him. We live very high and nu stranger 

leaves the house without having dined with us. If he cares to stay 

overnight, he is welcome. I have made the acquaintance of almost 

everybody of rank around here and received so many invitations that I 

,,b3 
could go visiting all summer and not have any expenses whatever. 

John Nicholas' brother in Williamsburg proved to be just as good 

a host. The diaries of George Washington show that the Fairfax County 

planter spent many an evening in Williamsburg dining or visiting with 

the Treasurer and his family. At least one member of the Nicholas 

family was able to return these visits. Sally Nicholas frequently 

visited her aunt, Sally Cary Fairfax, in 1768, and often journeyed the 

64short distance f'rum the Fairfax home to visit the squire oi' Mount Vernon. 

63 
Journal of Du Roi The Elder, pp. 153-54. 

64
The Diaries of Geor:re Washington, 1778-1'(99, ed. by John C. 

:Fitzpatrick 4 vols.; Boston, 19 25, I, 252, 2'{2, 284, 352, 354, 379, 
383, II, 26, 40, )6, 57, lo4, 132, 152, 159. 
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Since most Virginians were fond of company, there was an 

obligation to play the role of the visitor as well as the role of 

the host. Frequent and long family visits such as Sally Nicholas' 

stays with the Fairi'axes were especially popular. Durin6 the spring 

of 1763, for example, the Treasurer's family made a round of visits to 

their Cary relatives in the Tidewater. "Mr. Nicholas with all his 

Family removed to Rich Neck & from [there] down here," reported Wilson ,./ 

Cary, "during w'ch time the Family from Rich Neck stay'd here a week 

,,6)w'ch filled every room & bed here. 

Occasionally trips were made for reasons of health. One General 

Court session left Robert Carter Nicholas so exhausted that he decided 

upon "a Trip up the Country" to recover his spirits. Journeys to the 

interior were a general prescription for Virginians suffering f'ran ill 

health. According to who made the recommendation for such a trip, 

health would be restored by the more salubrious air, a change of 

habitat, medicinal waters, or the actual physical effort of the jour

ney itself. When Nicholas' son-in-law, John Hatley Norton, attributed 

the restoration of his health to such a journey, one of his friends 

assigned all these reasons as responsible. "It is with pleasure I 

read ... that you have recovered Your Health, which You impute to a long 

Journey, and the Use of Medicinall Waters. Health is worth purchasing 

at any Rate, but when obtained by a Journey, & the Use ol' .Medicinall 

Waters, mutch more agreable, then, by a Load of Physick, & like to be 

65Wilson Cary to Elizabeth Fairfax, May 24, l7b3, Wilson Miles Cary
Family Manuscripts, microfilm, UVA. 
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more durable. I make no doubt but the length of the Journey, the 

Exercise, and the Continual change of Air in such a Journey, were as 

.. 66beneficial as the Waters. 

Just how often the second-generation Nicholases felt the need 

of health-rejuvenating trips is unknown. All three brothers had exper

ienced health problems of various types, but probably to no greater 

extent than most Virginians of the age. Robert Nicholas was forced 

to give up the heavy demands of his law practice partially to preserve 

his health, and John Nicholas suffered severely from gout as an old 

man. Of the three, only the eldest brother John lived to the ripe age 

of seventy. George died in his middle forties while Robert lived to 

the age of fi1'ty-one.b7

When they paused for moments of reflection on the achievements 

of their lives, all three of the brothers must have felt a sense of 

satisfaction. Their years as orphans had not hindered personal success 

in any professional, political, social, or pecuniary sense. Although it 

was not accurate to say that they had risen from humble circumstances, 

ob 
Robert Carter Nicholas to Landon Carter, May(;, 1761.,, Sabine 

Hall Papers, UVA; Michael Turner to John Hatley Horton, February 13, 
1773, John Norton & Sons, p. 3U4. 

67 
Douglas Southall Freeman, George Washine;tun ( 7 vols.; New York, 

1948-lS,l'.Jb), III, 224-26; Dr. George Gilmer to Col. William Cabell, 
June j, 1790, Cabell Family Papers, W&M; Virginia Gazette and General 
Advertiser, November 11, 1795; Dixon and Nicolson's Virginia Gazette, 
September 3, 1780; Purdie and Dixon's Virginia Gazette, March 14, 1771. 



they took pride in their version of what would come to be known as the 

American success story. When Robert Carter Nicholas' brother-in-law, 

Bryan Fairfax, expressed fears that Nicholas would cease corresponding 

due to a "Superiority of [Circ] umstances," Nicholas assured him that 

such would not be the case and then added a revealing explanation of 

his success, 

I had a much smaller Beginning than [You) and if 
by a good Deal of Industry & a vast Deal of Fru
gality I have [achieved a] comfortable Living were 
I inclined to boast, I could only consort myself 
[with) the Thoughts that I am, after o Number of 
Years (finally possess 'd?] of what [I) was born 
to. Besides, was there really the Disparity 
between us, which [You] hint at, I should be far, 
very far from valuing myself upon it, as I [have 
ever enI tertain'd a sovereign Contempt for any 
man who seem'd to over [value] himself on Account 
of what I call the Accidents of Fortune. Yo [u 
see] at present perhaps, at your first setting 
out in Life, some of the Difficulties [one must] 
encounter, which I have been obliged to rush thro' 
before you; but believe [mej Industry & Applica
tion will make them all vanish.b8 

No life of aristocratic ease here! In this Virginia version of the self

made-man story, virtues such as hard work and frugal living counted just 

as much for success among the colony's rural elite as they did for Ragged 

Dick of New York City a hundred years later. The truth, of course, is 

that the Nicholases began their rise with tremendous advantages: strong 

family connections, a good education, practical professional training, 

and an inheritance that immediately classified them as gentlemen. Yet 

68Robert Carter Nicholas to Bryan Fairfax, February 13, 1763,
V.C.R.P., microfilm, UVA (original in Fairfax of Cameron Manuscripts,
Gays House, Holyport, Berkshire, England).
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Robert Carter Nicholas had a good point. The virtues he promoted were 

important to a Virginia planter who wished to increase or maintain his 

estate, and they were certainly necessary for accomplishments such as 

Nicholas achieved. 

The three brothers could be well satisfied with the legacies 

bequeathed their children. In addition to comfortable wealth, the 

children also inherited a family name of good standing in Virginia 

society. Perhaps just as important a legacy was the strong web of 

family c0nnections within the Old Dominion's elite which could prove 

to be a great advantage if the next generation of Nicholases exploited 

them as ably as their fathers had done. 





CHAPTER VI 

THE REVOLUTION AND A NEW GENERATION 

The years covering the events of the American Revolution were 

decisive ones for the various branches o.t' the Nicholas family because 

they dramatically marked the emergence of a new generation of Nicholas 

leaders. Of the three sons of Dr. George Nicholas of Williamsburg, 

only John Nicholas, Sr., of Seven Islands was still alive to applaud 

the staggering American victory of Yorktown in October 1781. But 

Virginia did not lose the public services of the Nicholas family. The 

dispute with Great Britain provided a timely opportunity for the eldest 

sons to prove their mettle, and the young men lost no time in showing 

that they were prepared to inherit their fathers' positions among 

Virginia's governing elite. 

Events in Williamsburg allowed George Nicholas, eldest son of 

rl "-"C 
Robert Carter Nicholas, to .gain,.the Jump on his cousins. After the 

establishment of the Continental Association of 1774-7j to boycott 

trade with Great Britain, many Virginia counties created independent 

companies of soldiers to "protect" the local committees responsible for 

enforcing the provisions of the Association. Some of the young men of 

the colonial capital, including students at the College o.t' William and 

Mary, organized into one or more companies under the leadership of 
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James Innes, the "gentleman-usher" of the college's grammar school, 

and chances are good that George Nicholas was among them. But the 

event which stirred these volunteers to use their forces for more 

than merely upholding the boycott was the removal of the gunpowder 

from the public magazine by sailors acting upon Governor Dunmore's 

orders in the pre-dawn hours of April 20, 17"(5. The outraged citizens 

of Williamsburg gathered in arms at the Common Hall to decide upon a 

course of' action but were dissuaded from confrontation with the Gover

nor by Robert Carter Nicholas and Peyton Randolph. The Treasurer's 

son was obviously of a different temperament because the Governor 

reserved especial condemnation for George Nicholas and James Innes 

in a tirade over the actions of the Williamsburg citizens. Dunmore 

threatened that if anyone fired a shot at the men who had removed the 

gunpowder, he would declare the slaves free, reduce Williamsburg to 

ashes, and depopulate the entire colony. He added that "if Innes & 

George Nicholas continue to go at large what he had say'd wou'd from 

some misconduct of theirs be certainly carry'd into execution." The 

two impetuous young friends probably reveled in their new notoriety, 

and they could only have laughed at Dunmore's threats to level the 
1 

entire colony. 

1Jane Carson, James Innes and His Brothers of' the F.H.C. (Char
lottesville, 1Sib5), pp. 77-79; Harry Ammon, James Monroe: The Quest 
For National Identity (New York, l:;71), pp. 5-6; !fays, Edmund Pendleton, 
I, 304-05; "Deposition of Dr. William Pasteur in Regard to the Removal 
of Powder from the Williamsburg Magazine," VMHB, XIII (July, 1905), 48-
50; Governor Dunmore to the Lords of Trade�lantation, May 1, 1775, 
Public Record Office, co5/1353, photostat copy, CWI. 
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Meanwhile, other angry Virginians had not been idle. Companies 

of men from the Northern Neck and the northern Piedmont had poured 

toward Fredericksburg from whence they planned to march upon the capital. 

Persuaded to abandon the effort by leaders such as Pendleton, Washington, 

Peyton Randolph, and Richard Henry Lee, the troops dispersed for their 

homes only hours before news reached Virginia of the "shot heard round 

the world" at Lexington in Massachusetts. Reacting with speedy energy, 

Patrick Henry urged his volunteers to resume the march toward Williams

burg. Offering to pay £ 330 to replace the purloined powder, Richard 

Corbin, the colony's Receiver-General ended the apparent reason for 

Henry's short march. Along with others, Henry then offered the services 

of his volunteers to protect the treasury from retaliation, but Nicholas, 

who was not one of the orator's admirers, curtly refused the aid as 

2 
unnecessary. 

Dunmore's raid on the public powder magazine was partially 

motivated by Patrick Henry's successful resolution at the meeting of 

the Virginia Convention in March to place the colony in "a posture of 

defense" by raising two regiments of militia. Henry's resolution, 

which ignored the fact that many Virginia counties had been arming 

independent companies for some time, did not result immediately in the 

raising of additional troops. Instead, a co�JTiittee was appointed to 

2
Mays, Edmund I'endleton, II, 13-lb; Dixon and Hunter's Virginia 

Gazette, May 13, 1775; Robert Carter Nicholas to Burwell Bassett, 
May 8, 1775, Bassett Family Papers, LC. 
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decide upon measures necessary to carry the resolution into effect, 

and formal organization was delayed until September. During the 

interim, the citizens of Williamsburg, fearing an attack from Dunmore 

who had retired to the security of British ships, requested protec

tion from the independent companies of the surroundinb counties, and 

Williamsburg took on the appearance of an armed camp as the volunteers 

began to gather. Some of the more youthful soldiers, led by George 

Nicholas and a few other officers, carried out an unopposed daylight 

raid on the unoccupied Governor's Palace to obtain the few muskets 

stored there. Searching for something else to do, the volunteer offi

cers, including the Treasurer's son and his first cousin, John Nicholas 

of Dinwiddie, wrote threatening letters to wavering patriots in Norfolk 

and suspect officials in the Virginia government.3

In the midst of this confusion, the third Virginia Convention 

finally got around to acting on Henry's March resoJution. The dele

gates voted to raise two regiments of regular troops to be commanded 

by Patrick Henry and William Woodford. Supplementing the regulars 

would be a force of approximately 8,000 volunteer "minute men" raised 

from the sixteen multi-county districts into which Virginia had been 

divided. District committees, charged with the responsibility of 

nominating officers and raising troops for both the regular and volunteer 

jMays, Edmund Pendleton, II, ) , 11, jl; "Trie Papers of George 
Gilmer," Collections of the Vir inia Historical Societ (New Series), 
VI, (18 , S!l-S!6. Lord Dunmore to the Earl of Dartmouth, July 12, 
1775, Public Record Office, CO:;i/13)3, photostat copy, CWI. Dunmore 's 
letter angrily accused Robert Carter Nicholas and Peyton Randolph of 
directing both violent and non-violent acts against the authority of 
the Crown. 
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forces, met early in September so that their actions could be approved 

by Edmund Pendleton's Committee of Safety, which was to meet in Han

over Town later in the month. Robert Carter Nicholas and his brother 

John chaired the meetings in their respective districts, and their 

eldest sons were nominated for captain's cummissions. George Nicholas 

was tapped to form a company of Elizabeth City regulars while his cousin, 

John Nicholas, Jr., was charged with raising a company of "minute men" 

from the counties bordering Albemarle to the south and west. The nomi

nation of the 'Treasurer's son was approved by the Committee of Safety, 

and he was assigned to Col. William Woodford's 2nd Virginia Regiment. 

As the sons of important gentlemen, the new young officers were probably 

not surprised by their military commissions. It was a gentleman's role 

4 
to be an officer whether he had prior military experience or not. 

It was not long before George Nicholas saw action. From his 

base near Portsmouth, Dunmore had been using his small fleet of British 

warships to pillage plantations along the Tidewater rivers. When Dun

more threatened to burn the town of Hampton, a company of regulars from 

the 2nd Regiment under the command of Captain George Nicholas was 

4Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 32, 34, 38, 357-)8; Dixon and Hunter's
Virginia Gazette, September 16 and October 7, 17'7'::i; Purdie's Virginia 
Gazette, September 22 and October 6, 177)· In a letter to Anne Cary 
Nicholas of September lt, Sally Cary Fairfax wrote that she was distressed 
by Mrs. Nicholas' report that three of the Nicholas sons were bearing 
arms. Either there was a misunderstanding between tl1e correspondents or 
the Virginia militia accepted very youn� soldiers. George Nicholas was 
twenty-one, Wilson Cary Nicholas was fourteen, and John Nicholas only 
eleven. Sally Cary Fairfax to ( Ann Cary Nicholas J, September 4, 177'J, 
Fublic Records Office, co5/4o, microfilm, V.C.R.P. 
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dispatched to the area to join Captain George Lyne's militia company 

from King and Queen County already guarding the town. A portion of 

the Governor's fleet attacked Hampton during the last week or October, 

but the two inexperienced Virginia companies repelled the threat without 

the loss of a man. One of the Governor's vessels ran aground, and the 

Virginians managed to take seven prisoners whom they consigned to the 

Williamsburg jail. Delighted with the little victory, local patriots 

heaped praise on the two young heroes. A distant kinsman of Captain 

Nicholas, Archibald Cary, wrote, "our Young Treasurer Aided by Capt. 

Lyn behaved Like Heroes of Old," adding a hope that "this Brush at 

Hampton, will Spur the People up a little" and increase recruitment. 

A common soldier encamped in Williamsburg reported that the episode 

had brought the ol'ficers "Great honour," and letters to the Williams

burg papers added their praise. Even the Philadelphia newspapers re

ported the results of the skirmish. The two young officers must have 

been very flattered indeed.5

The encounter at Hampton in no way diminished Dunmore's raids, 

and Nicholas brushed several times with the Governor's ships after he 

and his company had returned to the capital. During a scouting trip 

5carson, James Innes and His Brothers of the F.H.C., p. 79;
Pinckney's Virginia Gazette, October 20, 1715; Dixon and Hunter's Virginia 
Gazette, October 7, 177]; Archibald Cary to Thomas Jefferson, October 31, 
177'.5, Boyd Papers, I, 249-5CJ; William B. Wallace to [Michael Wallace], 
received November 12, 1775, Wallace Family Papers, UVA, John Norton to 
George William Fairfax, January 6, 1776, Fairfax or Cameron Manuscripts, 
Gays House, Holyport, Berkshire, England, microfilm, V.C.R.P., CWI; 
John Page to Thomas Jefferson, November 11, 17'75, Boyd Papers, I, 256-5SI• 
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along the James, he ran into "a small party of the Enemy who saluted 

him with some Swivel Balls and Caused him to retreat with a Quick 

step at which time he heard a man on Board one of the Vessels say 

see how the Damned Rebels run." Despite the taunting remari-'., Nicholas' 

reputation for bravery was secure, and an expedition to Norfolk was 

getting underway that would add more laurels to his record.
6

Determined to taKe action to put a halt to Dunmore's plundering, 

the Committee of Safety ordered Col. William Woodford to march his 2nd 

Regiment of regulars and at least eight militia companies to Norfolk. 

When the force began its trek toward Norfolk in the early days of 

November, Captain George Nicholas was among the officers who aimed to 

drive the marauding Governor out of Virginia by capturing the land 

base necessary for his supplies. After the first elements of Woodford's 

units reached the vicinity of Norfolk, the two opposing sides entered 

a two-week standoff which was punctuated only by brief skirmishes. 

Once again, Nicholas earned plaudits in the Williamsburg papers for 

his bravery under fire. On the morning of December 8, Dunmore's troops 

attacked the Virginia forces at the Great Bridge twelve miles outside 

Norfolk only to be driven back with heavy casulties after withstanding 

the rebels' withering fire for half an hour. Although Nicholas' pre

cise role in this battle is not known, his connection with the action 

bWilliam B. Wallace to [Michael Wallace], received November 12, 
1775, Wallace Family Papers, UVA. 
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which had forced Dunmore out of Norfolk added to his reputation as 

a dashing fighter.
7 

Throughout March of 1776 Nicholas appears to have remained 

a captain of the 2nd Regiment, a unit which had earned a reputation 

for lacl'i. of discipline. The Reverend David Griffith wrote that it 

was "the worst disciplined Regiment in the line, (though they boast 

of being Veteran,) and the Officers and Men the most profane and 

disorderly of any I ever met with." Whether Nicholas was included 

in this general condemnation is unknown, but he was having some 

troubles. In June he demanded a court of inquiry to examine a report 

issued by a junior officer who criticized his conduct. The court 

found no foundation for the charges and ordered the offender "to make 

this acknowledgment to Capt. Nicholas in a publicK manner, and to be 

on his guard for the future, that no Officers Character be wounded by 

his ill meant and unguarded expressions." Although his conduct may 

sometimes have been undisciplined and rash, Nicholas did assume a 

personal responsibility for equipping the men of his company. Rather 

than have his men go without proper clothing until the Virginia govern

ment could provide it, he spent £ :,4 of his own money to procure seventy

two hunting shirts and had to wait for reimbursement until near the 

7 Purdie' s Virginia Gazette, December 8, l'('('j. Chapter 4, Volume
II, of May's Edmund Pendleton contains an excellent accuunt of the 
action at Great Bridge. 
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end of July.a 

As the summer of 1776 waned, General Washington and Congress 

called for the states to provide additional troops for the continental 

army, and Virginia responded by authorizing the creation of six regi

ments for continental service in October, Among the officers who 

received their commissions in the new units on November 13 were George 

Nicholas and his comrade from the encounters with Dunmore, George Lyne, 

both of whom were promoted to the rank of major. However, the snail's 

pace that seemed to govern organization of new military units through

out the war prevailed in this instance as well, and the first of the 

new regiments, listed as the 10th Virginia Regiment, was not officially 

organized until the following February. When the officers had completed 

their recruiting, the regiment was sent north to join Washington's army 

in a brigade commanded by General George Weedon, a former tavern-keeper 

from Fredericksburg.9

The new regiment, commanded by Col, Edward Stephens (or Stevens), 

probably reached the army's camp at Morristown, New Jersey, early in 

8Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 117; The Orderly Book of the Virginia
Infantr - Gth Re'•iment l' tJ-1 8 under the Cormna!ld of General Andrew 
Lewis, ed. by Charles Campbell Richmond, li3tJO , pp. )-l, ll3; Journal of 
the Council of State of Virginia, ed. by H.lL Mcilwaine, Wilmer L. Hall, 
and GeorGe H. Reese (4 vols. to date; Richmond, 1�31- ), I, BG; 
"Journal of the Committee of Safety of Virginia," Calendar of Vir(,;iinia 
State Pacers, VIII, 138. 

9Dixon and Hunter's Virginia Gazette, November lJ, 177b; C.A. Flagg 
and W.O. Waters, "Virginia's Soldiers in the Revolution," VMHB, XX (July, 
1912), 273-74; Francis Bernard Heitman, Historical Regist�r the Offi
cers of the Continental Army (Washington, 1893), pp. 53, 309; Purdie's 
Virginia Gazette, February 111, 1777; Journal of the Council of State of 
Virginia, I, 325, 339-40. Soldiers in the regiment were recruited from 
Augusta, Amherst, Fauquier, Fairfax, Culpeper, Orange, Spotsylvania, Cum
berland, Caroline, Stafford, and King George Counties. Douglas Southall 
Freeman, George Washington, A Biography (7 vols.; 1948-1954), IV, 189-5:JO. 
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the spring. Throughout the summer, the army was engaged only in what 

must have seemed constant maneuvering and occasional skirmishes. But 

then Howe shifted his British troops from New York to threaten Philadel

phia, and Washington attempted to stop the British advance at Brandy

wine Creek on September 11. Weedon's brigade played a worthy role in 

the clash, but Washington's army barely escaped complete disaster, and 

Howe entered Philadelphia on September 26. The Virginia regiments in 

the brigade also fought at Germantown on October 4, but exactly.where 

Nicholas was in this unsuccessful attack against the British is unknown. 

Sometime during late September or early October, he was promoted to 

the rank of lieutenant-colonel and transferred to the 11th Virginia 

Regiment. When Washington led his army into Valley Forge a week 

before Christmas, 1777, George Nicholas was not among the Virginia 

officers. He had resigned his commission on November 27 to return 

to Virginia and the beginnings of a very promising legal career. 

Although his major involvement with the war was over, Nicholas rejoined 

Virginia forces when his native state was threatened. During the York

town campaign, he served as aide-de-camp to his kinsman, Governor Thomas 

Nelson, who was in command of the Virginia militia as the trap be8an 

to close on Cornwallis.10

Nicholas' efforts in the war brought him several benefits. 

1
°Freeman, George Washington, IV, 404-405, 4::/.J, 4ti3, 482-8L,;

Flagg and Waters, "Virginia's Soldiers in the Revolution," pp. 273-
74; Heitman, Historical Register, pp. 53, 309,
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His conspicuous role in the early days of the Revolution and his 

two years' service added luster to a family name already well respected 

in Virginia. His travels with Virginia regiments through Maryland, 

New Jersey, and Pennsylvania allowed him to see more of' the American 

continent than either his father or grandfather had seen, but with 

one exception he did not later exploit his non-Virginia contacts. The 

one exception proved tu be of great importance to his personal, poli

tical, and business life. At a Baltimore ball given for Virginia 

officers in 1777, he met Mary Smith, daughter of' a wealthy Baltimore 

merchant and sister of Colonel Samuel Smith. The next year he married 

the Maryland belle and thus became the first member of the Nicholas 

family to choose a marriage partner with strong family connections 

11 
outside the Old Dominion. 

The military career of John Nicholas, Jr., of Buckingham is 

a bit more difficult to follow because the records indicate that at 

least three John Nicholases served in Virginia's forces and because in 

his later years the Buckingham soldier lied about the extent of his 

service in order to win a larger pension from the state government. 

When the Committee of Safety first directed Virginia districts 

11 Official 1£tters of the Governors of the State of Virginia, ed. 
by H.R. Mcllwaine (3 vols.; Richmond, 192u-lS29), III, 40

1 
1411; Manu

script rn)tes of Hugh Blair Grigsby, VHS. He may also ha°'·c been the 
George Nicholas who served as a first lieutenant in a troop of 100 
cavalry from Hanover County raised by Thomas Nelson in 1778. The unit 
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to raise companies of minute men in the early fall of 177'J, the Buck

ingham district corrunittee chaired by John Nicholas, Sr., nominated 

the clerk's eldest son for a captain's commission. Whether young 

Nicholas actually formed his company then is uncertain, but by late 

1776 he had received a captain's commission f'or raising a company of 

troops designated to serve in one of the six additional regiments 

assigned by Virginia to the continental army. Upon reaching Williams

burg, Nicholas' company and four other companies were sent instead 

to serve in Colonel George Gibson's 1st Virginia State Regiment. Soon 

after the regiment joined Washington's army, the young captain received 

the honor of serving briefly in the Commander-in-Chief's Guard. First 

formed in March 177b, the unit accompanied Washington wherever he 

went, and it was considered quite a distinction tu be assigned to the 

unit. The guards were required to be between 5 'S" and 'j 'lCJ'' tall, be 

well drilled, and handsomely built. Because assignments were usually 

rotated among various state regiments, terms of service for junior 

officers were short. Nicholas was fortunate in joining Washington's 

army when he did because the General was then picking his guards from 

Virginia regiments, and the officer from Buckingham was tapped to join 

proceeded to P11lladelphia but were told they were not needed, and the 
unit disbanded in August. However, not many Virui:iians would volun
tarily serve at a lower ran;,; than what they rw.d beeu accustumed to, 
and the George Nicholas may have been frorr: either the Dinwiddie or 
Buckingham brGnches of' the fardly. J.T. ll.cflllister, Virc;inia Eilitia 
In the Hevulutiunary �ar (Hot S�rings, Virginia, 1;13), p. 2jl; 
"Revolutionary Services of Robert Bolling of Petersburg, Virginia," 
VJajIB, XII, (October, 19oJ+), 154-56, 
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the unit from May 1 to June 1, 1777, with the rank of first lieu-

12tenant. 

Later in his life, Nicholas specifically mentioned his role 

in only two battles while with the 1st Virginia State Regiment -- Edge 

Hill, Pennsylvania, on December 7, 177'7, and Barren Hill, Pennsylvania, 

on May 20, 1778. One source claims that during part of this period, 

Nicholas served as an aide on the staff of Major General Marquis de 

Lafayette. The assertion may be true because no Virginia regiments 

were attached to Lafayette's command at the engagement of Barren Hill, 

and Nicholas could not have participated unless he was attached to such 

a staff, He definitely was with the troops who suffered the terrible 

winter of 1777-1778 at Valley Forge, and since he did not resign his 

commission until September 30, 1778, he probably was around for the 
13 

battle at Monmouth in June. 

12 . . Nicholas, Statement and Substance of a Memorial; Freeman, 
George Washington, IV, 404-405, 412; Carlos E. Godfrey, The Commander
In-Chief's Guard, Revolutionary War (Washington, 19ol+), pp. 19, 105, 
220; Journal of the Council of State of Virginia, I, 437, 

l3Nichulas, Statement and Substance of a l/,emorial; Freeman,
Georc;e Washington, V, 8-9; Curtis Carroll Davis, ''The Curious Colonel 
Langborn: Wanderer and Enigma from the Revolutionary Period," V!.AJIB, 
LXIV (October, 195l>), 406; Louis Gottscbalis, Lafayette Joins �Amer
ican Army (Chicago, 1937), pp. 184-�3; John H. Gwathmey, Historical 
Reuister of Vircrinians in the Revolution: Soldiers Sailors Marines 
177'.>-1783 Richmond, 19313, p. buSJ; Dixon and Hun:er's Virginia Gazette, 
July JU, 1'[78; Godfrey, The Comrnander-In-C:nief''s Guard, p, 220. The 
1st Virginia State Regiment was assigned to Genen:iJ Peter Muhlenberg' s 
brigade which was attached to Lafayette's command e.t the be1::;inning of 
ins. 
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Apparently returning to Virginia in 1778, Nicholas took a 

respite from his war services until the spring of 1780 when his state 

was called upon to send desperately needed troops to South Carolina 

to help stave off the British assault on Charleston. An Assembly Act 

of May 1780 authorized the raising of 2,500 militiamen to be sent to 

the relief of the sister state. Early in June John Nicholas received 

his commission as a lieutenant colonel in the force. Before the militia 

could even be organized, Charleston fell on May 12, and the militia 

was directed to join the forces of General Horatio Gates. Nicholas 

was probably with Gates' army when it was smashed by Cornwallis at 

Camden, South Carolina, on August 16. Although he may have personally 

performed well in the action, most of the Virginia militia behaved 

miserably, which simply reinforced the disgust that most regular army 

14 
veterans held toward these temporary troops. 

Gates' defeat at Camden opened North Carolina and Virginia to 

invasion from the south as well as by sea, and in late October a small 

British squadron arrived to occupy Portsmouth for about a month. Though 

this short-lived incursion proved to be insignificant, some of the 

militia forces in the south returned to Virginia. When an invasion 

materialized on the last day of 1780, it came frum the north in the 

form of Benedict Arnold and 1600 British troops from New York. On 

January 2 Governor Thomas Jefferson called out part of the state's 

militia to meet the threat, and John Nicholas hurrjed toward the capital 

14Boyd Papers, IV, 643; Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, pp. 321-
26; Nicholas, Statement and Substance of a Memorial. 
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from Albemarle. Arnold's forces entered Richmond on January 5 vir

tually unopposed, and a detachment proceeded to Westham to destroy 

the foundary there. By this time Nicholas had reached the area with 

a small force of militia, As the British detachment returned to Rich

mond, Nicholas attacked its pic�ets at a place called Scuffletown and 

drove them back to the main force. Because the pickets made the deepest 

penetration of Arnold's troops into Richmond, some patriotic organi

zation eventually graced the spot with a stone marker commemorating 

Nicholas' little attack. In 1924, after the passing years had eroded 

the inscription, the marker was replaced by the Sons of the Revolution 

of the State of Virginia at the northeast corner of Grove Avenue and 

Mulberry Street in Richmond, where it still stands.
15

As Arnold's forces retired from Richmond, Nicholas' increasing 

force of militia followed them step by step without ever actually 

engaging the British in battle. Nicholas assumed the task of keeping 

Jefferson up to date on all British movements, but he never received 

command of all regular and militia forces in the area as he desired 

and as he later claimed. Aside from the skittish firing of some of 

his sentinels into the night air, Nicholas' militia unit appears to 

have made no cuntact with Arnold's forces after the brush at Scuffle-

town, and the much loathed traitor returned to Fortsmouth for several 

l:; 
!-'.alone, Jel'f'erson the Vir,:irlian, pp. 331-33, 337-39; John Q. 

Adams, "Arnold's Picket Line, Sons of the Revolution in :_;tate of 
Vir5inia Quarterly Magazine, III (July, 1924), 15-23; Tyler's Quarterly 
Historical and Genealogical Magazine, IV (October, lS,;22), 152. 



-215-

weeks. By January 17 Brigadier General Thomas Nelson, who was shortly 

to succeed Jefferson as Governor of Virginia, had assembled the various 

militia companies in Williamsburg, and Col. Nicholas claimed command 

of 439 men, although nineteen of them had already deserted. Existing 

records do not reveal whether Nicholas remained active in the militia 

forces during the months that ended with the surrender of Cornwallis 

at Yorktown in October; however, chances are good that he served until 

the end of active military operations in Virginia.lb

It is clear that John Nicholas of Dinwiddie (eldest son of 

George Nicholas) served during the revolutionary struggle, but due to 

the confusion in the records, it is difficult to trace his steps as 

precisely as those of his two first cousins. On October 2�, 1775, he 

received his commission as an ensign in the 2nd Virginia Regiment and 

very likely participated with his cousin George in the clash at Great 

Bridge. Congress confirmed his commission when the regiment was brought 

16 
Charles Fleming to Thomas Jefferson, January 6, 1781, John 

Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, January 7, 1781, Boyd Papers, IV, 310-
11, 316; John Nicholas to Thomas Jeffers0n, January 8 and January 10, 
1781, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, I, 422, 427; Militia Muster 
Book of Brigadier General Muhlenberg, 1780-1781, Box 15, WCN-UVA; 
Nicholas, Statement and Substance of a Memorial. Nicholas applied 
several times for pensions and bounties offered by both the state and 
federal governments to revolutionary veterans, and in his last effort 
of 1833-35, he attempted to gain more than his just due by claiming 
the wartime services of his late cousin, John Nich_las of Dinwiddie. 
Justice was satisfied, however, when this illegitiffiate request was denied 
by Virginia in 1835. See Bounty Warrants Files, VSL, under the name 
of John Nicholas. 
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into the cuntinental line, and on February 14, 1776, he was appointed 

a first lieutenant in the 9th Virginia Regiment. Apparently, he soon 

resigned or took an extended furlough, for he returned to Dinwiddie to 

marry and to follow in his father's footsteps as the clerk of the county 

court. Near the end or Noven�er 1777, he and Joseph Jones were appointed 

by the state government to serve as commissioners to raise clothing for 

the army. By 1780 he was again serving in the army, with the rank of 

captain. One source indicates that he belonged to Col. Gibson's 

regiment which was probably the same 1st Virginia State Regiment in 

which his cousin, John Nicholas, Jr., of Buckingham, had earlier been 

an officer. After a brief stint with the unit, he returned to private 

life in Dinwiddie and then achieved the rank of colonel after the war 

17 
by heading the county's militia. 

The other Nicholas sons were too young to participate in the 

revolutionary armies to any considerable extent. Wilson Cary Nicholas, 

the second son of the colony's Treasurer, attempted to recruit soldiers 

for units he wished to command in 1780 and 1781, but there is no evidence 

that he succeeded in his quest to follow in his brother's footsteps as 

a war hero, In April 1781, for example, he was appointed a captain in 

a legion to be raised for the defense of Virginia, but apparently the 

effort never materialized. Persistent Virginia tradition holds that 

17
John Nicholas Folders, Bounty Warrants, VSL; Heitman, Historical 

Register, p. 309; Journal of the Council of State of Virginia, II, 37; 
Purdie's Vir3inia Gazette, April 18, 1777; Dinwiddie County Order Book 
1789-1791, photostat, VSL, p. 6. 
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Nicholas was assigned to the Commander-in-Chief's Guard during the 

revolution and eventually became its commanding officer, but the 

flattering tradition is clearly mistaken, and the would-be warrior 

had to settle for military honors through the regular county militia 

structure after the Yorktown victory. The war simply did not last 

long enough to provide the younger Nicholas sons with opportunities 
18 

to win the military reputations earned by their eldest brothers, 

Though his participation in the early fights of the revolution 

in Virginia most likely did not hasten his career, John Nicholas of 

Dinwiddie was the first of the third generation of Virginia Nicholases 

to assume a role in local leadership. By the spring of 1777, and 

probably much earlier than that, he had "inherited" his father's office 

as clerk of the Dinwiddie County Court. Not enough is known of the 

father's personality to assess any duplication of character traits in 

the son, but the new clerk seems to have largely adopted George Nicholas' 

life style and limited role in Virginia politics. Like his father, 

John Nicholas chose his bride from one of the area's leading fan,ilies. 

Alexander Purdie's Virginia Gazette noted on r�pril 18, 1777, that 

Nicholas had married "Miss Dolly Pleasants Brigt;s, eldest daughter of 

Gray Briggs, esq; an agreeable and very accomplished young lady." The 

18see the commissions of October 24, 1780, and April 7, 1781,
WCN-LC; Calendar of Virginia State Papers, IV, 54G; Thomas Perkins 
Abernethy, "Wilson Cary Nicholas," Dictionary of American Bio0raphy, 
XIII, 486-87. Carlos E. Godfrey's work on The Commander-In-Chief's 
Guard makes no mention of Wilson Cary Nicholas. 
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Briggs had built their modest fortunes as merchants in the Petersburg 

area } 
and John Nicholas' marital ties to the family was the precursor 

of similar ties to other mercantile families by all three branches of 
19 

the Virginia Nicholases. 

Nicholas also chose not to expand his political involvement 

beyond the local level. His 1789 appointment as lieutenant-colonel 

of the local militia secured his position as one of Dinwiddie's most 

influential figures. When Virginians began to divide into the two 

new political camps of the mid-1790's
} 

the Dinwiddj_e clerk became a 

leading Federalist in the county despite personal friendships with 

prominent local Republicans such as General Joseph Jones. His Federa

list reputation was widespread enough to earn a bite from the 

scurrilous newspaperman James Callender. "Sooner than be such an 

individual as Alexander Hamilton," wrote Callender, "I would rather be 

a tick upon a sheep's back, or to descend still lower in the scale of 

animated nature, I would rather be Colonel John Nicholas
} 

clerk of 

l9Purdie's Virginia Gazette, April 18) 1777; Robert A Lancaster
} 

Jr. "Wales, Dinwiddie County," V1,iHB, XLIV (July, 1936), 233. John 
Nicholas' sister Betsy had married Robert Skipwith, son or Sir William 
Skipwith, two years earlier. The younger Skipwith had once sousht and 
received Thomas Jefferson's advice on a list of booKs for a small 
gentleman's library that would be "improving as well as amusing." This 
list was later used by Colonial Williamsburg; for the display liurary 
in the restored Brush-Everard House. Dixon and Hunter's VirGinia 
Gazette, January 1 ) 1775; Slaughter, h Histurv ol Bristul �arish, 
pp. 22(-29. Robert SKipwith to Tnomas Jefferson } July J7, 1771, Thomas 
Jefferson to I\ubert ;;kipwith

} 
August 3, lT(l, 130yd laJJCrG, I, 71,-7J, 76-

81; Arthur Pierce Middleton, A Virginia Gentleman's Library (Williams
burg, 1959). 
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By adopting the practice of hiring a hard working deputy clerk, 

Nicholas found leisure for gentlemanly pursuits, such as membership in 

the Petersburg Jocky Club and the entertainment of friends at Norborne, 

the plantation he had named after the colunial governor who had befriended 

his uncle, Robert Carter Nichulas. Yet he never amassed any 6reat 

amuunts of land or personal wealth. Between the years 1782 and 1818, 

he was never taxed for more than 1300 acres of Dinwiddie land, and his 

average taxable land ran to 300-400 acres. The personal property tax 

rolls for the same period show that he was never assessed for more than 

twenty-three slaves, twelve horses, and one carriage. This was hardly 

adequate to classify him as wealthy, yet he must have led a comfortable 

life at Norborne, content with his role as an influential county squire.21

Because he had not acquired large landholdings, John Nicholas of 

Dinwiddie was unable to leave each of his two surviving sons more than 

200 acres. However, his eldest son, John Nicholas, Jr., was able to 

"inherit" the clerk's office with its more than adequate income for as 

long as he wished to hold the post. John Jr. had already exhibited a 

20 
Dinwiddie County Order Book, 1789-1791, phutostat, VSL; Edward 

A. Wyatt, IV, "George Keith Taylor, 17V:;i-181:;, Virginia Federalist and
Humanitarian," l-.1·P (2nd series), XVI (January, 1936), 13.

21
Dinwiddie Coun.ty Order Book, 172'.;i-l 7:;l; "Fetersburg J ucr:y Club 

Book, 178)," '.·:J.p (2nd series), XVIII (April, lj3c), 210-16; lJi:lwiddie 
County Land Books, 1782, 1787-1820, VSL; Dinwiddi� Cuunty J:-ersunal 
Property Books, 1782-1820, VSL. 
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willingness to become engaged in state politics when he sat in the 

House of Delegates for Dinwiddie in 1810-1811, and when his father 

stepped down from the county clerkship sometime around 1813, he was 

just as willing to accept a permanent post in local leadership. When 

John Nicholas, Sr., died on February 22, 1818, he could have been 

satisfied that while he had not advanced his family's fortune to any 

great degree, he had maintained its good name and position in Dinwiddie.22

Although his father's wealth and social standing would have 

naturally propelled George Nicholas toward an early political involve

ment, his reputation as one of Virginia's first war heroes undoubtedly 

pushed him to positions of responsibility at a faster than normal pace. 

After resigning his commission in November 1777, George Nicholas returned 

to Virginia to study law. No records remain of his course of reading, 

but he probably could not have found a better lawyer to guide his studies 

than his father. Less than a year after returning from the army, Nicholas 

passed the bar examination before his brother-in-law Edmund Randolph 

(then the Attorney-General of the state) and Henry Tazewell, and on 

September 17, 1778, the Lt. Governor granted him a license to practice 

law before the county courts. Only two weeks later, the Council of 

22 
Richmond Enquirer, February 26, 1818; Dinwiddie County lersonal 

Property Books, 1782-1820, VSL; Earl G. Swem and John W. Williams, A 
Re ,ister oi' the General Assembl or Vir inia 1 o-1918 and of the 
Constitutional Convention Richmond, 1918, p, 412. 
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State accepted the recommendation of the James City County Court and 

appointed Nicholas a justice of the peace on that local body. During 

the same busy year, which also included his marriage to Mary Smith of 

Baltimore, Nicholas even served for a brief period in the House of 
23Delegates. 

As had been the case with neophyte lawyers of the preceding 

generation of Nicholases, the first business handled by the new 

attorney came through the family. In the spring of' 1778, George 

Nicholas helped his father wrap up the loose ends of a legal career 

begun in 17j0. Two years later, he agreed to serve as legal represen

tative for his uncle, George William Fairfax, who had returned to Bri

tain shortly before the outbreak of the revolution, and who wished to 

preserve his Virginia estates from confiscation. Nicholas apparently 

resided in Williamsburg until 1779 but then moved to his father's 

lands in Hanover County to build his law practice in the counties 

surrounding the new capital at Richmond. Existing records show that 

he qualified to practice in Caroline and Powhatan Counties, and he 

undoubtedly practiced in neighboring counties such as Henrico, Hanover, 

and Goochland. His early practice received aid from Edmund Randolph; 

by August 1781 he was assisting his brother-in-law in examining the 

fitness of prospective attornies. When Randolph was elected to Congress, 

23Journal of the Council of State of Vir5inia, II 187, 189; Swem
and Williams, A Register of the General Assembly, p. �12. 
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Nicholas was made acting Attorney-General in his stead. These 

numerous duties kept Nicholas quite busy, and he complained of the 

"slavish attendance" which his practice demanded of him.
24 

Despite his busy professional life, Nichulas decided to re

enter the state political scene, and in 1781-r782, he sat in the House 

of Delegates for Hanover County. Nicholas entered the House without 

the restraining influence of his fatr,er, Robert Carter Nicholas, who 

had died in September 1780. The former Treasurer had raised his son 

to be a gentleman and had trained him in a gentleman's business, but 

he had not been able to instill in his son the calm, deliberate, dis

passionate manner which he had prized. During the 1775 gunpowder

removal episode, for example, the elder Nicholas attempted to calm the 

passions of the aroused Williamsburg mob, while hjs son indulged in 

rash actions that provoked the ill-temper of Governor Dunmore. Without 

the thoughtful influence of his father, exasperating events in 1781 

seemed perfectly designed to goad George Nicholas into rash action 

again. Benedict Arnold had carried out his brief raid on Richmond in 

24 
Purdie's Virginia Gazette, May 1, 1778; George Nicholas to George 

William Fairfax, June 25, 1780, microfilm, V.C.R.P.,- T.E. Campbell, 
Colonial Caroline: A Histor of Caroline Count Vir7inia (Richmond, 
19:54 , p. l,b7; Powhatan County Order Book No. 1, microfilm, VSL; J our
nal of the Council of State of Virr:;inia, II, :571, L102; Benjamin 11'.:irrison 
tu Georc;e Nicholas, February b, 17b2, Official Letters of the Go-,crnor of 
the State or Virginia, III, 1411; Geore;e Nicholas to St. Geori_se Tucker, 
April 30, 1780, Tucker-Coleman Papers, W&M. tlhile li, ing in Williamsburg, 
llicholas belonged to tlie Williamsburg Lodge oi' Freemasons thour_:;h he had 
a weak attendance record. Kidd, Early Freemasonry in Williamsburg, p, 
82; Williamsburg Lodge of Masons Treasurer's Book, 1773-1784, photostat, 
cwr, p. 52. 
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January, and General William Philips had threatened the capital again 

near the end of April. By May 20 General Cornwallis, having marched 

his army through North Carolina, joined Arnold near Petersburg. The 

government of the Old Dominion virtually collapsed. The General 

Assembly had already voted to huld its meetings in Charlottesville, 

and on Monday June 4, it was forced to transfer its meeting across 

the Blue Ridge to Staunton to avoid the swift raids of Colonel 

2)
Banastre Tarletun. 

To an impetuous young Virginian with a military reputation, 

the times called for drastic measures, and Nicholas was obviously in 

the correct frame of mind to suggest same. As the legislators gathered 

in Staunton, he made no secret of his intention to move that the 

General Assembly appoint a temporary dictator to save the state from 

disaster. Despite lack of mention of such a motion in the house 

journal, Nicholas apparently made it and kicked off a roaring debate. 

Supporting his motion in a speech, Nicholas suggested that General 

Washington would make a good choice. Although not necessarily agreeing 

with Nicholas' selection, Patrick Henry seconded the motion. It was 

only narrowly defeated. The Assembly did see a necessity for a firmer 

hand and agreed to increase the powers of the new governor to meet the 

26
emergency. 

25swem and Williams, A Register of the General !1ssembly, p. 12;
Malone, Je1·rerson the Virginian, PP• 337-55,

26 
Henry Young to William Davies, June 9, 1"(81, Boyd Papers, VI,

84-Bj and Boyd's editorial note on the same pages; Malone, Jefferson
the Virginian, pp. 360-61.
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This action did not satisfy Nicholas. Arnold had met too 

little opposition in his first raid, militia had disbanded because 

no orders had come from the executive to direct them, and the state 

had lost arms it cvuld not afford to lose. Someone had to take the 

blame for these blunders, and Nicholas thought he had the responsible 

party picked out when on June 12 he moved for an investigation into 

the conduct of former Governor Thomas Jefferson and the Council of 

State. Stung by this reflection on his conduct during harried times, 

Jefferson wrote Nicholas asking for specific instances of executive 

error. Responding that his resolution had contained no particulars, 

Nicholas still insisted that the "persons" entrusted with the admini

stration should explain its failings. 

You consider me in a wrong point of view when you 
speak of me as an accuser [wrote Nicholas]. As a 
freeman and the representative of free Men I consi
dered it as both my right and duty to call upon the 
executive to account for our nwnberless miscarriages 
and losses so far as they were concerned in or might 
have prevented them. In doing this I had no private 
pique to gratify, and if (as I hope it may) it shall 
appear that they have done everything in their power 
to prevent our misfortunes I will most readily re
tract any opinion that I may have formed to their 
prejudice. 

His excitement already somewhat cooled, Nicholas added that when the 

Assembly met again, he would "exhibit no charges but only join in an 

. ,,27enquiry. 

27Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, pp. 361-63; Thomas Jefferson
to George Nicholas, July 28, 1781, George Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, 
July 31, 1781, Boyd Papers, VI, 104-lo6. 
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The Assembly did not get around to appointing a corrunittee to 

investigate Jefferson's term until the end of November, and the young 

delegate from Hanover was given his place on the body. However, when 

the issue was brought before the House of' Delegates, Nicholas was not 

present, and Jefferson received vindication instead of censure. The 

intervening months had probably given the young delegate time to 

reconsider his rashness, and the victory at Yorktown had made the 

entire issue superfluous at any rate. Jefferson, who had held Robert 

Carter Nicholas in high esteem and who had developed an early fondness 

for the Treasurer's eldest daughter, was bitter about George Nicholas' 

role in the controversy. Referring to the Hanover delegate as a 

"Trifling body •.. below contempt," he privately charged that Nicholas 

was simply a tool of Patrick Henry. The charge may have been true. 

Although Henry had never charmed Robert Carter Nicholas, the fiery 

orator often exhibited the dash that a young impressionable man could 

approve. Even Nicholas' brother-in-law, Edmund Randolph, believed that 

Henry and the war hero had cooperated to censure Jefferson. This was 

the only time that Nicholas was suspected of being under Henry's 

influence. In later Virginia battles over religious freedom, the 

adoption of the federal constitution, and the growth of' political 

parties, Nicholas proved to be one of the major obstacles to Henry's 

positions and an important lieutenant in the forces led by V�dison 

and Jefferson. Years later, after reconciliation between Jefferson 

and his young accuser, Jefferson reported that Nicholas had candidly 
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admitted his error in moving for the investigation. One can only 

speculate that had the old Treasurer still been around, his dis

passionate and deliberate manner might have quieted his impetuous son 

and prevented the young delegate from engagin0 in an embarrassing 

dispute with the man who was to become a good family friend and 

28 
political chief'. 

Boldness may have been an asset to Nicholas' military 

exploits, but in his early political ventures, it appeared closer to 

rashness and marKed him as a young man with a lot to learn. However, 

the war had given him a chance to enter Virginia's governing class in 

a very vigorous manner, and he maintained a strong sense of public 

service in the new nation that was to emerge. 

28 
Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, pp. 3t:J'.)-66; Thomas Jefferson 

to Isaac Zane, December 24, 17cH, Boyd Papers, VI, 143-1,i,, Randolph, 
History of' Virr�inia, p. 2';,!b; Thomas Jeflerson' s 11.Uiary ol' f,rnold 's 
Invasion and Notes on Subsequent Events in 1781; The r{S,6? Version," 
Boyd Papers, VI, 261-b2. 





CHAPTER VII 

SPOKESMEN FOR ALBEMARLE 

Of the three branches or the Nicholas farrjiJy in Virginia, the 

most prominent proved to be the descendants of Robert Carter Nicholas. 

Four of his five sons played an active role in state or national poli

tics, and his daughter Elizabeth married another powerful Virginia 

politician, Edmund Randolph. Fortunately, these Nicholases were 

active, sometimes prolific, correspondents, and many of their papers 

have survived. Because of the absence of existing papers for the two 

other family branches and the important part taken by this branch of 

the family in the early national period, the remainder of this study 

will focus on the descendants of the former Treasurer. 

The American Revolution seriously disrupted the lives of the 

Nicholases. Not only were they affected by the military, political, 

economic, and social upheavals, as all Virginians were, but they experi

enced changes in their personal patterns of livin�. One big change 

caused primarily by the war was the 1777 shift in residence from the 

familiar and friendly streets of Williamsburb to tile farm in Hanover 

County, which was called "The Retreat." Robert Carter Nicholas moved 

his family to Hanover because of the danger of British attack on Williams

burg and the surrounding Tidewater area and because the Hanover farm was 
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nearer the new capital of Richmond. His eldest son, George, who had 

just resigned his corrunission in the army, remained in Williamsburg 

for at least a year to wind up his father's legal business and perhaps 

1 
to do additional reading under an old family friend, George Wythe. 

After the death of' Robert Carter Nicholas in Septemoer, 1780, 

the family moved again -- this time to the lands in Albemarle County 

which Dr. George Nicholas had first acquired in 1728. Exactly when 

they moved and exactly where they lived once they reached Albemarle is 

unknown, but George Nicholas was addressing his letters from the 

western Piedmont county by the swnrner of 1782, and the following year 

he represented his new county in the House of Delegates. Albemarle 

County did not then present the neat pattern of cleared fields and 

pastures that it features today. A captured British officer reported 

in 1779 that "the face of the country appears an irmnense forest, inter

spersed with various plantations, four of five miles distant from each 

other," and an account by one of his German comrades gave a remarkably 

' ·1 d . t' 
2 s1m1 ar escr1p ion. 

Most of the Nicholas lands in Albemarle were contained in twu 

large tracts, one along the James River above the present-day village of 

1Purdie's Virginia Gazette, May 1, 1778; Hubh Blair Grigsby, The
History of the Virginia Federal Convention (2 vols.; Richmond, 1890-r,
I, 75. 

2
George Nicholas to Battaile Muse, August 31, 1782, Battaile Muse 

Papers, William R. Perkins Library, Duke University; Swem and Williams, 
A Register of the General Assembly, p. 412; Thomas Anbury, Travels 
Throu•h the Interior Parts of America in a Series of Letters b, an Officer 

2 vols.; London, 1789 , II, 287-88; Du Roi, Journal of Du Roi the Elder, 
p. l'.;,).
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Warren and the other near the southern end of Green Mountain. The 

James River tract was especially valuable not only because of its 

fertile fields, but also because the river provided quick and conven

ient access to markets. Portions of the land had been farmed since the 

mid-1730's, so many o f  the acres had been cleared by the time of the 

family's migration in the early 1780 1 s. The existence of cleared and 

fertile fields allowed the Nicholases to concentrate on crop production 

without having to expend much energy on the laborious work of hacking 

3 
new fields from the forests. 

No account remains to explain exactly why the family decided to 

migrate westward. Some sources hold that during the British incursions 

of 1781, the Hanover farm had been visited by enemy horsemen, and the 

move to Albemarle was an effort to prevent an encore. Perhaps the lands 

in Hanover and Henrico Counties were diminishing in yield, while the 

Albemarle tracts promised a better source of income. Considerations of 

health may have played a part too. Upcountry air was considered more 

"salubrious" and healthful than that of the low-lying counties. But 

probably the most important inducement for the move was the belief of 

the older sons -- George, Wilson, and John -- that their futures lay in 

the western Piedmont. Their father's will had given each of the trio 

one third of the 7>00 Albemarle acres. While George, as the eldest son, 

Goochland County Order Book No. 3, p. 2ju, Goochland County Deed 
Book No. 2, p. 190, microfilm, VSL;· Robert Carter Nicholas' Expenses in 
Albemarle County, 17:;,8-1760, Box 13, N.D. Misc. Accounts File, WCN-UVA. 
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also received the Hanover plantation, Wilson and John had to rely solely 

upon their Albemarle inheritances for their livelihood, Whatever the 

reasons, the move set a new pattern for the sons of the Treasurer. Of 

the five brothers, only one remained an Albemarle resident for the rest 

of' his life. 'l'he others eventually scattered -- two to Richmond, one to 

4 
Kentucky, and one to western New York. 

The entire family did not reside to15ether in Albemarle for very 

long. By the end of 1783, Mrs. Nicholas had returned to Williamsburg 

with her spinster daughter Mary and her youngest son, seven-year-old 

Philip Norborne Nicholas, who had been nicknamed "Pin-Basket" by the 

family. George and Wilson took the responsibility of looking after 

their younger brothers John and Lewis, nineteen and seventeen respec

tively. Three years later, on December'.), 1786, Mrs. Nicholas died in 

Williamsburg. Thus ended completely the family's connection with the 

former colonial capitai.
5 

Meanwhile, George and Wilson Cary Nicholas directed their atten-

4
Robert A. Brock, Virginia end Virginians (Richmond, 1888), p. 12j; 

Will of Robert Carter Nicholas, contemporary handwritten copy, Carter
Smith Family Papers, UVA. 

5Dr. John M. Galt Account Book, 1782-1783, CWI; Edmund Randolph
to Robert Carter Nicholas, July 24, 1777, Elizabeth Barbour Ambler Coll
ection, UVA; John Minson Galt and Philip Barraud Apothecary-Surgeon Day 
Book, 1782-1797, CWI; Richmond Virginia Independent Chronicle, December 
b, 178b. Mary Nicholas, nicknamed Molly, resided tn James City County 
until her death around l'T::,,5 or 1790. Co:r:;ies of tw J different wills of 
different dates containing widely divergent bequests still exist in WCN
UVA, Box 3 and Wilson Miles Cary Genealogical Material, microfilm, UVA. 
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tion to the management of the lands which their father had bequeathed 

to the five brothers. Robert Carter Nicholas had named his two oldest 

sons as executors of his estate, along with Mrs. Nicholas, his brother 

John, his brother-in-law Wilson Miles Cary, and his two sons-in-law, 

Edmund Randolph and John Hatley Norton. 'l'he two brothers may have 

sought the advice of these relatives, but they shouldered the major 

responsibility for the estate. Besides the lands in Albemarle County, 

the estate included the Westham plantation in Henrico County and the 

farm in Hanover County. When it is remembered that all these separate 

tracts included their own slaves, livestock, buildings, working tools, 

and supplies, it is obvious that the two young men were facing quite a 

t;:·,( 

task in administ:r,Jt.ing the estate. In Albemarle County, for example, 

1782 tax records reveal that they had to pay a total of over £ 230 in 

taxes for 7)00 acres of land, 123 slaves, 65 head of cattle, and 2S, 

horses. Moreover, there were old debts against the estate, which 

Robert Carter Nicholas had instructed to be paid before the legacies 

were divided among his heirs. Thus the sons inherited their father's 

debts and the legal entanglements which they involved. Confronted by 

pressing creditors, the two executors were forced to pore over their 

father's records for evidence of debtors who might provide money to 

ease the strain on the estate. In 1788, for exaffiple, John Hatley Norton, 

the husband of Sally Nicholas, requested payment of a wartime debt owed 

to his late father's firm amounting to f_ '.;)600. During the early days of 

the revolution, the Treasurer had used his good name and friendship to 
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secure a loan in that amount from John Norton to buy gunpowder for 

Virginia, and he had never been reimbursed by the state. Fortunately 

for the Treasurer's sons, the 1788 General Assembly accepted George 

Nicholas' petition i'or reimbursement and ordered the debt paid with six 

1 . 
6 

per cent annua interest. 

The scattered locations of the various tracts also proved to be 

a burden. Robert Carter Nicholas had willed his part of the Westham 

plantation to his two youngest sons, Lewis and Philip, but until these 

sons came of age the executors were charged with its management. Although 

the distance from Charlottesville to Westham was not great, it was enough 

to worry George Nicholas, who had his hands full with a law practice and 

management of the Albemarle lands. Also the plantation had experienced 

two years of poor crops due to British incursions in 1781 and bad weather 

in 1782. For all these reasons, George Nicholas decided in August 1783 

to abandon his direction of the plantation and turn it over to his 

cousin, John Nicholas.
7 

Although he felt compelled to restrict his management of his 

father's estate, he purchased land in Albemarle to add to the 2500 acres 

he had inherited from his father. Continuing a two-generation family 

tradition, he bought over 2200 acres throughout the county between 1782 

6
Will 01' Robert Carter Nicholas; Albemarle County Sheriff's Ledger, 

1782-17 8 3 , UV A ; Grigsby, _T_'h_e_H_i_s _t_u_r_..y_o_f_' _t_h_(_� _V_i r_· ""g_i_r._i_a_r_e _d_c_r_a_l_C_0_n_v_e_n_t_1_· o_n_, 
II, 18J; Memorial of George Nicholas to the General Assembly, October 21, 
1788, John Norton & Sons, pp. �80-81. 

7
George Nicholas to anonymous, August 2J, 1783 , WCN-UVA. 
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and 1789. Some of these lands proved to be an asset when he decided 

to move to Kentucky in 1784. Although he could not cunvert all of them 

into cash, he traded James Monroe his home and lots in Charlottesville 

and 300 nearby acres on which the University of Virginia now stands for 
8 

£ 2500 worth of Kentucky land. 

Upon his move to Albemarle, George Nicholas shifted the focus of 

his law practice from the Richmond acrea to counties at the foot of the 

Blue Ridge and in the Shenandoah Valley. His wide-ranging circuit 

included Shenandoah, l\ockingham, Augusta, and Rockbridge Counties in 

the Valley, and Albemarle, Amherst, and Buckingham Counties east of the 

Blue Ridge. Just how lucrative his practice was is unknown, but for 

some reason he faced very little competition, In January 1786 John 

Breckenridge was advised by a friend to establish his practice in the 

same general area because the high number of cases and paucity of law

yers would guarantee a large number of clients. About 700 causes were 

on the docket in Augusta, and George Nicholas competed with only one 

other lawyer for the business, "The People are in real need of an 

antagonist for Nicholas," he concluded.9

8Albemarle County Deed Books, 1782-1789, microfilm, UVA; James
Monroe to James Madison, October 26, 1788, The Writin5s of Jaffies Monroe, 
ed. by Stanislaus Murray Hamilton (7 vols.; New York, 1698-1903), I, 195, 

9A. Stuart to John Breckenridge, January 26, 1'786, Breckenridge
Family Papers, I£; George Nicholas to Battaile J'.\c:.3e, May 8, 1786, 
Battaile Muse Papers, Duke University. The Nicholases had a penchant 
for the law. Besides George, John and Philip followed in their father's 
footsteps as lawyers, and Wilson allegedly had legal training. Grigsby, 
The History of the Virginia Federal Convention, I, 75. 
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The Nicholases immediately assumed active leadership roles in 

their adopted county. Despite the freshness of their migration, the 

citizens and gentry of Albemarle exhibited few qualms in choosing the 

new residents for service on both local and state levels. In fact, 

some local offices almost became f'amily possessions. When one brother 

quit a post, another was chosen to fill his place. In May 1785, for 

example, George Nicholas took his oath as the new County Lieutenant or 

chief of the Albemarle militia. This important and prestigious.post 

was conferred only upon the county's leading gentlemen, and Nicholas' 

wartime experiences made him a natural selection. When he decided to 

emigrate to Kentucky in 1789, the office was awarded to his brother 

Wilson whose only apparent military experience had been as a lieute-
10 

nant in the same militia unit. 

Except for his militia office, George Nicholas served Albemarle 

County on the state level. Wilson Cary Nicholas, however, saw much 

duty in local offices as well. In the fall of 1786, for example, he 

was commissioned a Justice of the Peace and placed on the county court, 

and he was still sitting on the court eighteen years later. The follow

ing year, he was included among the Overseers of the Poor, a body which 

had inherited the welfare functions of the old parish vestries. Nicholas 

obviously took the responsibility seriously, for he was present at every 

meeting of the body until the fall of 1788, when he apparently resiGned. 

lOAlbemarle County Order Book, 1783-178), microfilm, VSL; Calendar
of Virt::;inia State Papers, IV, 546; Recommendation of Wilson Cary Nicholas 
as Albemarle County Lieutenant, photostat copy, UVA. 
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In 1789 he was appointed by the General Assembly as one of the seven 

local trustees of a new town on the Rivanna River called Milton. The 

small town flourished as the county's chief commercial center for the 

next twenty years and boasted a larger population and more active social 

life than the county seat of Charlottesville.
11 

But it was on the state level that Albemarle County got full 

service from her new citizens. From 1783 until 1789, at least one of 

the county's seats in the House was occupied by a Nicholas, and during 

one legislative session the family held both places. Both Albemarle 

seats in the Virginia federal convention of 1788 were filled by the 

family, and Wilson Nicholas almost "owned" a place in the House of 

Delegates during the six year period from 17:;14 to J-800. 

The first of the brothers to obtain a House seat was the eldest. 

Edmund Randolph predicted in March 1783 that his brother-in-law would 

be a successful candidate because he had "the murmur of the people 

strongly in his favor." In the following month George Nicholas won a 

place in the House together with his second cousin, and the grandson 

of John Carter, Col. Edward Carter of Blenheim. At this date, Nicholas 

obviously had done little thinking about the problems of the confedera

tion. Randolph reported that when Nicholas first heard of Congress' 

renewal of the impost issue, he was "vehement ac:ainst its revival: but 

11
statement of John Nicholas, Clerk of Albemarle County Court, to 

the Governor of Virginia, June 2, 1806, Miscellaneous Albemarle County 
Documents, UVA; Albemarle County Overseer of the Foor Accounts, 1786-
1809, photostat, VSL; Albemarle County Deed Book No. SJ, 1784-1789, 
microfilm, UVA; Hening's Statutes, XIII, 87-8'); ',foods, Albemarle County, 
pp. 57-)8; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 1;_+1-44. 



-236-

he has seen the subject since in a more dispassionate light, and will, 

I believe adopt fit measures for our salvation," Perhaps because of 

his actions in 1781 to investigate Thomas Jefferson, Nicholas had 

achieved a reputation for being a "politician not f'am 'd fur hitting a 

medium," At least that was the assessment of young John Marshall who 

believed that Nicholas' liberal citizenship bill to admit "into this 

country every species of Men except Natives who had borne arms against 

12
the state" was rather extreme. 

The following year George Nicholas declined to run for the 

Assembly. Most likely he felt that the increasing demands of his law 

practice and the large time devoted to his father's estate took prece

dence over political service. No matter. The seat remained in family 

hands, for Wilson Cary Nicholas won the election to replace him. Accor

ding to one source, the younger brother met success in his candidacy 

by personally visiting the home of every freeholder in the county, but 

this was not a typical Virginia electioneering practice, and it cer

tainly did not match his later political style.13

Wilson's mother was delighted with the election of her twenty-

12 Edmund Rar�olph to James Madison, March 2�, 1783, The Papers of
James Madisun, ed. by William T. Hutchison, Williari, !,\,E. Rachal, et.al. 
( 6 vols. to date; Chicago, 19t:i2- ) , VI, 410-17; John Har shall to 
James Monroe, December 12, 1783, in Albert J. Beveridc1;e, The Life of 
John Marshall (4 vuls,; Boston, 1910-191�), I, 205. 

ljBruc�, Virginia and Virginians, p. 124. Edward Carter retained
his seat as the other Albemarle representative, and John Nicholas, Jr., 
of the Buckingham branch of the family served his only term as a dele
gate from Buckingham during the 1784-1785 session. 
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three-year-old son, and from her home in Williamsburg, she wrote a 

letter full of advice for the freshman legislator. Her suggestions 

smacked strongly of the political beliefs and practices of her late 

husband
) 

but she was obviously troubled thut Wilson might not have 

consistently absorbed those beliefs in his Williamsburg home. 

I congratulate you [she wrote] on the honour 
Your County has done You in choosing you their Re
presentative with so free a Vote, & I hope You are 
come into the Assembly without those trammels; wch 
some People submit to wear for a seat in the house, 
I mean unbounded by promises to perform this or 
that Job wch the many headed Monster may think pro
per to chalk out for You, especially that You have 
not engag'd to lend a last hand to puling down the 
Church wch by some impertinent [illegible] in the 
last paper, I suspect will be attempted; never my 
dear Wilson, let me hear that, by that sacriligious 
act, You have furnish'd Yourself with materials to 
erect a scaffold, by wch You may climb to the summit 
of popularity, rather remain in the lowest obscu
rity; tho' I think from long observation I can 
venture to assert that the man of integrity, who 
observed one equal tenour in his conduct, who devi
ates neither to one side or the other

) 
from the 

proper line, has more of the confidence of the 
People, than the very Compliant Timeserver, who 
calls himself the Servant & indeed is, the Slave of 
the People •••• 14 

Apparently, it did not occur to V�s. Nicholas that her son cuuld support 

the disestablishment of the church from principle rather than from a 

wish to curry popularity. 

Continuing her blueprint for her son's legislative conduct, Anne 

Nicholas also expressed the hope that Wilson would support measures to 

14Anne Cary Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, [ ? ] 12, 1784, photo
stat copy, VHS. 



-238-

encourage "the progress of the Arts & Sciences" so that Virginia wuuld 

not fall behind the other states in those areas and "chill, like a 

frost, the Spring of Learning, & Spirit of enterprise." As far as his 

personal demeanor in the House was concerned, she relayed the sugges

tion "from a very good Friend of yours, that Your weight in the house 

will be much greater if you do not take up the Attention of the Assembly 

on trifling matters nor too often demand a hearing." Adding a hint of 

her own, she noted that "temper & decorum is of inl'inate advantage to a 

publick speaker & a modest diffidence. To a Young Man just entering 

the Stage of Life the neglect of the former throws him off his bias, 

breaks his chain of reasoning & has often produc'd in Engl1 Duels that 

have terminated fatally, the natural effect of the latter will ever be 

procuring a favourable & patient hearing & all those advantages, that 

. ' ' h S ,.l) a prepossession in favour oft e peaker produces. Although Wilson

could not accept his mother's advice on the religious controversy, he 

did follow her advice on personal conduct and later achieved the repu

tation of a politician who quietly worked behind the scenes instead of 

vociferously dominating the floor of popular assemblies. 

When the House organized its committees for the new session in 

May, Nicholas was placed on three -- Religion, Courts of Justice, and 

Propositions and Grievances. T11ese assignments did not indicate any 

special respect for the young delegate from Albemarle. All delegates 
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received several corrunittee appointments as a matter of course, and 

the corrunittees turned into "vast, unwieldy bodies" where a new dele-

16 
gate could become lost in the crowd. 

Nicholas' most important assignment proved to be the Currunittee 

on Religion. The fight over religious liberty was one of' the most 

crucial issues facing the General Assembly. During the spring 1784 

session, two bills had been introduced to levy a general assessment for 

the support of the Christian religion and to incorporate the clergy of 

the Protestant Episcopal Church. Despite the objections of legislative 

forces grouped around James Madison, the bills were not defeated but 

1 b d f d. i th f 11 · · 
17 were simp y ta le or iscuss on at e o owing session. 

When the legislators reassembled in Richmond the following 

October, these twu measures were hotly debated. Patrick Henry, soon 

to be governor of the state for the fourth time, introduced the bill 

for assessment with one of his typical pieces of emotional rhetoric, 

and James Madison quickly opposed the measure in his learned and logical 

style. Upon Madison's contention that such an assessment would discri

minate against all non-Christian religions, the bill's proponents 

simply ammended it tu include all religions. Despite Madison's liber

tarian appeals and the negative votes cast by Wilson Nicholas and his 

cousin John Nicholas, Jr., of Buc.dngham, arr.one; others, the Committee 

10
Elinor Janet Weeder, "Wilson Cary Nicholas, 

nant," unpublished M.A. 'l'hesis, WA, 1946, p. 13; 
II, 31'). 

l7Brant, James Madison, II, 322-23,

Jefferson's Lieute
Brant, James Madison, 
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of the Whole approved Henry's measure by a 47-32 vote and appointed 

a committee of ten chaired by Henry to write the formal bill. Flushed 

with success, Henry pushed the measure to allow incorporation of all 

Christian societies that desired it. Once again the two Nicholas 

cousins found themselves on the losing side as the resolution passed 

62-23. When a bill was brought forward to allow the incorporation of

the Episcopal church, Madison dropped his opposition to concentrate on 

the fight against the greater danger of assessment, but the two 

18 
Nicholases again cast futile negative votes. 

In this struggle, Wilson Nicholas could rely on strong support 

from his more influential and politically experienced older brother. 

His mother, who closely followed political developments in the state, 

was undoubtedly aghast at her son's three votes in the Assembly, but 

the two brothers followed their own consciences on the issue and worked 

closely with James Madison to arouse popular feelings against the 

general assessment measure. Wilson Nicholas took time off from his 

political chores "to form a matrimonial connexion with Miss Margaret 

Smith of Baltimore" whose older sister had married George Nicholas 

18Brant, James Madison, II, 343-48; Eckenrode, Separation of Church
and State in Virginia, pp. 87, �3, 102; Robert Douthat Meade, Patrick 
Henry, Practical Revolutionary (Philadelphia, 1';09), pp. 2'7b-81. John 
Nicholas, Jr., served only one term in the House of Delegates for Buc�
inBham County but nonetheless managed to earn only a poor legislative 
reputation. John Marshall reported to his 1'riend ,James Monroe that he 
had worked hard to get a mutual friend appointed to the Council of State 
but had failed by one vote. He attributed the loss to the "carelessness 
of Co1° Jack Nicholas who walk'd out just as we were about to ballot the 
last time & did not return till it was too late to admit his ticket." 
J[ohn] Marshall to James Monroe, December 2, 1784, James Monroe Papers, 
LC, microfilm, UVA. 
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seven years earlier, but he was back in Virginia in time for the spring 

1785 session of the Assembly and the renewal of the battle.
19 

Consulting with Madison on the proper strategy to guide their 

actions, Wilson Nicholas suggested that the delegate from Orange draft 

a protest, but Madison favored keeping silent on the issue to allow the 

people to show their dissatisfaction spontaneously. When Nicholas told 

his older brother of Madison's decision, George Nicholas decided to 

repeat the advice in the hope that two Nicholas voices could succeed 

where one had failed. In his barely legible hand, he urged Madison to 

use his pen to lead the protest against assessment. Without such a 

lead, many people might remain silent, he argued, and the silence would 

be construed as assent. His travels through a large section of the 

state had convinced him that a majority of the pe0ple were so strongly 

opposed to the measure that any attempt to put it into execution wuuld 

cause a revolution. One well-written petition with numerous signatures 

would reveal the unanimity and strength of the people's opposition, he 

continued, and Madison was just the proper person to draft the document. 

Offering further assistance should Madison accept the advice, Nicholas 

promised to get the petition circulated in at least ten counties in the 

Shenandoah Valley and the Piedmont. If Madison would rally support in 

the counties north of Orange, the petition would reach the "most popu-

lous part of the country" thus heightening the chances of an impressive 



20 
list of signatures. 

-242-

Bowing to the Nicholases persuasive appeals, Madison drafted 

his famous "Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments," 

and the legislature was soon flooded with a torrent of petitions. 

George IHcholas had the remonstrance printed as soon as he received 

it from Madison, and he sent copies to the various counties as he had 

promised. He reported that in his own county, "one hundred and fifty 

of our most respectable freeholders signed it in a day." The effect 

of the petitions was so great upon the Assembly that the assessment 

bill never reached a final vote, simply dying from legislative neglect. 

Riding a wave of success, the Madison forces reintroduced Jefferson's 

1778 bill for religious liberty. Voting with the majority, Wilson 

Nicholas was on hand to aid in the passage of the momentous measure and 

beat back efforts to change his neighbor's original wording. The bill 

was formally passed and signed in January 1786. A year later, George 

Nicholas sat on the committee which drafted another successful measure 
21 

to repeal the incorporation act of 1784. 

Anne Nicholas' reaction to the role of her two sons in the 

controversy cannot be known, but she was undoubtedly as upset as her 

20George Nicholas to James Madison, April 22, 178), James Madison
Papers, LC, microfilm, WA; Brant, Jarr.es l/,adison, II, Ji,8. 

21James Madison to Edmund Randolph, July 26, 1-78:5, The 'r,'ritings of
James Madison, ed. by Gaillard Hunt (9 vols.; New York, 1900-lS,llO), II, 
ljL;; George Nicholas to James Madison, July 7 and July 21+, 1785, Madison 
Papers, LC; Eckenrode, Separation of Church and State in Virginia, pp. 
106, 128; Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, p. 27'}; Brant, James Madison, 
II, 351+. 
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husband would have been had he been alive to witness this death blow 

to an established church. The entire episode reveals an interesting 

divergence between the two generations. Although the sons may have 

absorbed a gentleman's life style and professional training from their 

father, they did not inherit his patterns of political or religious 

thought to any great extent. Their case was not an isolated one in 

Virginia. The changes promised by the outbreak of the revolution were 

unacceptable to John Randolph, the last attorney-general of the colony, 

who returned to England while his son Edmund Randolph played a conspi

cuous role in the struggle for independence and the establishment of 

the new Virginia and American governments. 'l'hese differences reinforce 

the conclusion that family ties were strong and united as long as no 

major ideological issues arose. But when an issue called upon a man 

to reflect on his entire scheme of political, religious, and social 

values, family ties were no more of a bond then economic or sectional 

associations. 

In most of the other issues considered by the House of Dele

gates during this period, Wilson Cary Nicholas usually voted for 

Madison's proposals and thus exhibited a stron6 nationalist stance 

which he was to follow consistently for the remainder of his political 

career. For example, he joined in Madison's unsuccessful call for a 

convention to revise the state constitution and r�Tedy the inability 

of the state to collect taxes for state or national use, and he added 

his vote to the successful motion for a meeting of Virginia and Mary

land delegates to adjust the two states' differences over use and control 
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of the Potomac River. When Madison followed this move with a call for 

the convention at Annapolis early in 1786, Nicholas again gave his 

support. Madison also led the fight to repeal laws that hampered the 

collection of British debts in the state. Such laws were a direct 

violation of the treaty of peace with Britain. Madison correctly felt 

that Virginia's evasions made a mockery of the central government under 

the Articles of Confederation. Once again voting with a losing cause, 

Nicholas supported Madison's resolution to allow payment or the debts 

in installments. Henry was able to convince the Assembly to continue 

to prevent collection of the debts until Britain observed her end of 

the treaty by obeying the clause to return all confiscated slaves to 

the states. Nicholas' advocacy of the payment of British debts may 

have been influenced as much by the huge amounts owed to the firm in 

which his brother-in-law John Hatley Norton was a partner as by his 

nationalist tendencies. Perhaps a bit hazy in their attitudes toward 

a strong national government in 1783, the Nicholases by 1785 had 

apparently decided that the government under the Articles of Con:t'edera-

22 
tion needed reinforcing. 

With another Assembly election approachin1.s, Wilson Cary Nicholas 

decided to give up his seat "to pay attention to his wife and the cul

ture of Tobacco &c. &c. of a Domestick nature." His decision did not 

mean that Albemarle would lose the services oi' the family, for another 

22
Brant, James Madison, II, pp. 318-23; Weeder, "Wilson Cary 

Nicholas," pp. 18-19. 
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brother decided that it was time to enter politics. James Monroe 

reported that "Wilson Nicholas intends to remain at home a few years, 

to erect some buildings, improve his estate, & give his seat in the 

legislature to his brother Jack." Continuing in a somewhat disappro

ving tone, Monroe added that John Nicholas "harangues very freely & 
23 

in the most respectable companies, upon cormnerce, religion, war &c." 

This John Nicholas, the third son of the old Treasurer, had 

also been trained as a lawyer. Too young to participate in the events 

of the Revolution, he had migrated with the family to Albemarle County 

near the war's end. Like his two older brothers, he had inherited 

one third of his father's lands and slaves. Only twenty-two years of 

age during his first term in a legislature, he may have been judged 

a bit too harshly by Monroe for his aggressive language. The interes

ting point about his election is that he assumed what was almost 

considered a family seat in the House of Delegates for Albemarle County. 

Although the freeholders of the county made the final decision on whom 

they wished to represent them, the Nicholases were confident enough of 

retaining the position that one brother could talk of handing it to 

24 
another. 

The new delegate did not have to face his unfamiliar legisla

tive duties alone because his brother George Nicholas decided to return 

23James Currie to Thomas Jefferson, July 9, 1(86, Boyd Papers, X,
109; James Monroe to (William Short], January 23, 17Bb, William Short 
Papers, LC. 

24wn1 of Robert Carter Nicholas; Nicholas Family Bible Records,
1752-1863, photostat, VSL; Manning J. Dauer, "The Two John Nicholases," 
American Historical Review, XLV (January, 1':)40), jlt0-41. 
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to the house at the same time. Whether one attributes the command 

that the family held over Albemarle representation to general popu

larity or to effective political control, their continual presence 

i tl h · t · · ) J r.ri h n 1e ouse was qui e impressive. But if ohn , c olas tried to

pattern his votes after those of his eldest brother, he must have been 

perplexed indeed, for George Nicholas maintained his reputation for 

legislative vacillation. A good example was his conduct in the still 

pressing issue of British debts. Agreeing initially with his brother 

Wilson that the debts should be paid and that Virginia laws hampering 

payment should be repealed, he gained attention as one of the primary 

backers of a new plan to allow payments of the debts on an installment 

plan. "Our installment bill for paying Debts en�rosses much time and 

attention," wrote one legislative observer. "This a favourite Child 

of your Friend Colo. George Nicholas." Nicholas and another advocate 

of payment, George Mason, accepted a proposal that any act repealing 

the anti-debt laws would be suspended until the other states took 

similar action. A bill was prepared to this effect, and then suddenly 

Nicholas changed his tune and acceded to Patrick Henry's amendment 

that the law could not take effect until the British evacuated the 

Western posts which they held contrary to the 1783 treaty. Henry's 

amendment effectively emasculated the decision to begin debt payments. 

Nicholas averred that he had been convinced ''by ti1'= arguments that had 

been us'd" by the orator, and Monroe concluded that Nicholas had 

25 James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, May 12, 1786, Boyd Papers, 
IX, 518, 
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"abandon'd the prospect of instalments wh. he brought forward early 

in the session," Yet only two months later, he was again listed as 

2ba strong advocate of payment of the debts. 

Meanwhile ) a small group of men in Philadelphia hnd been 

debating a daring plan to reshape the national government. When they 

finally agreed upon the proposed federal Constitution in September 

1787, the battle for ratification shifted from Philadelphia to the 

various state capitals. Debate on calling a convention to consider 

the document began almost immediately in the fall session of the 

Virginia Assembly. On October 25 Francis Corbin proposed that a con

vention be called to accept or reject the constitution, but Patrick 

Henry objected that Corbin's resolution would prevent the discussion 

of amendments as a condition for Virginia's ratification, and he suggested 

the resolution be changed to permit such additions. George Nicholas 

instantly responded that such a change would create the false impression 

that Virginia opposed the Constitution when actually there was "a 

decided majority in its favor." Seeking to prevent a possible impasse ) 

John Marshall offered a compromise resolution: "that a Convention 

should be called and that the new Constitution should be laid before 

them for their free and ample discussion," Marshall's proposal, nicely 

calculated to please both sides by saying nothing definite about the 

26Alexander Donald to Thomas Jefferson, November 12, 1787, Boyd
Papers, XII

) 346; James Monroe to James Madison, December 6, 1787, 
The Writings of James Monroe, ed. by Stanislaus Murray Hamilton (7 vols.; 
New York

) 
1898-1903), I, 178-79; Richard Clairborne to Thomas Jefferson, 

February 17, 1788, Boyd Papers, XII, 602; Beveridge, The Life of John 
Marshall, I, 228-31; Brant

) 
James Madison, II, j)'.); Ammon, James Monroe, 

pp. 67-68. 
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Constitution, was accepted, and Virginians got about the business of 

selecting delegates to the convention.
2

7

Each coW1ty was allowed two delegates. The Nicholas family 

gained both of Albemarle's seats in the con ention when George and 

Wilson won the spring elections. Just how much opposition the Nicholases 

faced in the election is unknown, but the citizens of Albemarle could 

not have been misled as to the positions taken toward the federal docu

ment by the two brothers because their nationalist gestures in the House 

of Delegates were a matter of public record, Virginia's political 

leaders also had no illusions about the Nicholases' stance. Edmund 

Randolph indicated that Wilson Nicholas was a "warm friend of the Con

stitution without the alteration of a letter," and George Washington 

listed the elder brother among "many of our .•• first characters" and 

II II h d t d d t' 28very able men w o a voca e a op ion, 

As soon as he realized he would be attending the convention in 

Richmond, George Nicholas opened a correspondence with Madison over the 

prospects of ratification, Nicholas believed that the adoption of the 

constitution by other states would add great weight to the federal 

cause in Virginia, so he advised V.adison tu write to friends in those 

states in the process of considering adoption urging them not to allow 

adjournment or postponement to see what action the Old Dominion would 

27Meade, Iatrick Henry, pp. 334-3'.); Beveridge, The Life of John
Marshall, I, 244-48. 

28weeder, "Wilson Cary Nicholas," p. 22; George Washington to
Marquis de Lafayette, April 28, 1788, and to Jonathan Trumbull, June 8, 
1788, The Writin s of Geor e Washin ton, ed. by John C. Fitzpatrick 
(39 vols.; Washington, D.C. 1931-44 , XXIX, L+75-80, '.)11-12. 
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take. Henry was the chief enemy of the constitution, he continued, 

but the orator veiled his total hostility toward a strong national 

government by dwelling on the amendments issue. Nicholas hoped to 

have enou8h information on Henry's real motives by the opening of the 

convention so that Lhe orator would lose the support of the delegates 

who would accept the constitution as long as amendments could be 

added after ratification.
29 

Nicholas still believed that close to nine tenths of the state's 

population desired a stronger union and held only minor objections to 

the federal plan. Yet he knew that backers of the constitution had 

only a slight majority in the convention ( if that), and the situation 

obviously reminded him of a similar imbalance of popular feeling and 

delegate strength during the controversy over religious freedom. There

fore, he suggested that Madison again pen an address which citizens 

could sign as a petition. Since many delegates would attend the conven

tion without any information on the constitution, such a display of 

constituent unanimity would put pressure on them for a favorable deci

sion. Also, a distribution of the Federalist would help sway some dele

gates. Nicholas could personally distribute thirty or forty copies if 

Madison could send them along. Nicholas expressed concern about the 

delegates from Kentucky who were afraid that a national government 

might surrender navigation rights on the Mississirpi. Because he 

29 
George Nicholas to James Madison, April j, 1788, James Madiscn 

Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA. 
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intended to move to Kentucky in a few months, he also asked if Congress 

30 
had come to a decision about making Kentucky a separate state. 

Quickly responding to his ally, Madison agreed to follow most 

of Nicholas' suggestions, especially the ones dealing with correspon

dence to friends in faltering states. He suggested that Nicholas should 

write to Kentucky leaders because Nicholas' intention to settle there 

would secure him "an attention that no other cuuld expect." Madison 

also enclosed a few copies of the latest numbers of the Federalist with 

the promise to send copies of the complete work as soon as the volumes 

arrived from the printer. According to Madison's biographer, Irving 

Brant, the delegate from Orange partially accepted Nicholas' suggestion 

for a written public appeal by submitting two letters to the Independent 

Ch . 1 d th . t · t "A A · n3l ronic e un er e appropria e signa ure n merican. This tactic

could not possibly create the same effect as had the petitions three 

years earlier, but perhaps Madison felt that that effect could not be 

duplicated among the experienced delegates of the convention, and at 

30
Ibid. 

31 James Madison to George Nicholas, April 8, 1788, George Nicholas
Papers, R.T. Durrett Manuscript Collection, University of Chicago Library. 
(A copy of this letter can also be found in the Madison Papers, LC.) 
Brant, James Madison, III, 189-90, In a letter to Washin�ton, Madison 
admitted he could nGt be sure whether the stat,e would ratify the consti
tution but added that Nicholas, "who is amcng tne best judces, thinks 
on the whole, that a majority in the Convention �ill Le on the list of 
federalists." Jarr.cs Madison to George Washington, April 10, 1788, The 
Writings of James Madison, V, 114-16. 

--
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any rate ) time was too short for such an effort to be successful. 

After the convention opened in Richmond in the first days 

of June) it soon became clear that George Nicholas would play a major 

role among the delegates fav0ring ad0ption. Ile delivered the first 

major speech of the meeting dealing with a defense of the first two 

sections of Article 1. In this and other speeches
) 

his debt to 

Madison was obvious. Not only did he benefit from a close reading of 

the Federalist, he also made good use of letters containing Madison's 

arguments to soothe the fears of the Kentucky delegates. Had he relied 

solely on Madison's mind, however, he would not have had the strong 

effect on the convention which accounts have granted him. No spell

binder such as Henry, Nicholas relied upon his shrewd knowledge of 

Virginia political temperaments, allusions to classical and historical 

precedents, and "a robust logic in debate which few cared to encounter." 

Henry would neutralize the speeches of Madison by 
the thunders of his oratory, and he could throw 
Randolph from his balance by a covert sarcasm 
discernible only by the person who felt its sting; 
but neither oratory nor sarcasm availed in a con
test with Nicholas, who was as potent in the war 
of wit as he was irresistible by the force of his 
logic. 

Such was the impact or Nicholas' manner that Albert J. Beverid6e jud[;ed 

1132him to be "the only man in the Convention whom Henry feared. 

32
Jonathan Elliot ) ed., The Debates in the 3e;eral State Conven

tions on the 11do tion of the Federal Constituticn.: .. ( j vols., Phil
adelphia, 18Jb-5� , III, 7-21, 236-47; Brant, James Madison, III, 
192-93; James Madison to George Nicholas, May 17, 1788, George Nicholas
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Wilson Cary Nicholas definitely played second fiddle to his 

elder brother in the Convention. As his mother had advised when he 

first joined the state legislature, he participated in the debates 

only occasionally. However, the two brothers were in complete accord 

about the necessity of the federal constitution, and in every vote, 

the Nicholases stood together, as had been expected. What was unexpected 

and shocked the delegates was the move by Governor Edmund Randolph to 

the federalist side. Randolph had attended the Philadelphia Convention 

as a Virginia representative but had refused tu sign the completed 

document. In the Virginia convention, he was expected to be a leader 

of the anti-Federalists demanding prior amendments. Advocates o, the 

constitution openly and vigorously courted his favor, however, and the 

strategy paid handsome dividends. What role, if any, the Nicholas 

brothers played in the conversion of their brother-in-law is unknown.33

The nationalistically inclined Nicholases must have been very 

satisfied by Virginia's ratification of the Constitution on June 25 

Papers, R.T. Durrett Collection, University of Chicago; Grigsby, The 
Vlrc;inia Federal Convention of 1788, I, 79, 140; Beveridc;e, The Lile 
of John l,iarshall, I, 371

, .  The best description end analysis of 
Nicholas' role in the ratification c0nvention can be found in Richard 
H. Calde111yer 's, "The Career of George Nicholas," unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, Indiana University, 1951, pp. 13-26. For eccounts of
his speeches in tbe cunvention, see volume 111 or ,0;11iot 's Debates
cited above. Other useful discussion of his role in the convention can
be found in Brant, James Madison, III, l'.:15-;:12b; 10::Bde, fatrick Henry,
pp. 342-92; and Grigsby, The Virginia Federal Convention of 1788.

33Grigsby, The Virginia Federal Convention of 1788, II 321;
Elliot, The Debates .•• on the Adoption of the Federal Constitution, 
III, 653-02; Mays, Edmund Pendleton, II, 2j2-33; Brant, James 
Madison, III, 191-92. 
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after a hard fight. But they must have exhaled a sigh of relief that 

the draining battle was over. With the new government well on its 

way to becoming a reality, the brothers could turn to more personal 

af!�irs. Wilson Nicholas still had a year's term to serve in the House 

of Delegates, but George Nicholas could now devote full time to his 

long-planned move to Kentucky. 'l'he fight over the Constitution proved 

to be the last occasion for the Nicholas brothers to work together for 

Albemarle County. After George moved to Kentuchy, John Nicholas removed 

first to Stafford County and then to New York. Philip Norborne Nicholas 

never became attached to the Piedmont but made his home in Richmond 

instead. The youngest brother, Lewis, opted fur the life of a farmer 

in the county but never assumed any leadership role. When the brothers 

did cooperate again on political issues, their focus had shifted from 

the Virginia scene to national affairs and the new Republican Party. 





CHAPI'ER VIII 

GEORGE NICHOLAS AND THE WRE OF KENTUCKY 

During the mid-1780's, Virginia lost its hold on the descen

dants of Robert Carter Nicholas as his sons turned their eyes toward 

what seemed to be more promising vistas. Once again the eldest son 

took the lead, and he counseled his brothers to follow his example. 

It may seem strange that George Nicholas decided to migrate to Kentucky 

just when he had reached the zenith of his influence in the Old Dominion. 

His vital role in Virginia's adoption of the constitution assured him of 

high political honors and responsibilities in the future; he was an 

established, successful lawyer of great reputation; and his land

holdings in Albemarle marked him as a man of means. 

Yet Virginia had lost its appeal for GeorgP Nicholas. As he 

explained to James Madison early in 1789, political life no longer 

seemed attractive, and when he moved to Kentuc.Ky, he would "go there 

with a determined resolution never to engage in public business of any 

kind." Burying himself in backward Kentucky would be "sufficient 

sacrifice ••• without giving up [his) happiness and content by engaging 

in a new state of warfare with knaves and fuols." Exactly why Nicholas 

spoke so bitterly of politics is unknown. He certainly ho.d met no 

strung barriers to his political career in Virginia. It was common for 

Virginia leaders to decry political service while simultaneously accep-
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ting offices, and perhaps Nicholas was simply adopting that familiar 

posture. Yet Nicholas expressed similar feelings the following year 

when he applauded his brother Wilson's decision to retire from the 

House of Delegates. 

I think you perfectly right to quit the assembly. 
You would spend your time and money to no purpose, 
in serving people who think they confer a favor on 
you by permitting you to do so. After the novelty 
is over there can be no object to a man unless he 
has private views to gratify. With the best inten
tions we are all liable to mistake the true interests 
of the country and it does not always happen that 
most honest men have the credit even of intending 
well. 

Nicholas found it impossible to follow his own advice. Although he 

never again held an elective public office, he accepted political appoint

ments in Kentucky and played a key role as a delegate to the 17�2 Kentucky 

1 
constitutional convention. 

Nicholas' Virginia lands were also letting him down. Not only 

were they still encumbered with his father's debts, but the value of 

the lands and the income they could produce were steadily shrinking. 

Kentucky, with its vast spaces and fertile fields, promised better. 

According to a 177� Virginia law, Nicholas was entitled to at least 

j,000 acres of Kentucky land for his services as a colonel in the Revolu

tion. Nicholas also obtained military warrants from veterans such as 

James Monroe who had little use for Kentucky land, and he probably 

1
George Nicholas to James Madison, January 2, 1789, Madison Papers; 

George Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 1, 17�0, Carter-Smith 
Papers, UVA. 
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purchased lands on credit from the Virginia land office at £ 40 in 

depreciated Virginia currency per hundred acres. By 1785 he held 

title to at least 20,000 acres, and by the time of his removal to 

Kentucky in 1789, he had added another 10,000 acres. Such lands would 

prove valuable, he hoped, not only for farrr.ine; and inheritances for 

2
his sons, but also for speculation and quick profit. 

The one unsettling feature of a migration to Kentucky were the 

conflicting reports on the prospects for lawyers. On the one hand, 

fantastic confusion surrounding land claims, e;rants, and legislation 

resulted in abnost perpetual litigation, thus creating a paradise for 

young, aggressive lawyers. The lure was almost too appealing. Some 

Kentuckians reported that the land was being flooded by attorneys. A 

few of the early arrivals were experiencing success, but most were 

scrambling for clients and tightening their belts. James Brown, who 

considered his practice better than most, told his Virginia friend 

James Breckenridge that unless he hastened to Kentucky, there would be 

no more room for lawyers. 

You wish to know how I like this Country? 
[Brown wrote]. When I consider it as unconnected 
with my Interest as a professionalist, I admire 
it -- I look upon it ••.• as a second Paradise. But 
when I consider it as the Country in ..,_,hich I am to 

2i.Jillard Rouse Jillson, The Kentucky Land Grants (Louisville,
lS,2')), p. 100; Ammon, James Monroe, pp. 71�, ltJ4; Benjamin Horace 
Hibbard, A History of' the Public Lar;d Policies (ile' ... YorJ,., l';)j;)), p. 118; 
Patricia Watlington, The Partisan Spirit: Kentuc9 Politics, 1779-1792 
(New YorK, 19'72), pp. 12-13, lB-l:;1. 
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Support myself by the practice of law, I execrate, 
I abhor, I detest it. Why my friend would you 
believe it? There are not less than twenty Attornies 
in the District at present! By Heavens they must 
hunt Buffallo or starve. 3 

But Nicholas was willin� to take the chance. He had Breat confidence 

in his lebal abilities and felt little worry about establishing a new 

practice. After a few years in Kentucky, he wrote to his brother Wilson 

of the success that his friend John Breckenridge was enjoying in a new 

legal practice. However, he assured Wilson that Brechenridge's success 

was not cutting into his own practice and added, "I fear nobody as a 

,,4lawyer. 

Throughout 1788 Nicholas attempted to raise the money necessary 

for his proposed removal. Typically, Virginians relied upon their lands 

to secure debts or raise cash, but in the post-war period, drooping land 

values and scarcity of money severely hampered this practice. Also, 

Nicholas was ambivalent toward sale of his Virginia lands. At the same 

time that he was selling tracts in Albemarle and lots in Baltimore, he 

was purchasing additional Albemarle land along Ivy and Stockton's Creeks. 

Thus when he left for Kentucky, he still held title to over 3,000 acres 

3James Brown to James Breci-:enridge, September 30, 1788, James 
BrecKenrid8e Correspondence, UVA. Breckenridge was so discouraged by 
Brown's reports that he never left for Kentuc�y but decided to carve 
his fortune from Botetourt County, Vir0;inia, near Fincastle. His 
brother John, however, left for Kentucky a few ye2rs later and achieved 
quite a reputation in his new home. 

4George Nicholas to [Wilson Cary Nicholas], June 24, 1793, Randolph
Nicholas Letters, microfilm, UVA. 
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in Albemarle County, most of which he retained until his death in 

1799.5

Nicholas decided that he would journey to Kentucky without 

his family in order to establish a proper home before they joined him. 

In the meantime, he sent them to his wife's borne in Baltimore. By 

this time he already had at least six children, and he was faced with 

the necessity of procuring funds for their Baltimore sojourn and even

tual trip westward. He hoped to raise at least a thousand dollars 

from the sale of a Baltimore lot which he thought should answer that 

II II b 
need and buy his wife what nice fancies she will want as well. 

If he followed his announced intentions, Nicholas left for 

Kentucky on January 25, 1789. Why he chose the middle of' winter for 

his trip is uncertain. Perhaps there was less dan8er of a brush with 

Indians during cold weather. When Nicholas arrived safely in Kentucky, 

he decided to establish his home near Danville, a small town in the 

bluegrass region almost in the center of the district. Chosen as the 

seat of the district court in 1783, Danville remained the leading town 

in Kentucky until the early 1790's.when it was eclipsed by Lexington. 

Enthralled with his new habitat, Nicholas wrote James Madison: "You 

) Albemarle Cow1ty Deeds Boor;s Nos. 8-10, 1'782-17>'3, microfilm, 
WA; Indenture of Sale of Baltimore Lot, Carter-Smith Farers, lJVA. 
Nicholas had also advertised his intention Lo lca�e fur Kentucky in the 
newspapers durinG the summer of 17b8 so t!Jat. all u--::counts could be 
settled with debtors and creditors. Thomas Jcff'er��0n to Willium Short, 
February 213, 1789, WMQ (2nd series), XII (April, l'.,)32), 150. 

6George Nicholas to Samuel Smith, January 21.+, 1789, Carter-Smith
Papers. 
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may perceive that I am much attached to this Country indeed I think it 

the most eligible situation in our world for a man who has a numerous 

family to provide for and who can bring himself to sacrifice some of 

the gratifications of the palate to their welfare." The soil was excell

ent, he added, and with a little aid from the government and great 

industry from the people, manufacturing could be easily established. 

Expressing satisfaction with the people he foW1d there, Nicholas averred 

that Kentucky contained more independent men than any place he had seen, 

but they would gladly submit to a government which dealt justly with 

them.7

Departure from Virginia did not solve all of Nicholas' problems, 

however. Money was just as scarce in his new domain as in the Old 

Dominion, and he had to borrow £100 from Battaile Muse to cover 

additional expenses of getting his family to Kentucky. He had planned 

for his wife and children to leave Baltimore on Aw;ust 15 and take the 

Ohio River route to their new home. The overland routes were too 

inconvenient and rough especially for his youngest daughter, Georgia, 

who was a "Puny & weak" one-and-a-half-year old. Taking this route did 

entail an overland journey through western ll,oryland and rennsylvania, 

but once the family reached the vicinity of l'ittsburg, the rest of the 

trip could be made by boat, floating down the Uhio and then working up 

7
George Nicholas to James Madison, January 24 and Hay 8, 17851, 

Madison Papers; George Nicholas to Samuel Smith, January 24, 1789, 
Carter-�;mith Papers; Watlington, The Partisan �pirit, p. 55. 
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the Kentucky River close to Nicholas' residence. The only great 

hazard in taking the trip in the late summer was the chance of low 

waters. Mrs. Nicholas' father, John Smith, expressed fears that "the 

Waters will be too Low to Proceed down the Uhio, '' Indians were still 

a threat, but as George Nicholas later explained, "Eight armed men, 

who are prudent and do not give the Indians an advantage over them by 

going on shore would be as safe in coming down the Ohio as they would 

be in going down James river." Apparently, low waters slowed the 

family a bit because the trip down the Ohio took a tedious twenty-five 

days. But Nicholas could happily report to his friends and relatives 

in October that his wife and children had arrived safely and in good 

health.8

Following any path that could increase his prospects for finan

cial success, Nicholas reported in November 1789 that he was already 

pursuing the vocations of a farmer, a lawyer, and a manufacturer. He 

located his farm six miles outside of Danville and began planning its 

development on a large scale. Besides the usual crops and livestock, 

he announced very early his intentions to construct a wheat mill and a 

distillery both for his own use and consumption and for supplementary 

8
George Nicholas to Battaile Muse, June 29, 1'{69, no.ttaile Muse

Papers; John Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholo.s, 3eptember 7, 178�, Carter
Smith Papers; George Nicholas to [ Wilson Cary Ilichola sJ, October 1, 
1790, E-R Additional Papers, UVA; GeorGe Nichol'.ls to Jn,r:es J.'iadison, 
November 2, 1789, Madison Po.pers; George Nicholas to Samuel Smith, 
October 25, 1789, Carter-Smith Papers. Nicholas ren;arked in this last 
letter that the migration to Kentucky had cost him a total of "a thou
sand pounds Virga money." 
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income. Nicholas frequently raved about the fertility of the soil 

and followed the example of other new Kentuckians in experimenting 

with cash crops such as hemp. So successful was his farm that by 

1796 it was judged one of the finest a11d lar[_';est in the state. Visi

tors remarked approvingly about his stone dairy barn with its fine 

herd and his mill with its "waterwheel of twenty feet in diamiter 

[sic] which carries two pr of mill stones. 119

Soon after his arrival, Nicholas also took an active role in 

the newly organized "Kentucky Manufacturing Society." One of the ori

ginal stockholders of this company which intended to make cotton cloth 

and stockings, the new resident was drafted to serve as the secretary 

for the first few meetings of the company. Why Nicholas was chosen to 

keep minutes of the meeting is a mystery because he undoubtedly had the 

worst handwriting of any resident of Kentucky. Once problems of pro

curing proper machinery and workmen had been solved, the factory success

fully produced cotton and woolen goods, but no evidence remains to 

10
indicate if Nicholas reaped any financial benefits from the project. 

Nicholas relied upon his legal skills to provide the bulk 

of his income. Only nine months after leaving Virginia, he boasted ol' 

having "the best business in this country." Still, his practice did not 

9
George Nicholas to James Madison, November 2, 1789, Madison Papers;

George Nicholas to Samuel Smith, March 3, 1789, July 9, 1790, Carter-Smith 
Papers; David Mende to Ann Meade Randolph, September 1, 1796, in Bayrd 
Still, "The Westward Migration of a Planter Pioneer in 1796," WMQ (2nd 
series), XII (October, 1971), 336-37. 

�-

10caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 31-33· Other
members of the group included Harry Innes, James \-lilkinson, and John 
Brown. Watlington, The Partisan Spirit, p. 193. 
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provide a fully adequate income, and although he claimed to fear no 

man as a lawyer, he candidly admitted that Kentucky could not support 

many more attorneys. Fortunately, his services in the adoption of 

the new federal constitution and his strong family linKs in Virginia 

resulted in official appointments which could supplement his legal 

fees. In October 1789, he was appointed the first federal attorney 

for the district of Kentucky while his friend Harry Innes was favored 

with a commission as the federal judge of the district. However, 

Nicholas had already been approached by Virginia's Governor Beverly 

Randolph about a more lucrative state appointment as Attorney-General 

for Kentucky, and he decided not to accept the federal post. The 

five thousand dollar annual salary of the state post was too attractive 

to turn down. As he explained to his brother Wilson, "I am not fond 

of going into any office and if I was out of debt would not, but in 

my present situation do not think I could justify H either to my family 

or creditors to refuse such an addition to my income in the line of my 

profession." The General Assembly confirmed Nicholas' appointment in 

November, 1790, and when Kentucky became a separate state in 1792,

Nicholas continued in a similar capacity for the new state until the 
11 

end of that year. 

11George Nicholas to Samuel Smith, Octob�r 2;, 1789, and July <;,
1790, Carter-Smith I'apers; Vir1;;inia Herald 21.d .Fr:!dcrict.sbur13 Adver
tiser, October 8, 1789. (Both Nicholas and Innes' brother James had 
been important advocates for the adoption of the Constitution in Vir

ginia.) George Nicholas to Beverly Randolph, January 30, 1789, Calendar 
of Virginia State Papers, V, 106. (Randolph was the cousin of Nicholas' 
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While these various pursuits may have provided Nicholas' family 

with adequate support, they did almost nothing to reduce his staggering 

debts. His largest debt, reaching at one time to almost £.ouOO, was 

the result of money he had borrowed from the estalc of his late uncle, 

George William Fairfax. F'airf'ax had left Virginia shortly before the 

outbreak of the Revolution and had requested his friend George Washington 

to look after his Virginia lands. Burdened with the direction of the 

American army, Washington could find no time to meet his friend's 

request, and Fairfax turned to his brother-in-law Robert Carter Nicholas 

for aid. Because of failing health and his new judicial appointment, 

the old Treasurer could not accept the task, but his son George, who 

was busily establishing his law practice, was happy to asswne it. The 

young lawyer was instrumental in saving the Fairfax estate from confis

cation by Virginia as loyalist property, but he was not very diligent 

in keeping a close eye on its management. He continually found excuses 

not to visit the lands, and he left collection of rents and direction of 

crops in the hands of professional managers such as Battaile Muse. 

Charged with the responsibility of handling all funds and keeping proper 

brother-in-law, Edmund Randolph). George Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
May 1, 17:JO, Carter-Smith Papers; Calendar of Virginia ��tate rapers, V, 
223-24; Caldemyer, 11The Career of George Nicholas," p. 3u. Following 
a common practice of lawyers including his father, Nicholas also tooK 
in law students to attend to numerous writir1.3 ch01,0s and supplement his 
income. Among these were Robert Wicklifi'e, J usepl:1 Ha:r.ilton Daviess, 
and Felix Grundy. Nicholas had the reputation for training more future 
Kentucky lawyers in his office than any other attorney of his day. 
Orval W. Baylor, "The Career of Felix Grundy, 1777-1840," Filson Club 
Historical Quarterly, XVI (April, 1942), 91. 
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accounts, Nicholas succumbed to the temptation of borrowing from the 

estate's revenues, and by 1789 he had managed to run up a debt of 

f. 4192 .17. 9. 
12

Apparently unaware of Nicholas' debt, Fairfax named him one 

of three executors of his will of 1787, the others being George Washington 

and Fairfax's brother-in-law, Wilson Miles Cary. But Nicholas had had 

enough of the estate, and he refused to accept the new task. When 

Washington also declined due to his own complicated affairs, Cary 

angrily brought an unsuccessful suit against them before George Wythe 

of the High Court of Chancery. Cary's anger over Nicholas' refusal to 

serve as executor may explain why Cary later exhibited such an adamant 
13 

attitude in pressing his nephew for payment of the debt to the estate. 

Fairfax's widow and Nicholas' maternal aunt, Sally Cary Fairfax, 

was extremely upset when she learned of the excessive debt. "Good God," 

she exclaimed, "how could the Son of such Parents fall thus short of 

12George Washington to Robert Carter Nicholas, November 2, 1779,
and November 7, 1780, Writings of George Washington, XVII, 58-)9, XX, 
318-19; George Nicholas to George William Fairfax, June 25, 1'{80,
August 5, 1781, and December 10, 1783, May 4, 1784, Fairfax of Cameron
Manuscripts, microfilm, VCRP; Account of George Nicholas with Estate of
George William Fairfax, Illid. There is also a great deal of correspon
dence relating to Nichol�management of the estate in the Battaile Muse
Papers, Duke University.

l3Abstrac t of Will or George William Fair fax, microfilm, VCRP; George
Washine;ton to Warner Washin6ton, November 9, 1787 °md to ·vii ls on Miles Cary 
and George Nicholas, November 15, 1787, \.Jritin[:;s cl Ge'.Jre.;e 'v:a0hirwte,n, 
XXIX, 306, 314-1); Copy of Wilson Miles Cary vs. George Washington and 
George Nicholas, Virginia High Court of Chancery, in Sarnuel W. and Francis 
Lackland Papers, Duke University. 



their rectitude," When Mrs. Fairfax's brother, Wilson Miles Cary, 

pressed Nicholas to secure the debt, Nicholas agreed in January 

1792 to execute a deed of trust for 20,000 acres of land on Eagle 

Creek in Woodford CoW1ty, Kentucky, as well as his 800 acre farm, 

slaves, and his household furniture. News of this transaction did 

not placate Mrs. Fairfax, who termed it a farce. "Will that Mort:= 

44

pay Legacies," she fumed. She was convinced that the debt would never 

be paid and avowed that she would "as soon rob on the highway as receive 

I ,,14 
another Person s property, and apply it to my own use. 

Acting upon advice from his brother-in-law Samuel Smith, 

Nicholas had been using his Kentucky lands to secure or cancel his 

debts since his first year in Kentucky. Yet there never seemed to be 

enough land to cover the debts, and some creditors would not accept 

land as payment. Worry about his financial affairs never ceased as 

creditors hoW1ded him, and he never seemed to be able to build the large 

unencumbered estate that Virginians always dreamt of leaving their sons, 

Do not follow my example, he cautioned his yoW1ger brother Wilson, 

"Contract your matters as much as possible, make no more bargains of 

any kind until you are out of debt and then only buy what you can pay 

for." Continuing in a dejected vein, he added "the state of a debtor 

1L, 
Sally Cary Fairfax to Thomas Fairfax, December 213, 17Sil, and 

December 27, 1T>2, Fairfax of Cameron Manuscripts, VCEP; Deed of Trust 
dated January 12, 17Si2, Breckenridge Family lJapers, LC. 
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is a hell on earth which nothing can compensate for.11
15

Still, Nicholas sounded an optimistic note about his new 

home. He was determined to pay his debts, and Kentucky seemed to 

o�·fer the best pruspects of achieving this goal. The people were

independent spirits, the soil was fertile, and land was cheap and 

abundant. Opportunity beckoned, and Nicholas was so sure of his chances 

for financial success that he advised his brother Wilson to also abandon 

Virginia and join him in Kentucky. "It must clearly be the interest of 

your family that you should go westward," he wrote, and he advanced 

arguments to convince Wilson's wife that the journey was safe. "Tell 

her that thousands of children as pretty, as sweet and dear in the eyes 

of their parents as her's are in her sight have gut safe to this country. 

The dangers of the passage are much magnified." Nicholas' only note of' 

caution was the advice that Wilson should sell his Virginia property and 

16
settle all his Virginia financial affairs bei'ore undertaking the move. 

Nicholas' early optimism proved to be unfounded. By 1795, he 

was ready to explore other avenues such as land speculation and the 

manufacture of iron to enhance his financial prospects. These ventures 

were risky at best, and Nicholas needed to raise money quickly to enter 

them. During the critical period at the form:Jtion of these undertakings, 

1JGeore;e Nicholas to Samuel Smith, Octcber 2'.5, J.'{l.i:;1, Carter-Smith
Papers; Charles Irvin� to George Nicholas, March 30, l792, Breckenridge 
.Family Papers; Geurge Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 21, 17Sil, 
Randolph-Nicholas Letters. 

lbibid.; George Nicholas tu Wilson Cary Nichulas, May 1, 1790,
Carter-Smith Papers and October 1, 17'.,10, E-R Additional Papers. 
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he could not afford to be hounded by his Virginia creditors, and he 

turned to his brother Wilson for assistance. Wilson had already offered 

to take responsibility for the Fairfax debt to aid his harried brother, 

but George Nicholas believed he could delay puyment of that debt a while 

longer by assigninc; new security. Instead, he c1slwd Wilson to assume 

responsibility for the remainder of his Virginia debts totalling over 

thirty thousand dollars so that Wilson would be his so]e Virginia 

creditor. Wilson agreed. To secure this large amount, Nicholas 

offered to give his brother mortgages (or deeds of trust) on the lands 

he had already consigned to the Fairfax estate as well as the lands on 

which the iron furnace rested. This highly questionable arran6ement 

worked to no one's benefit in the long run. When George Nicholas died 

in 1799, he was still heavily in debt, the executors of the Fairfax 

estate still pressed unsuccessfully for their claim, and Wilson Nicholas 

was saddled with a debt which he never fully satisfied.
17

Nicholas' move intu iron manufacturing was just as questionable 

as his debt arrangement with his brother Wilson. Instead of actually 

establishing a new iron furnace, he and his partners took advantage of 

confusing and conflicting land claims in Kentucl\y to muscle their way 

into an existing company. In Harch l 7Sll, Jac,,b J,\yers had erect,2d a 

furnace on SlGte Creek a few miles fro:n Olyr:1pian ��µrings. Two months 

later, Myers soJd his Bourbon Iron Works Compariy to a five-man group 

l7
George Nicholas to (Wilson Cary Nicholas], February 13, 1795,

WCN-UVA; A. Dibrell, Jr., to John Breckenridge, December 25, 17S!'.:i, 
Breckenridge Family Papers; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, August 
14, 1799, E-R Additional Papers. 
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headed by John Cockey Owings of Baltimore. A very successful initial 

blast, reputed to have cleared £12,000, attracted attention and 

imitators. Nicholas discovered that the company had only a shaky 

claim to the land on which the furnace stood, and he immediately joined 

forces with John Brect;enridge and George Thompson to secure a ::,tronger 

title to the furnace tract and surrounding land. Armed with the 

stronger title and the threats of protracted court battles and a 

competing furnace, the three were convinced that "the old Company will 

find themselves in such a Situation that they must request us to join 

them," The prediction was accurate. On March 6, 17;J5, the Bourbon 

Furnace Company was formed by a merger of the "old Company" and the 

18new aggressive trio of partners. 

Nicholas had great hopes that the iron works would provide 

financial salvation. Predicting that the next blast would clear 

between £15,000 and £20,000, he optimistically tc,ld his brother Wilson 

that the venture would afford him "the most certain prospect of dis

charging all my debts in a few years & keeping a greater fortune than 

I ever calculated on." But once again, his optimism was racing far 

ahead of reality. Even his personal direction of the enterprise did 

not overcome all the difficulties which faced the company. Accidents, 

theft, bad weather, shortage of supplies, altercations among the more 

18George Nicholas to [Wilson Cary Nicholas), February 13, 1795,
WCN-UVA; J. Winston Coleman, Jr., "Old Kentucr,y Iron Furnaces," Filson 
Club Historical Quarterly, XX.XI (July, 1957), 22'(-42; Lowell H. Harrison, 
"John Breckenridge of Kentucky: Planter, Speculator, and Businessman," 
Ibid., XXXIV (July, 1960), 218-l;J, 220. 
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skilled employees, and lack of sufficient labor continually caused 

headaches for Nicholas. The partners never seemed to be able to 

purchase an adequate force of slaves for hard manual labor associated 

with the various phases of iron making, and white workers usually 

refused such employment. Merchants hesitated to place orders until 

they could examine the quality of the products. A constant worry to 

Nicholas was the possibility that someone else would contest the land 

rights of the company, and he advised Breckenridge that the first and 

most important job of the partners was to secure their title. "It 

will be a great disgrace for us if we suffer ourselves to be surprised 

like the old company by new claims," he wrote, rem�mbering only too 

well the path of his entry into the iron manufacturing business.
19

By early 1797 the company was advertising and selling a wide 

variety of ironware including pots, kettles, Franklin stoves, tools, 

and equipment for whiskey stills. Production sometimes reached three 

tons a day, but the iron had a reputation for lacking strength despite 

its hardness. Although the company was finally turning out saleable 

products, Breckenridge sensed that it would never be the lucrative 

venture Nicholas had forecast. In March of 1798, Breckenridge traded 

his interest in the company for lbOO acres of land. Nicholas remained 

19George Nicholas to [Wilson Cary Nicholas], February 13, 179:>
) 

WCN-UVA; Harrison, "John Breci-;.enridge of Kcntucr;:y," pp. 219-21; Calde
myer, "The Career of Geor8e Nicholas ) " pp. 33-Ju; George Nicholas to 
John Breckenridge, February 2, 1796, Breckenridge Family Papers. The 
Breckenridge Papers contain numerous letters from Nicholas detailing his 
problems and frustrations with the venture. 
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in the company until his death the following year, but the ironworks 

never provided the answer to his heavy debts. Costs of the enterprise 

were most likely barely repaid by 1799, and the predicted generous profits 

never materialized. The question of control of his share of the business 

after his death caused bitter squabbling and litisation for both his 

family and his brother Wilson. The ironmaking business had proven to 

be no more of a financial salvation for him than it had for his grand-

20 
father, Dr. George Nicholas of Williamsburg. 

At the same time that he began to look into the iron business, 

Nicholas also turned to land speculation as an answer to his debts. As 

early as 1789, he had unsuccessfully attempted to interest his merchant 

brother-in-law, Samuel Smith of Baltimore, in investing in western lands. 

"Ir you monied men did not think land beneath your attention," he wrote, 

"there never was so fine a field open l'or ma King fc,rtunes for posterity 

as here," Although he asserted that by the time Smith's children 

inherited the land it would be worth twenty times as much as the purchase 

price, Smith cautiously did not jump at the chance. He obviously was 

well acquainted with Nicholas' overly sanguine nature. The following 

20ceorge Nicholas to John Breckenridge, April 26, 1797, Breckenridge
Family Papers; Harrison, "John Breckenridge of Kentucky," pp. 220-21. 
Thomas Dye Owinc;s, the son of John Coc�ey Owinc;s, joined the company in 
1790 and immediately became a catalyst of controversy. By January 1800 
he had acquired a three-eighths interest in "he ousiness, and his mo·,es 
tu grab a larger share brought him into direct CGn!lict with the Kentucky 
Nicholuses and Hilsun Cary Nicholas in Virt:;inia. i:es1- i te vociferou::, 
objections from Mrs. Nicholas and family friends, he married Geore;e 
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year, in a less optimistic tone about land investments in Kentucky, 

Nicholas advised his brother Wilson that great profits could be made 

in western lands but that chances were better with the Yazoo lands in 

21 
Georgia than with lands farther north. 

Probably because of his inability tu attract partners in any 

large scale schemes, most of Nicholas' land purchases before 17:;15 

were of smaller tracts consisting of a few thousand acres each. He 

never lost his faith that western lands would soon leap in value. When 

his brother Wilson assumed responsibility for his Virginia debts early 

in 1795, Nicholas assured Wilson that he would soon be relieved of this 

burden by profits from land sales. After all, Nicholas added, Kentucky 

land values had doubled in the past year. Armed with characteristic 

optimism, Nicholas entered into three land companies aiming for control 

of vast acreages in 1795. All three came to naught. The most ambitious 

Nicholas' eldest daughter Maria in 18o4. By 1817 he controlled the 
Bourbon Iron Works together with its Slate and Maria Forges and the Red 
River Iron Works. He sold the ironware he produced in his Lexington 
store until the businesses failed in 1822. When the Bourbon works were 
sold by court order, they were purchased by Robert Wickliffe, student 
and biographer of George Nicholas, who leased them to Owings' son-in-law, 
Major John C. Mason, who ran them until shut do....,n in 1838. Coleman, 
"Old Kentucky Iron Furnaces," pp. 227-42; Francis Fairleigh, "County 
Court Houses - Grass Roots of History." Fils,_n Club Historical Quarterly, 
XXX (April, 195u), pp. lL+l-58; James Morrison to 'vlilsun Cary Nicholas, 
March [ ? ] and March 18, 1604, WCN-UVA. 

21
Geor[;e Nicholas to Samuel Smith, October 2), 17011, and to Wilson 

Cary Nicholas, hay 1, 17SW, Carter-Smith Papers. 
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of the schemes involved an attempt by eastern and western teams 

combining forces to obtain six million acres along the Green River 

for a price of twelve to fifteen cents an acre. The venture, Hall & 

Company, attracted Wade Hampton, Gideon Denison, John Hall, Elisha J.

Hall, and Wilson Cary Nicholas from the east and John Brown, James 

Brown, Harry Innes, John Breckenridge, and George Nicholas as the 

western partners. When the Kentucky legislature refused to grant the 

lands to the company, the Nicholases and Breckenridge abandoned their 

22
involvement with the group, 

Nicholas also expressed interest in the lands of the Ohio 

territory. He and Breckenridge joined forces with Simon Kenton and 

William Ward to find a salt lick in Ohio, settle families around it, 

and hold the land by squatters' claims until help could be attained in 

the east to legalize the acquisition. The most likely eastern politician 

with influence was Wilson Cary Nicholas, and the two men had decided to 

seek his aid in 1796 to help the scheme reach fruition, but Congress 

22George Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 13, 1795, WCN-UVA;
Harrison, "John Breckenridge of Kentuc.Ky," pp, 217-18; Willard Rouse 
Jillson, The Kentucky Land Grants (Louisville, l';:25), p. 100, and Old 
Kentucky Entries and Deeds (Louisville, 1926), pp. 437, Jl8. A simple 
recitation of the political offices held by the various partners indi
cates why they were optimistic of success. 'l'iade Hampton, a · ... ealthy 
planter from South Carolina who occupied a seat in the federal House of 
Representatives, was already involved with a company attempting to 
purchase the controversial Yazoo lands from Georsia. John Brown, the 
first lawyer tc., move to Kentucky after the Revr_J lut i :m and one of the 
Gtate's most pro�inent politicians, was a federal �enatur. His youn�er 
brother James had been Kentucky's secretary of state since 1792. Innes 
had served as the U.S. district judge for Kentucky since 1789. All were 
Republicans. C. Peter Magrath, Yazoo: Law and Politics in the New 
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23 
foiled the effort by opening the lands to public sale. 

Nicholas also involved his relatives in a third scheme in 

1795. He had finally convinced his brothers-in-law Samuel and Robert 

Smith of the wisdom of purchasing western lands, and the two brothers 

authorized him to be their buyer. Nicholas talked John Breckenridge 

into joining the enterprise, and the two Kentucky lawyers immediately 

began looking for land bargains. Accordin8 to the plan, Nicholas and 

Breckenridge would use the Smith's money to buy land and then defend 

the titles against other claimants. The Smiths were to sell the lands 

in the east, and the four would then split t.he profits. Once again 

the project failed. Nicholas and Breckenridge managed to forward title 

to 150,000 acres, but the land was soon reclaimed and sold by the state 

24 
because NichoJ.as had failed to keep up the tax payments. 

Republic (New York, 1967), p. 6; J. Harold Easterby, "Wade Hampton," 
Dictionary of American Biography, VIII, 212-13; Watlington, The Partisan 
Spirit, pp. 80-81; E. Merton Coulter, "John Brown," Dictionary of Amer
ican Biography, III, 130-31; Melvin Johnson White, "James Brown," Ibid,, 
III, 12D; Edward Wiest, "Harry Innes," Ibid., IX, 485-80. 

23 
George Nicholas to John Breckenridge, March 3, 1796, Breckenridge 

Family Papers; Har·rison, "John Breckenridge of Kentucky," pp. 217-18. 

24George Nicholas to John Brecr;enridge, December 31, 179), Brecken
ridge Family Papers; Extract of Samuel Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
September 5, 17Si9, Samuel Smith Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA; Harrison, 
"John Breckenridge of Kentucky," pp. 217-18; Fran;,. A. Cassell, Merchant 
Con 'ressman in the Youn.,. Renublic: Samuel ;irr.ith 01' Mar lund l' '2-lo c 

Madison, Wisconsin, 1971 , p. 90, 
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Nicholas' expectations for his land purchases were just as high as 

for his iron works -- and just as unrealistic, for they also brought 

him no financial relief. 

In constant and restless pursuit of financial success, Nicholas 

moved his family around Kentucky several times. When the iron works 

needed his personal direction in 17Si5, Nicholas moved from the confor

table and prosperous farm near Danville to a home closer to the works 

on Slate Creek. Nearby Lexington, a small but bustling town, offered 

more advantac;es for his family and profession, however, and after less 

than a year near the site of the iron works, he moved his family into 

a large brick house which he had just built in the growing "Athens of 

the West." The new home was required to be large because of Nicholas' 

large family. He already had eleven children by the time of this last 

d h' ld ld b b . th "h d " b · , h 
2J 

move, an one more c i wou e orn in e an some ricY. ouse. 

One of the reasons Nicholas had moved to Kentucky was the oppor

tunity to create an adequate estate "as a sacred deposit for [his] 

fan1ily." His Virc;inia lands were already threatened oy hea ;y debts, 

nnd the abundance of lalld in Kentucky offered a chance to ubtain enuu[;h 

acreage to satisfy creditors and still leave an adequate residue for his 

children. But, as usual, his plans never materialized, and upon his 

25Robcrt Wickliffe, "Sketch of the Life uf George Nicholas," type
script cupy, Carter-Smith Papers; Still, "The v:estward 11,igration of a 
l'luntcr l'ionecr in 17s,6," pp. 334-J:;j. Nichclas ma,,' h3V(� t8r'.en up th,� 
temporary residence near the works until construction of his home in 
Lexington could be completed. 
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death, his children were left with only small inheritances. Facing 

heavy pressure from the executors of the Fairfax estate, he even sold 

his farm near Danville to his brother Wilson late in 1797 for �jOOO and 

used half' of the sum to satisfy part of the debt. Other creditors 

claimed the remainder of his assets when he died ) 
and it was only 

through diligent efforts of friends and relatives that his family was

2b 
able to keep its Lexington home for a few more years. 

Considering Nicholas' wide ranbing i.nterest in law, business ) 

and manufacturine; ) it would be natural to asswne tbat he would plan 

for his sons to follow him in those paths. Yet he adopted an ambivalent 

attitude toward their future occupations which is rather puzzling. After 

Nicholas joined the Kentucky Manufacturing Society in 17139, his two 

oldest sons briefly worked in the factory as laborers at a very tender 

age. But it was apparent that Nicholas believed that land was tlie key 

to his sons' futures. In 1790 Samuel Smith offered to train the two 

oldest boys for a merchant's career, but Nicholas hesitated to accept 

the offer. If either of his sons chose such a life, Nicholas would not 

stand in the way, but he made it clear that he belie·v·ed "the farmer's 

is the happiest life." As long as his sons had no illusions about what 

to expect from agricultural pursuits, Nicholas felt they would learn to 

26Geor�e Nicholas to Samuel Smith, October 2j, 1789, Carter-Smith
Fapers; Georse Nicholas to Wilsun Cary Nicholas, 1ui;ust 2SJ and November 
>' J 17Sl7 1 Randolph-Nicholas Letters; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, 
August 14, 1799, E-R Additional Papers. Wilson Nicholas exchan�ed the 
farm for some property on the Ohio River owned by Joshua Fry which he 
incorrectly assumed would sell faster. 
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"relish •.• this kind of happiness." Perhaps because he died before his 

sons matured and because he could leave them no sizable tracts of land, 

none of them later turned to a farmer's life. Two found careers in the 

army, one died while a midshipman in the navy, another became the editor 

of a Kentucky newspaper, one died while training to be a merchant, and 

the sixth son gave up a merchant's career to become a prominent lawyer 

and judge. Of Nicholas' six daughters, five married merchants, manufac

turers, or businessmen-planters while the last married a lawyer� Thus 

the old Virginia tradition of attachment to the soil was not transmitted 

by Nicholas to his children.
27 

Despite Nicholas' stated intentions "never to engage in public 

business of any kind," he found it impossible to remain aloof from 

Kentucky politics.28 Kentucky leaders undoubtedly pressed Nicholas to

put his political experience to good use in his adopted home. He also 

realized that the success of his ventures in farming and manufacturing 

would depend to a large extent upon Kentucky's future political status. 

If he wished to aid his enterprises, he would have to forget his renun

ciation of political life and work for the adoption of governmental 

policies that would promote conunerce and manufacturing as well as 

agriculture. 

27Caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," p. 33; George
Nicholas to Samuel Smith, July 9, 1790, Carter-Smi'Jh Papers. 

28 
George Nicholas to James Madison, January 2, 1789, Madison

Papers. 
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Nicholas' choice of the area near Danville as the new home 

for his family was a fateful one, for the small town was the political 

nerve center of Kentucky during these early years. The site of the 

district court and the home of several important political leaders 

such as Harry Innes and John Brown, Danville also hosted the long 

series of conventions that met between 1784 and 1792 to discuss separa

tion from Virginia. 

By the time of Nicholas' arrival early in 1789, Kentuckians 

had split into three factions on the issue of Kentucky's future rela

tionships with the Old Dominion and the new federal union. One group 

opted for cvntinued connection with Virginia, a second desired separation 

from Virginia only upon a congressional guarantee of statehood, and the 

third considered the possibility of independence from both Virginia and 

the union and even flirted with foreign alliances. It was among the 

members of this last faction, often termed the "court party" by opponents, 

that Nicholas formed his early political connections in Kentucky.
29

Although Nicholas never openly advocated Kentucky's connection 

with a foreign power, he indicated in letters to Virginia friends that 

he would support complete Kentucky independence if that was the only 

path by which her success could be guaranteed. In 178� he told Madison 

that the national government could win the firm allegiance of Kentucky 

29This tripartite split is the central thesis of Watlington's
The Partisan Spirit. On Nicholas' attaclunent to the court party, see 
pp. 200-201. 
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only if it could procure unrestricted access to the Mississippi, provide 

adequate protection from hostile Indians, and establish an inferior 

federal court in the district. Spain and Britain were trying to lure 

Kentucky from the union with promises to meet these problems, he added, 

but so far most Kentuckians had resisted these advances and still desired 

to remain in the union after separation from Virginia, However, this 

desire would wilt unless the United States extended protection to the 

citizens and commerce of Kentucky. Although Nicholas assured Madison 

that he was strongly interested in the success of the federal government, 

if that government would not meet these necessities, he would be "ready 

to join in any other mode for obtaining our rights."JO 

Nicholas' strong sentiments that Kentucky might have to seek 

her future outside the union led James Wilkinson to believe that Nicholas 

could be lured into accepting Spanish hegemony over Kentucky. His name 

was included on a list oi' Kentucky "notables" which Wilkinson had prepared 

for General Esteban Miro, Governor of the Spanish provinces of Louisiana 

and West Florida. Wilkinson was engaged in a scheme to separate Kentucky 

and other western lands from the United States and bring them under 

Spanish authority. Believing Kentucky to be the easiest and most profit

able target, Wilkinson advised Miro to bribe the men on his list of 

"notables" with annual pensions ranging from five hundred to two thousand 

dollars. The typical figure of one thousand dollars was suggested by 

JOGeorge Nicholas to James Madison, May 8, 1789, Madison Papers. 
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Wilkinson for his friends who he claimed already supported the scheme. 

Harry Innes, Benjamin Sebastian, John Brown, Caleb Wallace, and John 

Fowler were named as willing advocates. Only Nicholas was to receive 

the highest bribe of all -- two thousand dollars per year. Why should 

Nicholas receive the greatest pension? Wilkinson mistakenly asserted 

that the new resident was "one of the wealthiest gentlemen in the 

country'' and implied that only a larger sum could appeal to such a monied 

man. Wilkinson depicted Nicholas as a man of "great ability," and added, 

"it will be a great point to win him over to our political views." 

Although Wilkinson listed Nicholas as one of his friends, there is no 

evidence that he openly revealed his scheme to Nicholas. In his corres

pondence with Madison, Nicholas clearly described Spanish attempts to 

both lure and force Kentucky into her arms by offering land and money 

to new American settlers in the Spanish territory and simultaneously 

restricting depositing of Western produce in New Orleans. If Nicholas 

had been involved in Wilkinson's scheme, it is highly unlikely that he 

would have described Spanish intentions to Madison.31

Wilkinson's scheme had little chance of success. He could not 

depend on the support of all the men on his list of "notables," much 

less attract an adequate force of Kentucky citizens necessary to carry 

51
A copy of Wilkins0n's letter to Miro dated September 18, 178�, 

can be found in Caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 96-98. 
Also see Elizabeth Warren, "Benjamin Sebastian and the Spanish Conspiracy 
in Kentucky," Filson Club Historical Quarterly, XX (January, 1:,:46), 112-
13; The Diaries of George Washington, IV, 74-77. 
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the plan into effect. For all practical purposes, the decision of the 

ninth Kentucky convention of July 1790 to accept Virginia's terms of 

separation effectively stifled the scheme, Kentucky had made her 

decision -- she would become a new state in the union, not the province 

of a foreign power. All that remained was the construction of a consti-

32 
tution acceptable to Congress. 

Nicholas had not served as a delegate to any of the Kentucky 

conventions which had grappled with the thorny issue of separation, but 

he played a key role in the convention which met in Danville in April 

1792 to frame Kentucky's first constitution. Nicholas prepared thoroughly 

for the convention by studying thinkers ranging from Blackstone to 

Montesquieu to Thomas Paine. However, the chief influences on his 

suggestions for Kentucky's constitution were arguments in the Federalist 

and the framework of the Federal Constitution which he had defended so 

33 
ably in Richmond in 1788. 

Elected as a delegate for Mercer County, Nicholas successfully 

offered twenty-one resolutions as the working model for the new consti

tution. Included among his suggestions were a popularly elected governor 

and bicameral legislature, suffrage for all adult white males with no 

32watlington, The Partisan Spirit, pp. 196-98,

33 " " 4, 4 4 Caldemyer, The Career of George Nicholas, pp. b- 7, 9 •
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property qualifications, a bill of rights, guarantees for the institu

tion of slavery, and a strong, independent judiciary. Among the most 

cuntroversial of his proposals was a court of appeals which would have 

original and final jurisdiction over all land disputes, Although this 

proposal eliminated appeal for the suitor, Nicholas asserted that only 

in this fashion could the numerous cases gain speedy decisions, and the 

convention agreed. The issue which produced the longest and most violent 

debate was the question of slavery. Here, too, Nicholas triumphed when 

the convention accepted his proposals to protect the peculiar institution. 

After only sixteen days of deliberation, the delegates adopted most of 

Nicholas' suggestions, the chief difference being the selection of the 

governor by the same slate of popularly-chosen electors who were to 

34select the members of the state Senate. 

Despite his prominent role in the convention, Nicholas was still 

making statements about not serving in the legislature. Though such 

sentiments worried some Kentuckians who feared that the new state would 

be deprived of valuable leadership, Nicholas had not ruled out the 

possibility of serving in an appointive post which complemented his legal 

training. Probably well aware of Nicholas' availability, Isaac Shelby, 

34Ellis, The Jeffersonian Crisis, pp. 127-30; Hubbard Taylor to
James Madison, April 16, 1792, letters of Hubbard Taylor to President 
James Madison," ed. by James A. Padgett, Re ister of the Kentuc,; State 
Historical Society, XXXVI (April, 1938 and July, 1S:3B , 100. The fullest 
discussion of Nicholas' contributions to the Kentucky constitution can be 
found in Chapters III and IV of Caldemyer's "The Career of George Nicholas." 
Also see Huntley Dupre, "The Political Ideas of George Nicholas," Register 
of the Kentucky �3tate Historical Society, XXXIX (July, 1941), 201-23; 
Watlington, The Partisan Spirit, pp, 211-22. 



-282-

the first governor of the new state, appointed Nicholas as the state's 

attorney general. One of his first acts was to draft a bill establishing 

a system of lower cuurts patterned after the familiar Virginia example, 

The bill was passed by the legislature and appruved by Shelby after a 

few minor changes. But Nicholas must not have found the office to his 

liking either in terms of salary or duties because he resigned the 

position after less than two years of service.35

During his term as Kentucky's Attorney-General, Nichole$ was 

approached by the federal administration about the possibility of his 

serving as the federal district attorney for Kentucky, but Nicholas 

balked because of his objections against having to prosecute fellow 

Kentuckians who refused to pay the federal excise tax un whiskey. He 

had opposed the tax since its birth in the sprinb of 17�1. In letters 

to Madison he had called it unconstitutional and unfair since it had a 

disproportional incidence on the west. Kentucky distillers looked to 

Nicholas to lead their protests, and he drafted a petition to Congress 

to have the tax repealed. In assuming this role, Nicholas had personal 

as well as political motivations. He felt that the profits from his own 

distillery on his Danville farm would be hurt. Secretary of State Thomas 

Jefferson tried to convince Nicholas to accept the federal position, and 

upon President washington's subgestion, he sent Nicholas a copy of a 

letter from Tench Coxe to Thomas Marshall advising tax ai_';ents to go 

j5Hubbard Taylor to James Jliadison, May 8, l7S,2, "Letters of Hubbard 
Taylor tu President James Madison"; Ellis, The Jeffersonian Crisis, 
PP• 131-32. 
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easy on taxes due during the first year or so of the excise because many 

people may not have been aware of the tax, and no collector had been in 

Kentucky during that time. Coxe also reminded Marshall that it was 

more important to get Kentuckians to accept the law generally than to 

risk ruining that acceptance by pursuing dubious applications of the 

strict letter of the law. Jefferson suggested that such a policy would 

greatly lessen "the number of disagreeable cases which would present 

themselves in the exercise of the office" proposed to Nicholas and added 

his hope that Nicholas would find his objections to the post satisfied. 

But Nicholas was not to be persuaded, and he never became an office 

holder of the national government he had convinced Virginia to accept 

in 1788.
36

KentucKy's entrance into the union did not solve the problem 

of free usage of the Mississippi River. As long as Louisiana was 

controlled by Spain, the privilege of depositing goods at New Orleans 

or some other landing place near the mouth of the Mississippi was always 

in doubt. In the spring of 1789, for example, Spanish officials opened 

the river to American use, but durin.; the following winter, they announced 

that no tobacco could be landed except that grown by Spanish subjects. 

This policy of unpredictable shift: which c0ntinued almost to the last 

days of Spanish control of Louisians, was designed to prod western 

36Thomas Jefferson to George Nicholas, July l'.), 17'.:d, Thomas Jefferson
Papers, l.C, microfilm, UVA; Hubbard Taylor to James Madison, May 17, 
1792, "Letters of Hubbard Taylor to President Jarr:es Madison;" Caldemyer, 
"The Career o_;_· George Nicholas," pp. 130-31. 
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Americans into accepting Spanish political rule. The policy backfired. 

Many westerners, reacting from irritation rather than acquiescence, began 

to entertain ideas of using force to wrest the territory from Spanish 

control. 37

Nicholas, too, had entertained ideas of seizing Louisiana. Like 

many of the westerners who actually engaged in plots to assault the 

Spaniards, he considered using foreign assistance. In 1793 when Edmund 

Genet was named the new French ambassador to the American republic, he 

was instructed to negotiate a treaty with the United States and to 

direct French agents who were enlisting western aid for an attack on 

New Orleans. One of these agents, the botanist Andre Michaux, was 

dispatched to Kentucky in the fall of 1793. Among the Kentucky leaders 

he visited was George Nicholas. Nicholas seized upon the opportunity 

to suggest a plan that would place New Orleans in friendlier hands and 

guarantee American access to the Mississippi without overtly committing 

37watlington, The Partisan Spirit, p. 196; The Diaries of George 
Washington, IV, 75. William Blount, senator from Tennessee, joined an 
abortive 1796 scheme to secure British aid for a filibustering attack 
against Louisiana and the Floridas. In 1792 Dr. James O'Fallon and 
George Rogers Clark contemplated securing French assistance for an 
expedition aGainst Louisiana, but the plan died when the Jacobin ascen
dency in June 1793 ended temporarily French expansionist schemes in the 
western hemisphere. John C. Miller, The Federalist Era (New York, 1960), 
pp. 189-92; Frederick Jackson Turner, ''The Ori�ins of Genet's Projected 
Attack on Louisiana and the Floridas," American Historical Review, III 
(July, 1898), 650-71. 
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American aid, He suggested to the botanist that a French fleet should 

simply seize the mouth of the Mississippi, declare possession of the 

entire Louisiana territory, and invite Americans to "take advantage of 

the freedom of Navigation," Should the Spanish still upriver attempt 

to halt the flow of American vessels
) 

the Americans would have a right 

to defend themselves without trespassing Spanish rights since France 

would then rightfully claim the entire area. Needless to say the plan 

38
got no further than the suggestion, 

Although important Kentucky leaders were aware that Thomas 

Pinckney had been sent to Spain in the summer of 1794 to negotiate a 

treaty which would settle the Mississippi issue, their pessimistic out

look on success from such a mission allowed them to respond to further 

overtures from Baron Carondolet, the new governor of Louisiana. In a 

letter to Benjamin Sebastian, Carondolet indicated that his emissary, 

Colonel Manuel de Lemos Gayoso, would meet with Kentucky representatives 

to discuss the possibility of opening the Mississippi to westerners, 

Complying with a request of Carondolet, Sebastian met with Nicholas
) 

Harry Innes ) and William Murray to discuss the feasibility of the meeting 

with Gayoso ) 
and the four decided to send someone to hear what Carondolet 

was willing to offer. Only Sebastian made the trip to see Gayoso at 

New Madrid where he found that Carondolet was prepared to offer an 

extremely cenerous commercial settlement to the westerners, Travelling 

38Andre Michaux
) 

Journals of Travels into
Travels 1148-1846, ed. by Reuben Gold Thwaites
1904-1907

) 
III, 44. 

Kentuck in Early Western 
32 vols.; Cleveland, 
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to New Orleans to win a few additional points, Sebastian had to drop 

the negotiations upon the news of Pinckney's success with the Treaty 

of San Lorenzo of September 1795.39

Soon after the signing of the treaty, however, the Spanish 

decided to rescind the right of deposit at New Orleans which had been 

guaranteed by the treaty. Once again the Spanish plotted to sever 

Kentucky from the United States. In the swnmer of 1797, Carondolet 

attempted to enlist the aid of Sebastian, Innes, Murray, and Nicholas 

to bring Kentucky under Spanish control. A 'oribe of $100,000 was to 

be granted the four men should they accept the proposal while a similar 

swn would be set aside for troops to capture the federal post as Fort 

Massac. Although Sebastian was willing to join the scheme and Innes 

wavered a bit, Nicholas was adamant in his refusal to commit treason 

against the United States. In a letter to Carondolet which Innes also 

signed, Nicholas declared "unequivocally" that he would never join 

"directly or indirectly in any attempt that may be made to separate 
40 

the Western Country from the United States." 

Despite this quick rejection, Nicholas' connection with Sebastian 

and Carondolet was later to haunt his family. When the episodes of 

39caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 101-;-lll; Warren, 
"Benjamin Sebastian and the Spanish Conspiracy," pp. 117-18, 

40Miller, The Federalist �ra, pp. 189-S,2; Ge,:rge Nicholas and
Harry Innes to [Baron Carondolet], N.D., Harry Innes rapers, LC. 
Chapter V of Caldcmyer's worK, 11The Career of George Nicholas," has 
the most thorough analysis of Nicholas' role in the various separatist 
schemes in Kentucky. 
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the so-called "Spanish Conspiracy" were revealed after 1806, Nicholas 

was severely criticized by the Federalist press, and his sons exerted 

much trouble in an attempt to clear his name. Enemies were especially 

critical of Nicholas' neglect to inform the federal government of the 

Spanish overtures, but his defenders pointed out his fears that the Adams 

administration would use the news as an excuse to saddle Kentucky with 

an unnecessarily large army and intimidate any opponents of Federalist 

policy. Although the family may have been satisfied after much testi

mony that his name had been vindicated of any treason, there was still 

much room for criticism of his involvement in the schemes in the first 

place.41

When disputes over the nature of foreign policy led to the rise 

of national parties in the mid-1790's, Nicholas naturally became known 

as a leading moderate Republican spokesman in Kentucky. Although he 

forsook a formal public role after 1793 to turn to his law practice and 

business concerns, he l�ept in close touch with local and national poli

tics through his politically active friends, such as John Breckenridge, 

and through correspondence with such men as James Madison and his 

brother Wilson Cary Nicholas in Virginia. Issues that angered Republi

cans everywhere irritated Nicholas as well, and he was just as willing 

tu rail against Jay's Treaty and Adams' anti-French policies as uther 

41
Ibid.; James Morrison to Robert Smith, December 11, 1806, 

WCN-UVA; Edmund Randolph to Cary Nicholas, October 19, 1807, Harry 
Innes Papers, LC; Daniel Clark to Harry Innes, March 15, 1808, Ibid.; 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to Harry Innes, May 5, 1807, Ibid. 

--
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Republicans throughout the country. His retirement from active politics 

had only slightly diminished his influence and reputation, and maturing 

Republicans were often swayed simply by learning of' his positions on 

issues. Robert McAfee later recollected that he had thought little of 

politics until the age of fourteen when he joined a political debating 

society at a Latin school run by a staunch Federalist. But, he added, 

when he heard that Breckenridge and Nicholas were firm Republicans, 

"this at once decided my mind & I became a staunch Jeffersonian in 

Politl. cs 1142
. 

The passage of the Alien and Sedition Acts in July 1798 outraged 

Nicholas. He immediately took to the stump and the printing press to 

rally western opinion against acts which he considered not only loathe

some and dangerous but unconstitutional as well. At a large open air 

meeting held in a field just outside Lexington, Nicholas and young Henry 

Clay addressed over a thousand angry Kentuckians from the bed of a 

wagon used as a makeshift platform. Stirring up citizens who already 

agreed with them, the two speakers so impressed the assemblage that 

they were carried about on the shoulders of their admirers to a carriage 

which was pulled through the streets of Lexington by the cheering throng. 

Nicholas also penned angry denunciations printed in local newspapers 

and wrote a pamphlet that was also later circula�ed in Virginia. Although 

�2George Nicholas to James !liadison, Hovember c,, 1795, Madison Papers;
Caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 13G-l..8; 11The Life and 
'I'imes of Robert B. McAfee and His Family and Connections, 11 Revister of 
the Kentucky Historical Society, Xi..V (January-September, lSJ2iJ, 217-1:J. 
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Nicholas wanted the Kentucky legislature to brand the acts as unconsti

tutional and therefore void, he was quick to advise fellow Kentuckians 

to reject violence as a tool of protest.
4

3

Nicholas conununicated news of Kentucky's response to the Alien 

and Sedition Acts to his brother Wilson, who approved heartily. "It 

gives me great pleasure," wrote Wilson, "to find that you and your 

countrymen have so just a sense of the designs of John Adams & Co. I 

think it is a very doubtful thing whether we shall be able to preserve 

our liberties in the Eastern States, the Western may (if they are united) 

bid defiance to the whole world." Remarking that Virginia was preparing 

a strong remonstrance to Congress and using every constitutional means 

to preserve the powers of the state governments and the rights of citi

zens, Wilson added that only firm action by the states would produce 

results. "Town or county meetings will never produce the effect," he 

continued, "the disease has gained too much strength to be destroyed by 

anything they can do." Wilson concluded the letter with the news that 

their younger brother, Philip Norborne Nicholas, had "distinguished 

himself as a patriot" by joining the opposition to the acts in Richmond.44

43
wickliffe, "Sketch of the Life of George Nicholas;" Bernard Mayo,

Henry Clay: Spo�:esman of the New �lest (Canibridge, 1Si37), pp. 73-74; 
Caldemyer, 11The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 1G4-65; Thomas Jefferson 
to Archibald Stuart, February 13, 1799, The ,;ritinc;s of Thomas Jefferson, 
ed. by Paul Leicester Ford (10 vols.; New York, 18:)2-189:;;), VII, 3)4. 

1
�4Wi1son Cary Nicholas to Geor[_;e Nicholas, September 21, l'{S,8, WCN

UVA. Wilson also included the information that their first cousin, John 
Nicholas of Buckingham, had become a firm Federalist. "It is a mortifi
cation to me," he wrote, "that a man of our name shou'd tate part against 
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George Nicholas' correspondence with his brother on the scope 

of western resentment against the acts played a key role in having 

Jefferson's declarations against them become known as the Kentucky 

Resolutions rather than the North Carolina Resolutions. When Jefferson 

finished drafting his series of objections to the Alien and Sedition 

Acts, he sent them to Wilson Cary Nicholas who was to submit them to 

the legislature of North Carolina without revealing Jefferson's author

ship. But Nicholas had different ideas. He was convinced that repub

lican salvation lay in the west, and he decided to take advantage of a 

visit which John Breckenridge was then making to Virginia. Breckenridge 

was allied with George Nicholas not only politically but also by 

personal friendship and business ties, and Wilson Nicholas felt he 

could be completely trusted to present the resolutions to the Kentucky 

legislature without betraying Jefferson's desire for secrecy. Jefferson 

concurred completely in Nicholas' decision. Breckenridge returned to 

Kentucky where, with a few important modifications, the legislature 

passed the famous protest against the federal government's threat to 

A . l'b • . 43 merican l ervies. 

the liberty of his countrymen, I h3ve frequently pressed John to let me 
get an act of Assembly to change his name, next to the reputation of 
beine; honest men, I am most anxious that our fa:nily shou'd be distin
guished for their love of country, and the rights of Man." 

43Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, October 4 ) 17s,8, Thomas
Jefferson Papers ) LC; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas ) October 
5, 1798 ) Ford

) 
ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VII, 281-82; Wilson 

Cary Nicholas to John Breckenridge, October 10 ) 1798, Breckenridge Family 
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Although George Nicholas undoubtedly conferred with John 

Breckenridge on the strategy to follow in presenting Jefferson's 

resolutions to the Kentucky legislature, he played no formal role in 

their adoption because he had never sought or accepted a seat in that 

body. But his prestige as a leading Republican leader and the first 

Professor of Law at Transylvania University helped to rally opinion 

to push the resolutions successfully through the assembly, He continued 

his newspaper attacks on the inimical acts and so irritated Federalists 

that one blasted him as "a little, indolent, drunken lawyer, of some 

t 1 t b t 
. . 

1 
,,44 

a en s, u no pr1nc1p e, 

Nicholas also helped to solidify Republican sentiment against 

the acts in his native Virginia. Answering Federalist charges that 

the Kentucky Resolutions aimed at destruction of the constitution and 

the union, Nicholas penned a long pamphlet which he entitled "A Letter 

Papers, LC. Wilson played a similar intermediary role in the story of 
the Virginia Resolutions as well, and the following year, when he 
journeyed to Kentucky to aid his brother's widow, he carried other 
messages from Jefferson to Kentucky Republicans on the propriety of 
passing another set of resolutions to buttress the first endeavor. 
\.Jilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, August 20, 179'.), Nicholas 
Trist Papers, LC; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August 26 
3nd September 5, 1799, Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The Writin0s of Thomas 
Jefferson, VII, 389-92; Adrienne Koch and Harry Ammon, 11The Virginia 
and Kentucky Resolutions: An Episode in Jefferson's and Madison's 
Defense of Civil Liberties," WMQ ( 3rd series), V (April, 1948), 159-60, 
165-68.

-

44caldemyer, "The Career of George Nicholas," pp. 172-73; Clement
Eaton, "A Law Student at Transylvania University in 1810-1812," Filson 
Club Historical Quarterly, XX.XI (July, 19>7), 267-73, 
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From George Nicholas of Kentucky to His Friend in Virginia. 11 Virginia 

Republicans were very impressed with the work. "Colo. Geo. Nicholas' 

pamphlets are very much approved of here, 1
1 wrote one Republican. "Much 

better heads than mine suppose them extreamly well wrote." One of 

these better heads, Thomas Jefferson, supposed them so well written 

that he procured copies to distribute "not to sound men who have no 

occasion for them, but to such as have been misled, are candid and will 

be open to the conviction of truth, and are of influence among their 

neighbors. It is the rich who need medicine," he added, "not the well." 

In effect, Nicholas' pamphlet was used by Jefferson not only to 

strengthen opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts but also to gain 

support for the campaign that led to the Republican victory of 1800. 45

Unfortunately, Nicholas did not live to see the Republican 

triwnph of 1800. After an illness of ten or twelve days, he died of 

"a disentry" on July 25, 1799.46 It is rather interesting that one of

his last political efforts was his successful attempt to marshall Repub

lican opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts because the episode 

revealed a peculiar pattern of reversals in Nicholas' life. As a 

4
'.JThomas Bell to John Breckenridge, January 13, 1799, Breckenridge

Family Papers; Thomas Jefferson to Archibald Stuart, February 13, 1799, 
Ford, ed., Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VII, 351.+; Noble E. Cunningham, 
Jr., The Jeffersonian Re ublicans: The Formation of Part, Onranization, 
1784-1801 Chapel Hill, 19)7, pp. 130-31. 

46\-Jilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, August 21, 1799, E-R
Additional Papers, UVA. 
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young impetuous legislator, Nicholas had boldly advocated a military 

dictatorship to save Virginia, during British invasion, and he had led 

the move to investigate Jefferson's conduct as a war governor; as an 

elder statesman in Kentucky he allied with Jefferson's political forces 

to fight a Federalist move to quash opposition during the quasi-war 

with France. In the Virginia federal convention of 1788, he helped 

lead the fight for a stronger national government, yet in Kentucky he 

was willing to entertain ideas of western independence from that union 

if protection of western interests could come no other way. 

Nicholas' migration to Kentucky resulted in the same pattern 

of reversal. Kentucky was to be his economic salvation, but he died 

so heavily in debt that his sons were left with no inheritances and 

his friends and relatives were saddled with the burden of trying to 

settle his tangled financial affairs for years. Intent upon solution 

of his financial problems in 1789, he vowed to abstain from political 

chores, but the lure of politics was so strong that he emerged as the 

chief architect of Kentucky's first constitution. 

In both personality and pursuits, he more closely resembled 

his grandfather, Dr. George Nicholas, than his father. Remarkably 

paralleling the physician's quest for wealth and prominence, he created 

a successful professional career, speculated in land, and envisioned 

iron manufacturing as his last great hope for success. And, just as 

the good doctor, he died miserably in debt. Both grandfather and 
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grandson pursued politics past the local level but with one major 

difference. Dr. Nicholas saw political offices as means to economic 

and social ends while his grandson consciously adopted a set of 

political principles which marked him as more than a mere office 

seeker. It was this difference that allowed the latter to achieve 

fame as a man of great distinction while the former is remembered only 

as an interesting figure in colonial Virginia society. 





CHAPTER IX 

WILSON CARY NICHOLAS, RURAL ENTREPRENEUR 

Although Wilson Cary Nicholas often contemplated leaving his 

native state, he never followed his elder brother's example. At various 

times, he toyed with ideas of moving to such diverse places as Georgia, 

Kentucky, and western New York, but he never made the break from 

Virginia. Echoing the usual plights of heavy debts, declining land 

values, and exhausted soil, he agreed with his brothers George and John 

that financial salvation lay in virgin territory, but he died in Virginia 

in 1820 crushed by debts more awesome than those of his brother in 

Kentucky. 

Nicholas did follow his brother's lead in choosing a wife from 

the Smith family of Baltimore. On January 29, 178'.:i, he married Margaret 

Smith, younger sister of Mary Smith Nicholas, at the First Presbyterian 

Church in the Maryland city. It was to prove a momentous match because 

it connected the young Albemarle resident with a powerful mercantile 

family and future political allies. The move to the Jan.es River Plan

tation must have been quite a change for the new bride. Albemarle 

County could not match the small but bustling port city of Baltimore, 

and although Margaret Nicholas grew to love the quiet life at Warren, 

she never lost her taste for city life and later remarked that she did 



not wish to see her daughters waste away in the Virginia countryside. 

Neither did she lose her more sophisticated sense of fashions. Years 

after the Nicholases had finally departed from Albemarle, a former 

Virginian remembered that during her childhood, when the Nicholases 

were frequent visitors in her parents' home, Mrs. Nicholas' 11 fashion-
l 

able style of dress made a great impression on us." 

Wilson Nicholas brought his new bride to the Albemarle planta

tion which he had named Mt. Warren but which was usually referred to 

simply as Warren. The house and most likely the other buildings of the 

farm rested on a low ridge overlooking the flood plain of the James near 

the mouth of Ballenger Creek. Exactly when the house was cunstructed is 

not clear, but a rough sketch of the outside dimensions drawn for an 

1805 fire insurance policy indicates that the house grew as the family 

increased. Constructed of wood, the original section appears to have 

been a forty-foot square, two story house divided into either six or 

eight rooms. As the number of Nicholas children increased, a detached 

one-story wing, 40' x 20', was added behind the main house. The two 

sections were connected by a twenty-foot square entry so that the house 

assumed the rough appearance of the letter H (see sketch in the footnote 

below). Nicholas valued the house at $5000 when he insured it in 1805. 

1wilfrid Bayne to John Melville Jennings, August 21, 1970, xerox 
copy, VHS, citing information from Records of the First Presb

�
terian

Church of Baltimore and Baltimore Marriage Licenses, 1777-17�; Jane 
Blair Cary, 11The Carys of Virginia,'' manuscript copy by Wilson Miles 
Cary, Wilson Miles Cary Collection, UVA, p. 39; Statement of Conversa
tion of Mrs. A.C. Bankhead, June 21, (1814?J, Carr Family Papers, UVA. 
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If it was like many Virginia plantation homes, it was not kept in the 

best state of repair. Warren may have imitated the appearance of nearby 

Carysbrook which "like all wooden houses in this region •.. had never been 

painted, & wore a sober grey tint, less to be deprecated as unsightly 

than because the boards were exposed, by want of paint, to premature 

decay." After 1815 the Nicholases spent a great deal of their time in 

Richmond, and Mrs. Nicholas indicated the neglect the house suffered 

when she referred to it as "old Warren" and " ,,
2 

poor dear Warren, 

Despite a long family tradition and his own legal studies, Wilson 

Cary Nicholas decided to turn his attention to farming instead of a 

professional career. Although three of his four brothers established 

2Mutual Assurance Society Policies, Vol. 31, Policy No. 18, July 16,
1805, microfilm, UVA. Copies of the policy can also be found in WCN-UVA. 
Sketches reveal the following plan of the house. 

!story 

1

r--o-n-e-,-i two 

r
'x story stories 

20' �O'x20' 40'x40' 

__ _J 

Cary, "The Carys of Virginia," p. 34; Margaret Smith Nicholas to Jane 
Randolph Nicholas, July 25, 1816, and March 12, 1818, E-R Papers, UVA. 
Nicholas also constructed another frame house with outside dimensions 
of 58' x 50' and containing ten rooms in 1796 on lands he had just pur
chased from Thomas Harris, At least some portions of the house (if not 
all) were designed by Thomas Jefferson. Because of very sr:im.py infor
mation, I have been unable to locate the site of the house or discover 
for whom it was intended. Thomas Jefferson to Wil".on Cary Nicholas, 
August 19, 1796, Memorandum of Agreement Between Wilson Cary Nicholas 
and William Bates, October 1, 1796, WCN-UVA. 
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reputations as good farmers, Wilson Nicholas devoted more thought, time, 

and energy to farming than any of them with the possible exception of 

the youngest brother Lewis. Initially, his major crop was tobacco. 

Because of his river frontage and his tobacco warehouses near Richmond 

on the Westham lands, Nicholas faced less trouble in getting his crop 

quickly and cheaply to market than the typical Piedmont tobacco planter. 

Also, the Virginia Assembly authorized him to construct a tobacco inspec

tion warehouse on his lands at the mouth of Ballenger Creek in 1789. 

Although he could not expect preferential treatment from the inspectors, 

few tobacco planters in Virginia could boast a situation with greater 

advantages. 
3

But Nicholas soon turned away from tobacco, The "stinking 

weed" inevitably drained fertility from the soil, and some of the 

Nicholas Albemarle lands had been cultivated since at least 1732. 

Suspecting that his lands had been depleted by the ravages of tobacco, 

Nicholas became one of the first Albemarle farmers to search for new 

crops as a substitute and to experiment with crop rotation to restore 

vitality to the soil. Wheat replaced tobacco as his major crop, but 

he also raised hemp and corn, and he used some of his fields as pasture 

4 
for stock. 

3Hening' s Statutes, XIII, 41-4 3; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle,"
pp. 82-87. On January 18, 1790, Nicholas signed 2 contract for the con
struction of two warehouses measuring 54' x 24' and a 24' square lumber
house. These were most likely the tobacco warehouses which the Assembly 
had authorized him to construct in December. Contract with Benjamin 
Clarke in WCN-UVA. 

4 II ' I II 
84 8 Dabney, Jefferson s Albemarle, pp. - 7, 100. 

rotation scheme can be found scribbled on the bac.kside 
to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 17, 1794, WCN-UVA. 

A typical crop 
of Jacob Kinney 
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Following a pattern typical of many large Virginia plantations, 

the Warren tract contained a grain mill which had been constructed by 

Robert Carter Nicholas as early as 1759. The mill, or its replacement,

was still operating thirty years later when Wilson Nicholas ground 

J,294 pounds of "Indian Meal" for the James River Company. Even before 

his decision to turn to wheat as his major crop, Wilson Nicholas had 

recognized the value of fully utilizing the mill and had asked the 

Smiths in Baltimore to locate an experienced miller to operate the 

Warren mill on a fulltime basis. When a miller was secured, Nicholas 

was able to supplement his regular farming income by milling flour for 

5 
his neighbors. 

Although Nicholas also sought the advice of the Smiths on 

current prices of wheat and flour intended for the European market, he 

usually consigned his crops to Richmond merchants such as Robert Pollard 

and Robert Gamble. Initially, the volume of flour which he shipped down 

the James River was small. For example, the September 1791 shipment to 

Pollard was only sixty-three barrels. Soon, however, Gamble proposed 

a scheme which gradually changed Nicholas from a simple farmer to a 

rural entrepreneur. Instead of relying upon international shippers to 

purchase flour consigned to him, Gamble decided to charter a ship to 

transport the flour to Bordeaux. Offering Nicholas a chance to partici

pate in the venture, Gamble requested that the Albemarle planter send 

5Expenses of Robert Carter Nicholas' Albemarle Lands, 1758-1760, 
Receipt of Benjamin Harris on Behalf of the James River Company, July 3, 
1789, WCN-UVA; John Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 7, 1789, 
Carter-Smith Papers, Warren Mills Account Books, 1791-1793, WCN-UVA. 
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not only his own flour, but all the wheat he could buy and mill from 

farmers in neighboring counties. Furthermore, if Nicholas accepted 

the proposal, Gamble would instruct his agents in the southern Shenan

doah Valley to convince Valley farmers to channel their wheat and flour 

through Nicholas' landing instead of other river landings such as 
6

Warminster. 

Speedily accepting Gamble's proposal, Nicholas immediately 

began to pack flour in strong, clean, lined barrels as Gamble had 

requested. Exactly how much flour Nicholas managed to ship is uncer

tain, but Jacob Kinney, one of Gamble's agents, procured at least 400 

barrels from the Valley for the venture, and Valley residents such as 

William McDowell of Staunton sent smaller quantiti.es whenever they 

could hire wagons for the trip over the Blue Ridge Mountains.
7 

Although Nicholas' papers contain no further references to Gamble's 

venture, the plan must have returned a handsome profit because Nicholas 

decided to focus upon "the milling business and make my other business 

so convenient that I can devote most of my time to the mill. 11 Success 

elicited the lure of expansion, and during the spring and surr.mer of 1793, 

Nicholas planned to erect two new mills, one at the mouth of Ballenger 

0samuel Smith to ·wilson Cary Nicholas, July 2'J, 1790, Carter-S�:-1ith 
Papers; Robert follard to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 20 and Septem
ber 29, 1791, Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 14, 1792, 
WCN-LC. 

7Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 30, 1792, Jacob 
Kinney to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 3, 1793, William McDowell to Wilson 
Cary Nicholas, April 18, May 11, and May 14, 1792, 1.JCN-LC. 



-301-

Creek near his tobacco warehouse and the other near the mouth of Totier 

Creek several miles down the James. The Albemarle County Court (of 

which Nicholas was a leading member) ordered a jury of twelve to inves

tigate the sites to determine if the proposed mills would cause damage 

or inconvenience to other county residents. When the surveys revealed 

no such inconveniences, Nicholas was granted permission to construct 

the mills. His brother George wrote from Kentucky that he was delighted 

to hear of Wilson's plans, but he added a note of caution. "Take care 

not to go too fast," he advised. "Independence is to be preferred to 

great wealth with great charges and large debts: Too many mills and 

too large a stakes at a town w� time has not established may be 

dangerous." 

The mill that Nicholas constructed below his Warren farm was 

an impressive structure. Measuring sixty feet by forty feet and standing 

three stories high, the mill boasted three water wheels with accompanying 

pairs of burr stones. The walls of the first story were stone while 

those of the upper two levels were brick. Although Nicholas probably 

chose masonry construction to diminish threats from fire, he took out 

9 fire insurance on the building in 1802, valueing the structure at $10,000. 

8 
Copy of Wilson Cary Nicholas to John Nicholas, [?] 1792, WCN-LC; 

Albemarle County urder Book, 1791-1793, p. 457, and Albemarle County 
Deed Book No. 11, 17S,3-1795, microfilm, VSL; George Hicholas to Wilson 
Cary Nicholas, June 24, 1793, Randolph-Nicholas Letters. 

9Mutual Assurance Society Policies, Vol. 14, Policy 566, December
31, 1801, microfilm, UVA; Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
January 6, 1802; Philip Norborne Nicholas to John Staples, January 21, 
1802, WCN-UVA. An abandoned brick three-story mill still stands in the 
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Using his new mills to expand his production of flour ) 

Nicholas maintained constant contact with Richmond merchants on current 

prices, supply, and availability of markets. Since most of his flour 

was designed for the foreign market, Nicholas was especially attentive 

to international affairs that might offer new sales. For example, in 

the early months of 1794, both Gamble and Pollard advised Nicholas to 

dispatch as much flour to them as he possibly could. The French fleet 

was in Norfolk, they explained, and Nicholas' flour could be sold at 

a high price as soon as it was shipped down the canal. Gamble also 

mentioned that flour was still in demand in the British West Indies, 

Since the British had curtailed American entry to those islands, the 

W . 10
chances are that some of the arren flour entered smuggling channels, 

Nicholas felt that the French demand for American wheat presented 

a golden opportunity to Virginia farmers if the French could be persuaded 

to purchase their wheat in Virginia instead of the northern states, 

Sometime in 1794, he wrote to the French minister
) 

Joseph Fauchet, and 

listed the reasons why the French would find more favorable wheat prices 

moribund village of Warren, and although I have not been able to determine 
conclusively that it is the one Nicholas constructed, its location and 
features are similar to the structure described in the life insurance 
policy and lead to that conclusion, Local residents say the mill func
tioned throughout the 1940's when it was finally closed down. A map of 
the county published in 1907 also shows that thr mill on Totier Creek 
was still standing then, although it is marked simply "Old Mill." Frank 
A. Massie, A New and Historical Map of Alben13rle C�unty Virginia (Richmond ) 

1907). A copy of this map can be found in the Barringer Collection, UVA.

10Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 24, 1794, Robert
Pollard to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 2, 1794, WCN-UVA. 
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in the Old Dominion. Virginia was predominantly an agricultural state, 

Nicholas explained, containing very few merchants, few ships, and little 

liquid capital. These conditions meant that there were fewer competi

tors bidding for Virginia wheat, which resulted in lower prices. If 

the French bought from Northern merchants, Nicholas continued, they 

would necessarily pay higher prices. The greatest proportion of Virginia 

wheat was purchased by these same Northern merchants and shippers. When 

the French secured their grain from the North, he argued, they probably 

were purchasing Virginia produce anyway. The obvious message was that 

the French could save these middleman charges by purchasing directly 
11 

from the Virginia agricultural market. 

As his brother George had done in Kentucky and as his brother 

John would later do in western New York, Nicholas decided to diversify 

11wilson Cary Nicholas to [Joseph] Fauchet, [?] 1794, WCN-UVA. At
that time, Nicholas' brother-in-law Edmund Randolph was serving as Secre
tary of State in Washington's second administration. Worried that Bri
tish agents might attempt to turn the western Pennsylvania Whiskey 
Rebellion into a civil war, Randolph approached Fauchet about the possi
bility of procuring loans from the French for three or four influential 
Americans who would use their prominence to counteract British influence. 
Fauchet had already been negotiating wheat purchases for the French armies 
from these men, and a prepayment for the wheat would allow them to escape 
from their British creditors and freely combat the British scheme. The 
exposure of correspondence relating to this episode by Hamiltonians in 
the cabinet forced Randolph's resi5nation and ruined his political career. 
Although the four men were not identified, and the locus of the distur
bance indicates that they were probably Pennsylvanians, Nicholas may 
have been involved. He later assumed all of Randolph's debts and spent 
much of the rest of his life attempting to settle them. Could it be that 
he was attempting to atone for an incident which ruined his brother-in
law and for which he may have been partially responsible? For the most 
extensive work on this affair, see Irving Brant, "Edmund Randolph, Not 
Guilty!" WMQ (3rd series), (April, 1Si50), 178-98. 
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his production by adding a distillery. Existing account books indi-

cate that the distillery at Warren was turning out whiskey as early 

as 1796, although it may have been constructed earlier. Constantly 

experimenting to increase the amount of whiskey he could produce per 

bushel, he once asked his brother John about a rwnor that some New York 

distillers were able to distill as much as four or five gallons of 

whiskey per bushel of grain. John assured him that the average yield 

was much closer to two-and-a-half gallons and that the one example of 

higher yield with which he was familiar was considered a fluke. Although 

some Virginians complained that Nicholas' whiskey was not fit to drink, 

his 7,000 gallon production in 1814 indicated that many thought it 

was 11 II 11 1112 
very good to excellent. 

After his return to active politics in 1794, Nicholas experienced 

difficulty in maintaining personal direction of his mills and distillery. 

His initial solution was to entrust direction of these enterprises to 

professional millers and distillers and pay them an annual salary for 

their services. This allowed Nicholas to keep personal control without 

having to be in constant touch with the operations. He also made agree

ments with Richmond merchants to solve his perpetual lack of working 

capital. For example, he contracted with Thomas Rutherford in 1796 to 

operate the Warren Mills and distillery on a joint-risk basis. Nicholas 

12
Thomas Rutherford to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 7, 1804, WCN

UVA; John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 6, 1804, WCN-LC; 
H. Thompkins to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 17, 1806, WCN-UVA; Dabney,
"Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 185-87.
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agreed to supply the mills, distillery, tools, and firewood necessary 

for the operation while Rutherford advanced £3000 to buy wheat, corn, 

and rye. Rutherford would handle the sale of the flour and either 

could sell the whiskey. During the annual term, the partners would 

equally share all expenses and losses, and at the end of the year, 

13 
Rutherford could reclaim his .£ 3000 plus half of the profits. 

When even this limited direction of the mills became too 

demanding, Nicholas began leasing the buildings on a yearly basis, 

Typical was the agreement he signed with John Staples, John Thompkins, 

and Isaac Webster in August 1799 when the trio agreed to rent the mills 

and distillery for a year beginning on October 10 for $1,000. Nicholas 

was obligated to provide adequate firewood for the distillery,while 

the three partners agreed to grind wheat for Nicholas and his brother 

John without charge and before they ground the crops of other farmers. 

For this service, the millers were to receive one eleventh of the net 

14 
profits gained from the sale of Nicholas' flour. 

Another reason why Nicholas decided to devote less time to his 

mills was his interest in new and more daring ventures. The small 

settlement at the mouth of Ballenger's Creek just below Nicholas' Warren 

farm already contained an impressive list of buildings, and Nicholas 

l3
Agreement of 'l'homas Rutherford and Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 

30, 1796, ',./CN-UVA. 

14Agreement of Wilson Cary Nicholas with John Staples, John Thomp
kins, and Isaac Webster, August 24, 1799, WCN-UVA. 
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began to envision the creation of a small river port town on the order 

of Milton. Besides the mills and distillery, the little settlement 

known as Nicholas' Landing boasted a tobacco inspection house, a black

smith shop, a tavern, and a public ferry which connected the village 

to the Southside counties across the James. Judging that there was no 

good reason why the town should not continue to grow and prosper, 

Nicholas decided to lay off the surrounding acres into town lots and 

1-seek legal incorporation from the General Assembly. )

Although Nicholas was ultimately successful in his quest for 

incorporation, he had to fight a stiff battle with the Scott family 

who wanted the General Assembly to grant incorporation to a town located 

downstream below the mouth of Totier Creek. The Scotts claimed that 

rapids above the creek's entrance into the James made commercial navi

gation unfeasible. Nicholas, on the other hand, asserted that the river 

was navigable to the mouth of Ballenger's Creek. Due to his political 

connections and influence in the General Assembly, Nicholas triumphed 

in 1795, and the town of Warren was born.16

15Hening' s Statutes, XIII, 48-49; H.J. Eckenrode, ed., A Calendar
of Lerislative Petitions Arranaed b Counties Accomac-Bedford (Richmond, 
1908, p. 2b; Eudora Ramsay Richardson and John Sherwood Widdicombe, 
Jefferson's Albemarle: A Guide to Alberr,arle Count and the Cit of 
Charlottesville, Virginia Charlottesville, 1941 ,  pp. 

16 Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," pp. 146-47; Virginia Moore,
Scotts·J'ille on the James: !,n Informal Histcry ( Cr,,1rlottesville, 1969), 
pp. 32, 43-4j. Scottsville had to wait for incorroration until 1818, 
after the Scott family won a battle to have the eastern terminus of the 
turnpike to Rockfish Gap located at Scott's Landing. Although the Scotts 
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Warren never provided the financial boon Nicholas had optimis

tically expected. Although the town was a busy little commercial 

center for the surrounding countryside, it never rivalled Milton in 

population or activity, and after 1818, it was eclipsed by both Scotts

ville and Charlottesville. According to the county deed books, Nicholas 

was able to sell only about a dozen half-acre lots to various county 

residents who were hopeful about the town's future. Eight years after 

its incorporation, Nicholas abandoned the town he had created and 

named. Mounting debts, pressure from his creditors, and the failure 

or the town to become a bonanza combined to convince Nicholas that he 

should sell his holdings in Warren. In August 1803 he sold his mills, 

distillery, and seventy-seven acres of land adjacent to Warren to 

William Walker, John Staples, and Samuel Shelton for £.. 7335. The 

following year he sold the tavern to his business associate and politi

cal ally, Jacob Kinney of Staunton. Although the town ganiely competed 

with other county centers and could still boast fifty inhabitants in 

1835, Nicholas' detachment cost the town the privileged position rising 

from his political influence, and its demise was assured. A few build

ings including the mill and the former tavern still stand in Warren, but 

the sole reason for its existence today is the free ferry which continues 

had to fight the Howard family which wanted the terminus located upriver 
at the mouth of the Rockfish River and a Warren faction which wanted 
Warren to maintain its favored position, Nicholas no longer had an 
interest in the question, and the Scotts won easily. Dabney, "Jefferson's 
Albemarle, 11 pp. 147-48. 
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to operate across the James.
17 

Although Nicholas did not make any money from his Warren venture, 

he did not lose uny either. The same cannot be said of his disastrous 

excursions into land speculation which occurred at the same time as his 

Warren project. Nicholas already owned substantial acreage in Albemarle 

County, but most of these lands were devoted to crops, pasture for live

stock, or timber necessary for construction, fencing, and the voracious 

distillery. True profits, Nicholas believed, lay in western lands in 

southwestern Virginia and what is now West Virginia, which Nicholas 
18 

hoped to purchase for a song and sell immediately for a fortune. 

According to Nicholas, his involvement with land speculation 

grew from overtures by Henry lee of Westmoreland County in 1788. Lee, 

governor of Virginia from 1791 to 1794, claimed to have contacts with a 

certain Mr. C , Philadelphia agent of various Dutch firms seeking 
-----

17 
Albemarle County Deed Books Nos. 11, 12, 13, and 14, microfilm, 

VSL; Richardson and Widdiecombe, Jefferson's Albemarle, pp. 8L.-85; 
Philip Norborne Nicholas to 'wilson Cary Nicholas, July 7, 1809, WCN-LC. 

18 
Nicholas' inheritance from his father totalled about 2'.)00 acres 

of Albemarle land. By the late 1790's, Nicholas had increased his 
county holdings to almost 8000 acres, but steady selling in an attempt 
to lower his debts had reduced the amount to about 3000 acres at the 
time of his death in 1820. Albemarle County Land Books, 1782-1821, VSL; 
Will of Robert Carter Nicholas. Jackson Turner Main, in his article 
"The One Hundred," WMQ ( Jrd series), XI (July, l::J:�q, 354-84, incorrectly 
lists Nicholas among the hundred wealthiest planters in Virginia in 1787-
1788 according to the amount of land and number of slaves owned. The 
greater part of the 7100 acres which Main attributes to Nicholas was 
actually his father's estate of which Nicholas was an executor along 
with his brother George. Only one third of this 7100 acres actually 
belonged to Wilson Cary Nicholas at that time. 
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to invest in American enterprises such as glass manufacturing, iron 

works, and wheat mills. Wishing to form partnerships with enterprising 

Americans who could superintend these investments for a share of the 

profits, the Philadelphian approached Lee who in turn approached 

Nicholas. Although Nicholas found several Virginians interested in 

joining the venture, a deal was never concluded. Instead, Lee told 

Nicholas that there were gigantic tracts of western Virginian lands 

which had never been granted and that the mysterious Mr. C 
----

would be willing to use part of his capital to procure such lands if 

Lee, Nicholas, and their partners would agree to survey the lands and 
19 

use their influence to obtain the grants. 

So immersed did Nicholas become in western land speculation 

that well over one million acres in Wythe, Russell, Washington, Mont

gomery, Kanawha, and Greenbrier Counties passed through his hands. 

Speculation on such a vast scale required three conditions for success: 

the necessary political influence to obtain land office treasury warrants 

for huge sums of land, some knowledge of the western cow1ties, and 

contacts with northern or foreign capitalists willing to purchase huge 

land parcels. 

When the various partners were assembled, they met all the 

above requirements. Lee and Nicholas certainly had the political 

influence to obtain land grants ahead of other speculators. James 

19This account in Nicholas' handwriting appears in a memorandum
entitled "Lee vs. Nicholas" found among several Nicholas letters cata
logued for some unknown reason with the L. Quinton Washington Papers, LC. 
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Breckenridge, the popular Federalist from Botetourt County and younger 

brother of John Breckenridge of Kentucky, and Jacob Kinney, clerk of 

the Augusta County Court, added their knowledge of western territory 

and their local influence as well, Nicholas and Lee clearly expected 

the Philadelphia investor to buy most of their share of the land, and 

Nicholas probably expected to rely upon connections of the Baltimore 

20 
Smiths with capitalists at home and abroad. 

The hallmark of the schemes from beginning to end was monumental 

confusion. Initially, there were three different contracts which invol

ved the Virginia partners as well as a purchase of western lands by Lee 

from Nicholas' younger brother John. Kinney, Nicholas, and Lee agreed 

to secure grants for 320,000 acres in Wythe and Russell Counties while 

Breckenridge replaced Kinney in two other agreements for 120,000 acres 

and 300,000 acres. Lee also arranged to buy some 18,000 acres of Henry 

20 
Abundant source material on Nicholas' various land schemes can be 

found in the Edgehill-Randolph and Wilson Cary Nicholas collections at 
the University of Virginia and the Wilson Cary Nicholas Papers at the 
Library of Congress. Much of the material is in the form of undated and 
unsigned notes, depositions, and agreements drawn up for court battles, 
Although most of the items are in the unmistakable scrawl of Nicholas, a 
few of them are written by other unknown hands. More specifically, see 
H[enry] Lee to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 2, 1793, and Deposition of 
Jacob Kinney, n.d., E-R Papers. Kinney has already been mentioned in 
connection with Nicholas' milling business. While serving as sheriff of 
Augusta County durinr; 17'.;11, Kinney was charged with bein� £ 400 short in 
his tax collection accounts. Nicholas agreed to help Kinney meet the pay
ment, and there is some evidence that he used his influence to help 
Kinney receive the clerkship of the Augusta County Court in 17'.13, Kinney 
and members of his family held the post until 18:/�. Jacob Kinney to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, October 15, 1792, Edmund Pendleton to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, November 3, 17S,2, WCN-LC; Johnston, Memorials of Old Virginia 
Clerks, pp. 40-47. 
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County land from John Nicholas for £2,000. Nicholas contracted with 

General John Preston to oversee surveying of the various tracts, but 

21 
Preston simply hired a local surveyor to complete the task. 

Although the official grants were not forwarded to the quartet 

until February through April of 1794, the partners were so certain of 

securing the land that they held a meeting early in January to determine 

how the land was to be sold. After informing the rest of the group 

that Mr, C would not contract for the lands after all, Lee 
-----

offered to serve as the selling agent to locate other buyers. Their 

enthusiasm for land speculation suddenly dampened, the other partners 

agreed to sell their entire interests to Lee outright for £ 20 ) 500. 

Upon further reflection ) however, Nicholas and Breckenridge decided 

that they had been too hasty
) 

and they convinced Lee to accept a new 

contract in which he agreed to return 420,000 acres and pay only£. 8,000 

for the portion to which he claimed sole title.
22 

21
neposition of Jacob Kinney. John .Nicholas had acquired his Henry 

County tract as early as 1791. Late in 1792, he had to call upon his 
brother Wilson to help prevent the lands from being confiscated for non
payment of' taxes, Never intending to develop the lands himself, Nicholas 
told his brother in 1793 that he would be willing to part with the tract 
for as little as £ 1500. John Dabney to John Nicholas, November 22, 
1792, Charles Irvine to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 8, 17�2, and John 
Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, [ ?], 1793, WCN-LC. 

22
Land Office Treasury 'vlarrant, February 8, l�(<:;4, WCN-UVA; Memo 

of Land Office Treasury Warrants received March 22 and April 1, 1794, 
n.d., Box 5, E-R Papers; Memo of Agreement Between Henry Lee and Wilson
Cary Nicholas, n.d.) Box 8

) 
E-R Papers.
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Perhaps the reconsideration was caused by fresh news of avail

able buyers in the North. Nicholas journeyed to Philadelphia in the 

spring of 1794 and there made a bargain to convey one million acres 

of western Virginia lands to Robert Morris, the Philadelphia financier 

and speculator. Nicholas and Breckenridge promised to furnish 480, 000 

acres, with Nicholas joining another Virginian, Hudson Martin, to pro

vide an additional 200, 000 acres. The remaining 320, 000 acres would 

come from the lands which Kinney and Nicholas had earlier sold to Henry 

Lee. All land warrants were to be conveyed to Morris within nine months 

for the total sum of i:43,333.6.8.
23

Nicholas also had a very personal reason for wishing to conclude 

a deal with Morris. In December 1790, he had borrowed ;( 1200 sterling 

and £1537 .10 Virginia currency from James Brown, the Richmond agent for 

the London mercantile firm of Alexander Donald & Robert Burton, and had 

secured the loan with a deed of trust on eight hundred acres of his 

Warren plantation and thirty-two slaves. A few years later, the company 

itself became heavily indebted to Robert Morris, and when the firm's 

23Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Brown, May 25, 1794, Robert Morris
to John Richard, Junior, May 28, 1794, WCN-UVA; Memo of Agreerr:ent Bet
ween Wilson Cary Nicholas and Robert Morris May 21, 1794 , WCN-LC. 
The land owned by Nicholas and Martin sold fur a shilling per acre while 
the remainder sold for ten pence per acre, ,,Itid. Other Virginia specu
lators, including a group led by the Federalist rr:P.rchant Robert Pollard, 
pressed Nicholas to sell their land claims for them during his trip to 
Philadelphia for any price he could get. Nicholas had also served as 
a land purchasing agent for still other Virginians, but rear of war with 
Great Britain caused some such as Robert Rives to cancel their plans. 
Robert Pollard to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 9, 1794, Robert Rives to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 1, 1794, James Brown and Robert Burton to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 29, 1794, WCN-UVA. 
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assets were transferred to Morris, the Philadelphia financier became 

the new owner of Nicholas' deed of trust. Nicholas wanted Morris to 

pay for the Virginia lands by assigning his claims against Donald & 

Burton to Nicholas. In this fashion, Nicholas' debt to the firm would 

24 
be cancelled, and his farm would be secure once again. 

But trouble appeared almost immediately. Because of the loose 

construction of the land sale contracts, Morris and Nicholas had diff

erent ideas of when payment was to be made. The complicated procedure 

of securing title to lands purchased from the Virginia land office 

was partially responsible for the misunderstanding. Treasury warrants 

to land could be obtained on credit from the land office, but these 

warrants only gave the purchaser a right to claim a specified amount 

of land in the western portion of the state. It was up to the purchaser 

to locate exactly which tracts he wished to title. Only after the land 

had been located and surveyed and the surveyor's plats had been delivered 

to the land office could the patents to the land be secured. Nicholas 

assumed that Morris would pay for the property as soon as it was 

located and surveyed, but Morris made it very clear that he did not 

intend to settle until Nicholas also delivered the patents. Until the 

patents were secured, title to the land was not entirely certain. 

24 
Deed of Trust of Wilson Cary Nicholas to Donald & Burton, December 

18, 1790, E-R Additional Papers. Both Nicholas allCl Brown, the firm's 
Richmond agent, hoped that Nicholas could convey adequate land to Morris 
to purchase the whole of Morris' claim against the company, but Nicholas 
felt it was too risky to contract for more land at that moment since 
the 480,000 acres had not been fully and legally patented as yet. Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to James Brown, May 25, 1794, WCN-UVA. 
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Although Nicholas impatiently demanded payment as soon as the convey

ances were delivered, Morris calmly instructed his Richmond attorney, 

John Marshall, not to assign any of the assets of Donald & Burton to 

Nicholas until the patents to the land were safely in Philadelphia.
25 

Also, Morris added a new condition that he had forgotten to 

include in the contracts -- that no mountain lands were to be included 

in the various tracts. To insure against such an inclusion, Morris 

informed Nicholas that he was dispatching his own personal surveyor 

to Virginia to inspect the lands, and he expected Nicholas to instruct 

his own agents "not to include in their surveys any Lands that he 

objects to." Morris obviously knew very little about Virginia geogra

phy. Any man acquainted with the counties of southwestern Virginia 

would have known that finding a million acres of 1evel land in that 

mountainous region was next to impossible. Yet Morris' ignorance is 

understandable. Even many Virginians were uninformed about the western 

portions of the state. When Governor Henry Lee first discussed the 

proposed land schemes with Nicholas, he directed that the land should 

be level, arable, and convenient to avenues of communication and trans

portation, Settlers in the area would have hooted in derision. Despite 

his objections, Morris eventually had to accept some very rugged moun-

2o 
tain terrain in the land parcels. 

2) 
Robert Morris to John Richard, Jr., May 28, 1794, '.!ilson Cury 

Nicholas to Robert Morris, June 9, 1794, WCN-UVA; Watlington, The Par
tisan Spirit, pp, 13-14, 18-19. 

20
Robert Morris to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 11, 17yL, WCN-UVA; 

H[enry] Lee to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 2, 1793, E-R Papers. 
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Although Nicholas and Breckenridge entertained the notion of 

taking Morris to court to force an early payment, patents for the land 

began arriving as early as September 1794 and continued to arrive

through June 1795, when Morris presumably assigned over £43,000 worth 

of assets of Donald & Burton to the Virginia speculators. Just how 

much of this sum the partners were able to collect is unknown. Most 

of the assets of the firm undoubtedly consisted of claims against 

Virginia planters who were probably in no better position to raise cash 

or meet their debts than was Nicholas.
27

Nonetheless, encouraged by this success, Nicholas and Brecken

ridge decided to embark upon a venture with John Preston to acquire an 

additional 500,000 acres which they also hoped to sell to Morris. Accor

ding to the terms of the contract, Preston simply had to survey the 

tract while Nicholas and Breckenridge were responsible for securing the 

warrants, selling the land, and paying all expenses, including $2000 

for Preston's surveying services. Preston completed his surveys by 

early November 1794, but the other two partners encountered difficulties 

in their attempt to sell the tract. So many speculators were trying to 

sell land in Philadelphia that prices were dropping sharply. Whether 

he was miffed over having to accept mountain lands in his initial 

contract with the Virginia partners or just shopping around for a better 

bargain, Morris declined to buy the half million acres. To help promote 

27 
James Breckenridge to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 4, 1794, 

and June 26, 1795, WCN-UVA; Receipt on Behalf of Robert Morris and 
John Richard for 480,000 acres in Wythe County, September 19, 1794, 
WCN-UVA. 
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the sale of the land, the Virginians acquired another partner, Joseph 

Higbee, a merchant of Philadelphia, but he was no more successful than 

they had been. One drawback to a quick sale was the unrealistic expec

tation of the Virginians to get as good a price per acre as their 

original sale to Morris. After a year passed without the disposal of 

the lands, Breckenridge journeyed to Philadelphia and managed to sell 

the 500,000 acres to Morris for $30,000. Although this meant that the 

land sold for only six cents an acre, Breckenridge thought it "a toler

able good sale" and the best deal he could make in Philadelphia. Once 

again, however, just how much each partner benefitted from the sale is 

questionable. After deduction of recording fees, survey costs, and 

other expenses, the money had to be split four ways. Existing records 

do not reveal exactly how the purchase price was to be paid, but it is 

highly unlikely that Morris paid cash. He may have assigned the part

ners claims against his debtors, or he may have given his own bonds, 

deeds of trust, or other securities to transmit cash at a later date. 

If the latter path were taken, the four partners most likely never 

received a penny for their efforts, for Morris was in deep financial 

trouble by the end of the year. His speculative empire completely 

collapsed in June 1797, and Morris was tossed into a debtors' prison 

where he languished for three years, Nicholas later estimated that he 

himself lost more than $20,000 in his various deals with Morris.
28 

28 
Jacob Kinney to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 26, 1791.;, James 

Breckenridge to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August 2, September 4, November 3, 
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Nicholas' arrangement with Henry Lee caused even more trouble. 

Amidst all the confusion of the various contracts, Lee had acquired 

shares held by Nicholas and Breckenridge to 300,000 acres of land in 

the hope that he would be able to find northern buyers for the land 

before his payments became due. Disappointed in this quest, Lee was 

forced to give deeds of trust on lands he owned in Westmoreland and 

Berkeley Counties as a security for the £8000 owed to the pair and for 

the £2000 he still owed to John Nicholas for the 18,000 acres of Henry 

County land. Because he never got all the money that Lee owed him and 

because he was unable to extract cash from the deeds of trust which 

were snarled in court procedures, Nicholas claimed that he lost over 
29 

£ 3200 in this one venture. 

Failure to realize a fortune was only one consequence of the 

transaction. Because contradictory Virginia land policies resulted in 

some lands being granted several times, all speculators realized the 

danger of facing prior claims. To protect Lee from paying for land 

claimed by others, Nicholas and Breckenridge had agreed to rebate to Lee 

1794, and June 26, 1795, Memo of An Agreement of Partnership of John 
Breckenridge, John Preston, and Wilson Cary Nicholas ) November 24 J 

1794, Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Breckenridge, ( ?], 1794, Joseph 
Higbee to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 9 J 1794 and January 16, 1796, 
WCN-UVA; James Breckenridge to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 14, 17Sl6, 
WCN-LC; Beveridge ) The Life of John Marshall, II, 204-205; John C. 
Miller, The Federalist Era, 1789-1801 (New York, 1960), p. 252. 

29James Breckenridge to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August 2, 1794,
WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, August 14, 1799, E-R 
Additional Papers; Various Memoranda of Wilson Cary Nicholas Pertain
ing to Land Speculation, n.d., Box 5, E-R Papers. 
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one shilling two pence for every disputed acre with the total of such 

disputed land not to exceed 50,000 acres. Armed with this protection, 

Lee sold the 300,000 acres in 1795 to John Blake and John Peck of 

Boston. When someone actually bothered to take a look at the land six 

years later, it was discovered that the tract was short by almost 

150,000 acres. Blake and Peck immediately brought suit against Henry 

Lee in a New York court for damages amounting to $70,000, and Lee 

desperately called on his former Virginia partners for help. Reacting 

initially in disbelief, Nicholas termed the shortage a "supposed 

deficiency" and wrote Lee that he was sure the missing acres would 
30 

turn up� 

When Lee began to press Nicholas to become a co-defendent in 

the case, the shock wave of the deficiency began to catch all the former 

partners in its ever widening circles. Nicholas refused to take legal 

responsibility for the missing land, but fear that he would be hauled 

into court sooner or later caused him to correspond with Breckenridge 

and Preston in hopes that each would accept a share of responsibility 

in such an eventuality. Instead of admitting any such responsibility, 

Breckenridge simply advised Nicholas to buy up other lands for which 

taxes had not been paid to cover any legal claims that might be brought 

against him. If such an answer was little consolation to Nicholas, 

Preston provided none at all, disdaining even to answer Nicholas' 

30lbid., G. Taylor to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 2, 1801,
WCN-LC;�lson Cary Nicholas to Henry Lee, February 4, 1802, Henry 
Lee to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 19, 1802, E-R Papers. 
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missives. This silence from Preston gave Nicholas another shudder. 

If there actually was a huge deficiency in the tract under question, 

could there not just as well be shortages in other lands that Preston 

had surveyed for the partners? 3l 

Preston finally responded to Nicholas' queries late in 1803, 

but by that date legal proceedings were under way that would involve 

Nicholas in coUTt battles through 1812. With both Nicholas and Brecken

ridge disclaiming any responsibility in the matter, Lee brought suit 

against Nicholas to force him tu serve as a co-defendent in the case 

commenced by Blake and Peck. Knowing full well the impossibility of 

recovering all their losses from Lee, the two Bostonians allied with 

Lee as interested parties to hold Nicholas partially responsible for 

the land deficiencies. Relying upon the legal abj_li ty of his brother 

Philip and his brother-in-law Edmund Randolph, both practicing attorneys 

in Richmond, Nicholas managed to enmesh the suit in entanglements 

until 1810, when the New Englanders mounted a new offensive to force 

32 
settlement of the issue. 

Believing that his only hope lay in proving the shortage to be 

a myth, Nicholas hired Hezekiah Harmon, surveyor for Tazewell County, 

to resurvey the tract. Harmon's examination showed that instead of a 

3l
lbid.; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Henry Lee, March 14, 1802, James 

Breckenridge to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 17, 1ECJ2, E-R Papers; James 
Breckenridge to James Brown, February 8, 1802, Wilson Cary Nicholas to 
James Breckenridge, May 21, 1802, WCN-UVA. 

32
James Preston to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 9, 1803, WCN-UVA; 

Wilson Cary Nicholas to [Henry Lee], March 1, 1804, and[?], 18o4, L. 
Quinton Washington Papers, LC; Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, March 3, 1810, WCN-UVA. 
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shortage, there was a 3,500 acre surplus! Nicholas' momentary elation 

was soon disturbed, however, when he received news that Henry Newman, 

agent for Blake and Peck, was not satisfied with the new survey and 

intended to have yet another surveyor, this time appointed by the 

court, take a look. This new survey most likely confirmed a deficiency 

but not to the amount originally charged because Newman informed 

Nicholas that his employers would be willing to effect a compromise 

out of court. Nicholas was in no mood to compromise, however. ·The 

Bostonians claimed that he owed them £15,000 plus interest, and the 

Virginian simply did not have adequate resources to meet even a percen

tage of that sum. Because of missing court records, it is impossible 

to know just how much money, if any, Nicholas finally had to pay to 

the New England speculators, but chances are very good that the settle

ment accounted for part of the staggering debts that drove Nicholas to 

ruin in 1820.
33 

Bitterly tasting the failures of his assays into land specula

tion, Nicholas easily resisted tempting offers to try his luck again. 

The only western land acquisition which Nicholas attempted to turn to 

33Resurvey Certificate, October 30, 1810, John Freston to Wilson
Cary Nicholas, November 13, 1810, E-R Papers; Henry Hewman, Jr., to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 17, 18ll, WCN-UVA. Nicholas' only 
other major land speculation in Virginia wa3 one ;.t-,ich netted him the 
Peaks of Otter. He entered an agreement with Lauchlan McLean to obtain 
100,000 acres in Amherst and Bedford Counties, but by the time the 
patents were secured, the acreage had dwindled to sliGhtly under one
tenth of that amount. Keeping the lands until near his death, Nicholas 
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productive use was a modest 4,500 acre tract known as Green Bottom 

on the east bank of the Ohio River in what is now Cabell County, 

West Virginia. Originally granted in 1772 to Nicholas' Albemarle 

neighbor, John Fry, the land was located near the mouth of the Little 

Guyandot River and contained at least 2,500 acres of rich bottornland. 

Nicholas obtained the land around 1795 or 1796 from Fry's son Joshua 

in exchange for George Nicholas' former Danville, Kentucky, farm which 

Wilson Nicholas had recently purchased for $5,000. The motive for the 

exchange was Nicholas' hope that the Ohio lands would produce a faster 

sale than the Danville farm.34 

Unable to find any buyers, Nicholas belatedly decided to put 

Green Bottom to productive use by installing tenant farmers on a 

sharecrop basis. By 1807 at least ten families lived on the tract, 

and Nicholas happily reported that the sharecropping arrangement had 

saved him the expense of wages. Other expenses were considerable, 

lost them in his financial collapse in 1820 after having used them to 
secure an 1819 loan from the Richmond branch of the U.S. Bank. Since 
most of the land was unproductive for farming or speculation, Nicholas 
was probably unimpressed with the reputation the Peaks of Otter enjoyed 
for their splendid views. Agreement of Lauchlan McLean and '..Iilson Cary 
Nicholas, November 28, 1794, Lauchlan McLean to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
July 9, 1795, WCN-lJVA; William M. E. Rachal, "The Peaks of Otter: 
Grandstand of the Blue Ridge," Virt:,inia Cavalcade, I (Autumn, 1951), 
23-28.

34 
J.H. Daviess to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 19, 1802, Samuel 

Murrel to Wilson Cary Nicholas, October 7, 1797, S'Jrvey of Green Bottom 
Lands, .i\pril 8, 1814, WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholns to Samuel Smith, 
August 14, 1799, E-R Additional Papers. 
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however. Besides necessary tools and stock, Nicholas staffed a few 

of the farms with field hands, and he was willing to bear the costs 

of improvements such as primitive horse mills to grind corn. For

tunately, taxes on the enterprise were light. In 1810 the total tax 

bill for the land, twelve horses, and twelve slaves amounted to 

slightly over thirty-two dollars.
35

The major crops of the western farm were hemp, hogs, and corn. 

The Ohio River and the many creeks coursing through the land provided 

the fresh flow of water necessary to process the hemp while the heavily 

wooded acres of the higher lands produced a heavy mast which lessened 

the cost of feeding the hogs. Corn was raised to supplement the hogs' 

diet and to fatten them before they were driven to eastern markets. 

Initial success with all three crops buoyed Nicholas' hopes. In the 

last month of 1810, for example, he reported that ninety-nine hogs had 

been driven to eastern Virginia. About four hundred hogs remained on 

3o
the Ohio lands to increase the droves of future years. 

Nicholas held great expectations for his hemp crops. Inter

fering with neither corn crops nor grazing, the plant grew well in land 

that was not completely cleared; hence it was a natural crop for a 

wilderness farm. Demand for strong rope fibers was high from the 

navies of battling European powers and from a growing American merchant 

3
'.)James Thomas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August lS!, 1807, Wilson

Cary Nicholas to Jesse White, August 2, 1810, Wilson Cary Nicholas to 
[? ]Henderson, December 9, 1810, WCN-LC. 

36 
Ibid.; Jesse White to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 1�, 1810, 

WCN-UVA-.-
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marine, especially after fighting cut down the flow of rope fibers 

from Baltic sources. Originally Nicholas arranged to have his hemp 

shipped by the inexpensive water route to New Orleans, but his Ken

tucky friend James Mcrrison soon convinced him that the shorter up

river route to Pittsburg would prove more economical in the long run 

because the danger of water damage was greatly reduced. From Pitts

burg, the hemp was carried by wagons to the Baltimore mercantile house 

of his nephew, George Stevenson. Transportation costs ate heavily into 

the gross receipts from the crops. For example, in 1812 Stevenson 

managed to sell the hemp for $140 per ton, but the wagon transporta

tion from Pittsburg cost $50 per ton, and the freight charge to Pitts

burg probably equalled that sum. When further deductions, such as 

Stevenson's charge, tools, seed, and shares for the tenant farmers 

were taken into account, Nicholas was probably fortunate to clear $300 

for a ten-ton crop. This could not be considered very profitable in 

view of his initial investment. With the coming of peace in 1815, any 

special position held by American hemp faded, and more discouraged than 

ever, Nicholas replaced his hemp with that old destroyer of Virginia 

soil, tobacco. 
37 

Nicholas' hope of reaping large profits from hogs fared little 

better, but he grimly persisted in his efforts until his death. After 

37Wilson Cary Nicholas to [?] Henderson, December 9, 1810, WCIJ-LC;
James Morrison to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 12, 1811, George P. 
Stevenson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 8, 1812, and November 5, 1813, 
William Gough, Jr., to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 15, 1816, WCN-UVA. 
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his initial drive of hogs to eastern Virginia in 1810, Nicholas was 

so sure of future success that he signed a seven-year contract to 

deliver hogs over the mountains every fall. Almost immediately troubles 

set in. His chief tenant farmer, Jesse White, reported that it would 

be impossible to organize a drive for the fall of 1811 unless Nicholas 

wished to purchase hogs from other western farmers. The herd had been 

decimated in the unfenced forests by disease, predators, and thieves. 

Angrily, Nicholas accused White of "dreadful mismanagement" and added, 

"If you had sold my land you cou'd not have astonished me more." But 

anger did not increase the herd, and the next year Nicholas was forced 

to ask Kentucky friends, such as James Morrison, to serve as his pur

chasing agents so that he could meet his contracts. Every fall, after 

the hogs had been purchased in Kentucky and western Virginia, the herds, 

numbering between two and three thousand animals, were driven over the 

mountains to Nicholas' Warren farm where they were fattened upon corn 

before being driven to eastern towns such as Richmond, Norfolk, Alex

andria, and Fredericksburg.38

When the War of 1812 broke out, Nicholas began to supply pork 

to the navy through contracts with Norfolk merchants such as Theodore 

Armistead, but none of these ventures returned a profit. On an 1813 

contract for 600 barrels of pork, for example, Nicholas lost just 

under $2000, and he wrote in exasperation that he wanted to quickly 

38
Jesse White to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 26 and September 14,

1811, Wilson Cary Nicholas to Jesse White, October 12, 1811, Sworn 
Statement of Samuel .McWilliams, February 5, 1816, WCN-LC; James Morr
ison to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 12, 1812, WCN-UVA. 
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close the transaction "which has been so onerous to me." But Nicholas 

was caught in a deadly circle. To make up for his past losses, he 

believed that he had to continue driving hogs from the west even though 

the practice carried a high risk factor. Perpetually short of cash, he 

borrowed large sums of money from Baltimore relatives to purchase the 

western hogs. He must have experienced great discomfiture when letters 

stating their willingness to lend him the money were accompanied by 

gloomy predictions that they did not expect him to recover even as 

much as the purchase price from the ventures. Even when their predic

tions proved to be accurate, he was forced to assume an optimistic 

note about the operation in order not to scare away other creditors 

upon whom he still relied for large loans. This attitude of optimism 

in the face of depressing reality -- of an illusory hope for a finan

cial miracle -- seemed to typify the third generation of Virginia 

Nicholases and probably helps to explain why the fathers were able to 

maintain their social and economic status until their deaths without 

being able to transmit this status to their sons. Like all his other 

lands, Green Bottom never benefitted Nicholas' sons because it was used 

to secure debts which he could never erase. When Nicholas died in 1820, 

Green Bottom passed to William H. Cabell to cover a large debt Nicholas 

owed to his fellow Virginian.39

39Theodore Armistead to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August 10, 1812, Wilson
Cary Nicholas to John Farun, April 20, 1813, and June 30, 1814, John 
Hollins to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 22, 1814, Wilson Cary Nicholas 
to anonymous, July 5, 1815, WCN-UVA. Cabell sold the tract to William 
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As with most Virginia planters of his class, Nicholas relied 

upon slave labor to work his farms. He left behind no recorded pangs 

of conscience about the "peculiar institution," as did his neighbor 

Thomas Jefferson, but on the whole he seems to have been a thoughtful 

if not always consistent master. When he first began managing his 

Albemarle farm in 1783, he paid taxes on fifty slaves, but some of 

these undoubtedly belonged to his father's estate, and Nicholas was 

simply holding them in trust until his younger brothers came of age. 

At the height of his Albemarle farming activity between 1797 and 1800, 

he paid taxes on over ninety slaves, but the average number was closer 

to sixty-five, and when he died in 1820, the Warren estate claimed 

only forty-two. These figures, of course, do not take into account 

work forces at his other Virginia tracts including Green Bottom, but 

because of their small workable acreages, it is highly unlikely that 

40 
Nicholas ever owned much over one hundred slaves. 

Although Nicholas emancipated a few house servants as a reward 

for their loyalty, he did not turn to that practice often for the simple 

fact that he could not afford it. At various times he was forced to 

sell large blocs of his slaves to raise cash for his many debts, but 

he seems to have made concerted efforts not to divide families. Slaves 

Jenkins who advertised it for sale in 1844 by wnich time it could 
boast 13ou acres in cultivation, a three story brick house, a stone 
spring house, fruit orchards, three barns, a water mill, a warehouse, 
stables, 300 head of cattle and 2000 hogs. Richmond Enquirer, Octo
ber 22, 1844. 

40Albemarle County Personal Property Books, 1783-1820, VSL.
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who were considered troublemakers, thieves, or perennial rwiaways 

were not tolerated. However, instead of severely punishing such hands, 

Nicholas adopted the simple expedient of selling them to buyers who 

lived a good distance from Albemarle County. Medical care was provided 

by a local physician, and when slaves grew too old to work, Nicholas 

paid local caretakers to maintain them much in the fashion of a primi-

t. . h 41ive nursing ome. 

Nicholas' reputation as a moderate master sometimes caused him 

trouble. Jesse White, the chief tenant farmer at Green Bottom, reported 

in 1810 that the hands Nicholas had dispatched to that tract were not 

obeying "as I have ben a Custom To." Among the reasons White assigned 

for this behavior was the fact that other slaves in the area "Fare 

nearely as their masters," and this rough sense of equality of station 

gave slaves the notion that they had to do nothing which the master 

himself would not tackle. When White lightly pwiished them for their 

recalcitrance, five ran away, causing White the annoyance of rounding 

them up. Continuing his report to Nicholas, the barely literate farmer 

finally revealed his chief grievance in the whole problem. "It is a 

neighborhood report, 11 he wrote, "that you will not have your negroes 

whipt I suppose the negroes hear This report and if' is to bee the Case 

41Memorandurn of Wilson Cary Nicholas Regardin? Emancipation of
Sukey Prior, n.d., Account of Sale of Thirty-one ·"'2rren ::ilaves, Decerr.ber 
20, 1793, Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 6, 
1802, Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Ming, August 20, 1805, Wilson Cary 
Nicholas to W. Brown, May 10, 1806, John Buster to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
October 10, 1806, R. Burton, Jr., to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 24, 
1813, WCN-UVA. 
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I am in bad Business." In his letters to White, Nicholas refused to 

be talked into abandoning his system for treatment of slaves. He 

ordered White to be "prudent, just, & moderate," and to punish the 

slaves only when necessary. Although he did not rule out an occa

sional whipping, Nicholas made it clear that he expected moderate 

punishment. Suggesting that White not let the hands have any contact 

with neighbors who offered bad examples, he added that any slaves who 

ran away should be pursued immediately to discourage the notion that 

running would ever bring relief. Nicholas' slaves eventually suffered 

just as much from his indebtedness as did his friends and family. 

When he died with a heavily encumbered estate, slaves were controlled 

by creditors who had less regard for their well-being and little of 

Nicholas' desire to avoid breaking up families or selling the slaves 

42 
out of state. 

If one were to isolate the most consistent theme in Wilson Cary 

Nicholas' life, that theme would have to be the curse of debt. Burdened 

with debts he inherited from his father, Nicholas added to the load by 

accepting responsibility for the Virginia debts of his brother George 

and all the liabilities of his brother-in-law Edmund Randolph. Dis-

asters in land speculation, disappointments in ventures such as stock 

raising, and declining land values so increased his already staggering 

42Jesse White to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 12, 1810, Abstracts
of Letters of Wilson Cary Nicholas to J. White, March 5, March 12, and 
May 19, 1810, WCN-LC. 
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debts that when the economic crash of 1819 confirmed his ruin, he 

dragged down friends and relatives who had loaned him money or had 

co-signed his notes. 

Although all five brothers were legally responsible for the 

debts left unsettled by Robert Carter Nicholas, sole responsibility 

eventually devolved upon Wilson. The normal pattern would have seen 

the eldest son, George, assume major responsibility, but he abdicated 

his role in 1795 when he allowed Wilson to assume his Virginia lia

bilities. Sometime later, the third son John deeded some Virginia 

lands to Wilson in exchange for the latter assuming all claims against 

their father's estate. For some reason, the two youngest brothers, 

Philip and Lewis, seem never to have been involved with the problem. 

Probably Wilson made arrangements with them similar to his agreement 

with John, Exactly how much the former Treasurer owed at his death 

is unknown, but the total sum must have been large. One London mer

chant claimed in 1797 that he was due close to £2000 sterling from 

the estate.
43 By far the most troublesome debt was a result of Robert

Carter Nicholas' 1765 partnership with Edward Ambler in the Westham 

plantation. When Ambler died in 1768, he appointed the Treasurer one 

of the executors of his will, Nicholas' duties were complicated by 

the terms of the partnership, the meddling of Ambler's widow, Mary Cary 

Ambler, the early death of Ambler's eldest son, and the confused state 

43Wilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, August 14, 1799, E-R Addi
tional Papers; Agreement of John Nicholas and Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
n.d., L. Quinton Washington Papers, LC; John Laird to Wilson Cary
Nicholas, December 13, 1797, WCN-UVA.
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of financial affairs in the Old Dominion during the Revolution. The 

estate had not been completely settled by the time of the Treasurer's 

death in 1780. Affairs drifted until the close of the war when 

William Hartwell Macon, administrator for the will of Mary Ambler and 

husband of Ambler's daughter Sarah, brought suit against the executors 

of the estate of Robert Carter Nicholas on grounds that the deceased 

Treasurer had left unpaid a debt of over £4000 to the estate of Edward 

Ambler. The case reached the courts as early as 1787, but the legal 

skills of Edmund Randolph and John Nicholas kept it alive for years 

despite initial rulings in Macon's favor. All three older brothers 

served as co-defendents at the outset of the case, but by the summer 

of 1802, Wilson Cary Nicholas alone was still combatting the issue. 

After realizing that the courts were convinced of the legitimacy of 

Macon's claim, Nicholas appealed the sum awarded the plaintiff and 

managed to keep the case ensnarled until 1807, when he finally began 

making arrangements with Macon to settle the debt. Although the exact 

amount Nicholas was ultimately forced to pay is unknown, any additional 

44 
debt at that time was an unwelcane burden. 

After Edmund Randolph married Nicholas' elder sister Elizabeth 

in 1776, a deep personal friendship developed between the two men. It 

44 
File Labelled Macon vs. Ambler, WCN-UVA; George Nicholas to 

vlilson Cary Nicholas, May 27, 1791, Randolph-Nichclas Letters; Ferdi
nando Fairfax to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 3, 1802, John Nicholas to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 23 1802 , Philip Norborne Nicholas to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, October 7 and October 21, 1806, WCN-UVA; Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to W.R. Macon, June 1, 1807, WCN-LC. 
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was only natural, then, that when Randolph became heavily indebted, 

his younger brother-in-law would step in to help. As with so many of 

Virginia's planter-politicians, Randolph spent a life plagued by 

numerous and unrelenting creditors. Nicholas' involvement with 

Randolph's debts probably began in 1789 when the latter purchased 

from Joshua Fry a 2500 acre Albemarle farm known as Viewmont. Unable 

to pay for the farm, which lay only a few miles from Nicholas' Warren 

estate, Randolph soon sold it to William Champe Carter. Because the 

farm's transfers involved only small down-payments of cash, this sale 

to Carter did little to reduce Randolph's debt to fry. Busy with his 

chores as the first Attorney General of the United States, Randolph 

asked Nicholas' aid in selling other lands to meet Fry's demands, Not 

until 1802 was Ilicholas able to make the last payment to cancel the 

45 
debt. 

Randolph's greatest financial difficulties began after his 

brief term as Washington's Secretary of State ended in disgrace in 

August 1795. In an attempt to nullify Randolph's opposition to the 

Jay Treaty, the British minister transmitted to the anglophilic cabinet 

officers Oliver Wolcott and Timothy Fickerini; some intercepted dispat

ches of the French minister Fauchet. They indicated that Randolph may 

have betrayed state secrets to the French and had sought lar13e sums of 

money for himself and friends. Convinced of Randolph's duplicity, 

45Edmund Randolph to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 7, 1790, E-R
Papers; Ibid. to Ibid,, December 12, 1794, Joshua Fry to Col, John 
Nicholas, Jr., January 20, 1802, WCN-UVA. 
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Washington forced his fellow Virginian's resignation. But Randolph's 

enemi�s in the cabinet were not content with disgrace alone. After 

checking Randolph's departmental accounts, Wolcott and Pickering 

claimed that Randolph owed the federal govern.':lent almost �· 50,000 

because of shortages in diplomatic and consular funds, Stunned by 

the enormity of the claim, Randolph fought it in the courts until 1801 

when he offered to accept any sum decided upon by an impartial auditor 

chosen by the new Secretary of the Treasury, Albert Gallatin. If 

Randolph expected a more sympathetic hearing from the new Republican 

administration, he was sadly deluded because the auditor simply assessed 

46 
him with the original sum plus interest. 

Realizine that his brother-in-law was facing complete financial 

ruin, Nicholas offered to assume Randolph's debt to the government if 

Randolph would assign his estate to Nicholas. In an arrangement 

approved by the Treasury Department, Nicholas gave his personal bonds 

to accept the responsibility of the entire claim. He also agreed to 

settle the remainder of his brother-in-law's debts at the same time. 

Why did he accept such an additional burden? Only out of personal 

regard for Randolph, Nicholas answered to wondering friends. He cer

tainly reaped no financial gain from the underta�ing, and he expended 

quite a bit of energy and time on it. Through the sale of Randolph's 

lands and slaves ) Nicholas believed that he had the debt to the govern

ment settled by the last days of 1805, but as late as 1810 ) he was still 

46 
Brant, "Edmund Randolph, Not Guilty!," 179-siS. 
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being plagued by treasury officials who were unable to convert to cash 

some of the bonds that various purchasers had given for the property. 

Although Nicholas appears to have escaped any personal liability for the 

claim during his lifetime, the government asserted soon after his death 

that around $6300 of the original debt was still due. A few years 

later, an employee in the comptroller's office decided that Randolph 

should be charged for compound interest during the time the debt was 

being discharged. A new claim was entered against the heirs of Ran

dolph and Nicholas for over $60,000, but fortunately a court lowered 

47the sum to a more reasonable figure. 

The assumption of his brother George's Virginia debts in 1795 

proved just as troublesome for Nicholas. To secure the sum totalling 

almost $30,000, Nicholas accepted mortgages on his brother's farm, 

slaves, furniture, shares in the iron works, and 20,000 acres of 

Kentucky land. But when he began to pay the debts, Nicholas faced the 

same problem which had confronted his brother. The lands designated 

to cover the debts were not easily converted into cash, and when sales 

were effected years later, payment was often made in bonds and similar 

promises instead of money. This heavy drain on his financial resources 

was never fully recovered, and he was plagued by his brother's creditors 

47Ibid.; Gabriel Duval to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 7, 1805,
Edmund Randolph to John Fisher, September 1, 1805, WCN-UVA; Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to the U.S. Comptroller, January 18, 1810, WCN-1£; Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, December 24, 180;, Thomas Jefferson 
Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA; Stephen Pleasanton to Robert Stanard, 
August 21, 1824, Carter-Smith Papers, UVA. 
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48
quite literally to his dying day. 

Although the debts of his family were undoubtedly a large 

burden, Nicholas' own debts were adequate in themselves to eventually 

drive him to ruin. The accwnulation of these liabilities may be 

assigned to a nwnber of causes, such as drooping agricultural prices 

and declining productivity of Virginia soil. As with other Virginia 

farmers, Nicholas was also caught in the snare of consigning future 

crops to merchants while spending more than the crops could possibly 

bring. But a large portion of his financial failures were of his own 

making. Optimism based upon illusion rather than reality caused him 

to enter speculative fields with a notable lack of' caution, often 

resulting in such heavy losses that he felt compelled to repeat the 

effort in faint hope of reversing the course of fortune. According 

to his Baltimore in-laws, he also was guilty of a "rapid Mode of doing 

Business" and would indulge in such unbusinesslike practices as drawing 

against his friends' financial resources without first notifying them.49

Through great exertion and the tactic of seeking new creditors 

to pay off old ones, Nicholas was able to hold his debts to a manage

able size until 1800. Borrowing money was not always easy because many 

48wnson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, fmgust 14
) 1799, E-R !1ddi

tional Papers; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Ferdinando Fairfax, September 
18, 1803, L. Quinton Washington Papers, LC; James Morrison to Wilson 
Cary Nicholas, February 29, 1820, WCN-UVA. 

49samuel Smith and John Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September
28, 1786, Samuel Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 29, 1786, Samuel 
Smith Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 21, 1819, Carter-Smith 
Papers; Joseph Higbee to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 5, 1802, WCN-UVA. 
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merchants and capitalists were very shy about accepting "Bills on 

great men," but Nicholas could usually count on the indulgence of 

his wife's relatives in Baltimore. After 1798, however, French sei

zures of American vessels caused heavy losses for Baltimore mercantile 

families such as the Smiths, and Nicholas had to turn elsewhere for 

loans. Unable to raise enough cash to satisfy his creditors, Nicholas 

was reduced to an expedient which he adopted for the rest of his 

life -- the attempt, invariably unsuccessful, to sell his lands. 

Typically frustrating was an 1802 arrangement by which he sold his 

Albemarle estate for £::38,000 only to find that after a year of trying 

50
to collect payment for the property he had received less than .t. 3000. 

His shortsighted optimism once again caused him loss. As he 

explained to a creditor from whom he was seeking an extension: 

Three years past I determined to change my property 
into money, I succeeded so well at first, that I 
had no doubt of being able to dispose of the whole 
of it in a very short time, as the sale of Negroes 
was the most disagreeable thing to me that I was 
ever engaged in I decided it was best to go through 
with it at once, and impudently sold nearly all my 
Negroes, when I had sold not one third of the value 
of my lands, so that my crops have been not more 
than equal to my support in that tirne .... 51 

Desperately requiring money for the support of his family as 

well as his creditors and still unable to effect a successful sale of 

50
Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 20, 1793, WCN-LC;

Samuel Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 27, 1799 and June 24, 
1800, Samuel Smith Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to 
Joseph Selden, July 2, 1802, and July 20, 1803, William B. Randolph 
Papers, LC. 

5lwnson Cary Nicholas to John Wickham, November 15, 1803, WCN-UVA.
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his property, Nicholas adopted the distasteful expedient of seeking 

a lucrative federal post in the Republican administration of his 

neighbor, Thomas Jefferson. Knowing full well the extent of his 

friend's difficulties, Jefferson offered him a job as Collector of 

U.S. Customs at the port of Norfolk. The idea of abandoning the role 

of gentleman-legislator in favor of accepting the role of public 

employee was such a distasteful notion that Nicholas adopted the facade 

that he was actually carrying out a party assignemnt for Jefferson by 

"the republicanising (or] so important a place as Norfolk," and Jefferson 

characteristically joined the charade rather than embarrass his friend. 

But Norfolk proved to be a disappointment. The job's salary was inade

quate compensation for living in a town so unhealthy that he dared not 

bring his family with him, and he was constantly bothered by the notion 

that his reputation was diminishing in the eyes of a public that had 

long considered him "above a pecuniary office." Five months after he 

accepted the post in May, 1804, he notified Jefferson that he was ready 

to resign. Propriety demanded that he maintain the post a while longer, 

52and in April 1805, he was replaced by Thomas Newton. 

By the beginning of lBll, Nicholas estimated that his debts 

totalled $37,000, but he was confident of being able to cover them 

52Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, M2y 3, 1804, Thomas
Jefferson Manuscripts of the Missouri Historical S::;ciety, raicrofilm, UV!\; 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, May 22, 18011, Thomas Jefferson 
Papers, LC; John Taylor of Caroline to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 23, 
1804, E-R Papers; Gabriel Duval to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 26, 
1805, WCN-UVA. 
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because his lands and slaves were worth $178,000 by his estimates. 

Once again Nicholas' optimism defied reality. Despite the fact that 

he found it next to impossible to convert his lands into cash, he con

tinually overvalued them to convince himself that all his liabilities 

were insignificant when compared to his assets. But reality refused 

to allow him peace of mind. The War of 1812 brought financial hard

ship and once again dried up many of his sources for loans. When three 

successive years of bad crops during the war crimped his income, he 

found it very difficult to raise cash to pay the interest on his debts, 

h 1 b t d i th . .  1 53
muc ess worry a ou re uc ng e principa • 

Not until mid-1818 did it finally dawn upon the master of 

Warren that his situation was hopeless. "You can form no idea of the 

mortification & distress I feel," he wrote a friend. "I cannot & will 

not bear it longer, and yet I do not know well what course to take." 

Nicholas' total obligations to Virginia banks reached almost $73,000, 

and this did not include debts he still owed to the College of William 

and Mary of over $24,000 and a note which his brother Lewis had endor

sed for $30,000. Although the exact amount of Nicholas' debt cannot 

53wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, August 2�, 1818, Lewis
Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 13, 1820, Joseph Marx to Wilson 
Cary Nicholas, September 10, 1818, List of Bank Notes of Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, n.d., Wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, March 12, 1820, 
WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, April 19, 1818, 
Thor.,as Jefferson Papers, LC; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Robert Pollard , 
January 12, 1811, ·...iilliam Coleman to Wilson Cary Nicholas, Ibvember 26, 
1816, WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to John Brockedntu�h, August 1, 
1815, WCN-LC.
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be determined, a compilation of his various obligations in 1820 indi

cated that it was in excess of $280,000. If Nicholas' estate had 

been the sole security for these debts, he would have felt much easier 

because he had deluded himself into thinking that his property would 

bring close to $350,000 on the open market. But the banks had required 

his friends and relatives to endorse his notes, and Nicholas was fully 

aware that if he failed, they would suffer heavily. William H, Cabell, 

for example, had endorsed $25,000 of his bank debts, and Thomas Jefferson 

had obligated himself for $20,000, Miserably searching for a miracle, 

Nicholas even considered the idea of asking the state legislature to 

allow him to conduct a lottery and sell chances with portions of his 

property serving as prizes, but friends discouraged the tactic as 

4
likely to stir up general disapproval and public condemnation.) 

Perched precariously atop his debts, Nicholas needed only a 

nudge to push him over the brink of ruin, What he received was a full

fledged slam from the Panic of 1819 that utterly ruined him, Hoping to 

prevent outright seizure of his property, Nicholas assigned his entire 

estate to various trustees which at least would snarl it in courts for 

years because most of his property had already been granted as security 

for specific debts. When news of this maneuver reached Richmond, many 

citizens of the capital began to "speak in very harsh terms of Col0 

-4 
) Wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, Auc;ust 29, 1818, Lewis Nicholas 

to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 13, 1820, Joseph Marx to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, September 10, 1818, List of Bank Notes of Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
n,d,, vJilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, March 12, 1820, WCN-UVA; Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, April 19, 1818, Thomas Jefferson 
Papers, LC. 
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Nicholas," though friends assured him that "the thinking and most 

respectable have not joined in condemning your application of your 

funds." Creditors began to initiate suits against Nicholas, and his 

brother warned him to stay away from Richmond because his very presence 

would lead to more. 55

Deciding that his best defense against the suits was a vigorous 

offense, Nicholas charged several of his creditors with usury and 

claimed that the interest he had already paid surpassed the sums of 

the original debts. The move temporarily lifted the spirits of his 

friends such as Jefferson because, if successful, a huge amount of 

Nicholas' liabilities would be cancelled and he might then have a 

chance to satisfy 11his bona fide debts and creditors." Nicholas was 

so impressed with his own argument that he thoUe;ht some creditors 

actually owed him a rebate. Apparently, several creditors were also 

impressed by Nicholas' assault because they agreed to reach a compro

mise instead of demanding their entire claim. But such a victory was 

akin to winning a skirmish and losing the war. Others who had huge 

claims against the harried Nicholas refused to reduce their demands, 

and the many suits were still ensnarled in the courts when Nicholas 

57Goochland County Deed Book No. 24, Albemarle County Deed Book
No. 22, 181';)-1822, microfilm, VSL; Bernard Peyton to Thomas Jefferson 
Randolph, September 9, 1819, E-R Additional Papers; James M. Morris 
to Joseph H. Hawkins, November 3, 1819, Carter-Smith Papers; John 
Graham to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 25, 1819, Philip Norborne 
Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, September 11, 1819, WCN-UVA. 
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died on the morning of October 10, 1820.)6

Like his father and grandfather before him, Wilson Cary 

Nicholas bequeathed his sons a legacy of debt. Surely he echoed the 

sentiments of his wife who had written the year before, "These are 

dismal times for all young men, but particularly my sons," He must 

have been especially distressed when he penned his last will in February, 

1820, and remembered his earlier dream for his sons. An 1805 will of 

several pages precisely divided his large estate among his many 

children and gave the impression that his family had little worry about 

their future financial security. But his last will covered only one 

bitterly short paragraph which instructed his three sons and one son

in-law to dispose of his property in any way necessary to settle his 

debts with any residue being used for the "frugal support" of his wife 

and daughters. Probably most distressing of all was the knowledge that 

a man who had founded a town, had once owned over a million acres of 

Virginia soil, and had only recently figured his personal worth at 

$350,000 had absolutely nothing to transmit to the next generation.57 

6 
-; ·wilson Cary Nicholas to Creed Taylor, No 0:ember �, 1819, �/CN-

UVA; Thomas Jefferson to Francis Walker Gilmer, December 4, 1819, 
Thomas Jefferson to John Wayles Eppes, June 30, 1820, 'l'homas Jefferson 
Papers, UVA. 

57Margaret Smith Nicholas to Jane Nicholas Randolph, May 20, 181'.;1, 
E-R Papers; Will of Wilson Cary Nicholas dated July 28, 1805, WCN-LC;
Will of Wilson Cary Nicholas dated February 25, 1820, Albemarle County
Will Book No, 7, 1819-1824, microfilm, VSL.





CHAPTER X 

FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES, II 

When the family of Robert Carter Nicholas migrated to Albemarle 

CoW1ty after his death in 1780, the major responsibility for the welfare 

and direction of the family naturally fell upon the shoulders of the 

eldest son, George. At the time of the move, he was the only son who 

had reached his majority, married, and decided upon his life's primary 

occupation. Under his care were his mother, his sister Mary, who would 

remain a spinster for the rest of her life, and his four younger bro

thers, Wilson, John, Lewis, and Philip. In ages the brothers ranged 

from Wilson who was twenty-one in 1782 to Philip who was then a mere 

six-year-old boy. The only immediate family members absent from the 

Albemarle household were the elder sisters Sarah, who had married John 

Hatley Norton in 1772, and Elizabeth, united with Edmund Randolph four 

years later. 

When war activities ceased in Virginia, the family burdens of 

George Nicholas diminished, probably very much to his relief. Mrs. 

Nicholas returned to Williamsburg with 11.ary and Philip, and '.-/ilson 

began to manage his own affairs completely. Reaching legal maturity 

meant that Wilson had to aid George by assuming some of the responsi

bility for his younger brothers. Not only did the two elder brothers 

have to worry about the more mundane details of material sustenance, 
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they were also expected to take the place of their father by serving 

as proper models of Virginia manhood, In a proud letter congratulating 

Wilson upon his first election to the House of Delegates, Mrs. Nicholas 

added, "I hope you will take notice of lewis & try if you can stir up 

a laudable spirit of emulation in him,"1

When Mrs, Nicholas died in 1786, legal guardianship of her two 

youngest sons passed to George and Wilson, but George's 1789 departure 

for Kentucky placed this responsibility solely in Wilson's hands, and 

he became the new head of the family in Virginia. Wilson's brothers 

and sisters continued to look to him for advice and aid long after the 

expiration of any legal necessity to do so. His older sister Mary, 

who had established "a batchelor's house in Williamsburg," relied 

completely upon Wilson for her maintenance, By his father's will, he 

was to provide her with a yearly sum of £50 from the estate, and he 

assumed the additional chore of ordering goods for her from England. 

Occasionally, Wilson irritated his sister (as he did everyone else to 

whom he owed money) by being late with her yearly allowance, but she 

seems to have accepted without much question his direction of her affairs. 

When her frail frame weakened noticeably in the spring of 1795, Wilson 

assumed the final responsibility of riding to Williamsburg to bring 

her to Warren so that she could die in peace among her family and 

1Ann Cary Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas,[·?) 12, 1784, photo
stat copy, VHS. 
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friends. 

The two youngest brothers, Lewis and Philip, also sought 

Wilson's counsel. After a short time at William and Mary and a period 

of reading for the law, Philip departed from Warren for Richmond where 

he carved out quite a respectable career as a lawyer and local Republican 

politician, Although he was very careful not to get involved in Wilson's 

various money-seeking schemes, he continued to rely upon his brother's 

advice in matters such as land purchases. Lewis, who decided to become 

an Albemarle County farmer, relied much more heavily upon Wilson's 

guiding hand. Wilson often served as Lewis' agent in finding buyers 

for the crops of tobacco and wheat which Lewis raised on his Green 

Mountain farm named Berry Hill, Although Lewis developed one of the 

finest farms in that section of the county, his casual acceptance of 

Wilson's lead caused him to lose Berry Hill in 1820 despite his skillful 

farm management. Having depended upon his older brother for loans and 

personal favors for many years, Lewis felt obligated to honor Wilson's 

1819 request that he serve as endorser for a large loan which Wilson 

was trying to negotiate, Completely trusting Wilson, Lewis endorsed 

a blank note which Wilson promised not to fill in for more than $12,000. 

However, when the time arrived for Wilson to complete the loan arrange-

2 
Thomas Jefferson to William Short, December 14, 1789, Boyd Papers, 

XVI, 25-27; Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholab, July 12, 1792, 
Andrew Donald to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 29, 1792, WCN-LC; James 
McClurg to James Breckenridge, May 7, 1795, James Breckenridge Corres
pondence, UVA; Mary Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 4[ ?], 
Will of Mary Nicholas, May 21, 1795, Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson 
Cary Nicholas, September 3, 1799, WCN-UVA. 



-344-

ments, he found that his money requirements had risen substantially, 

and he completed the note for over $30,000, a swn which Lewis could 

not possibly hope to cover should Wilson fail to satisfy his creditors. 

When Wilson's financial affairs began to crumble, Lewis pathetically 

wrote his older brother, "my only reliance has been and still is on 

you and nothing short of ruin and absolute and abject poverty is to 

befall me and my family unless you save us." But Wilson could not 

save his brother's family, and Lewis lost his 2500 acre farm when Wilson 

died in October, 1820, Fully realizing her husband's responsibility for 

Lewis' ruin, Margaret Nicholas made a practice of annually providing 

$200 from her meager income for her penniless brother-in-law. Such 

charity must have been a bitter declension for a man who had once been 

j 
a respected self-supporting farmer. 

Nicholas was often called upon to aid his many nieces and newphews, 

and he usually accepted such requests whether they entailed emergency 

loans or political influence to obtain government appointments. He was 

especially solicitous of the welfare of the children of George Nicholas 

after the latter died in 1799 and revealed a determination to aid them 

that could only have cume from great affection for his late brother. 

Considering their care his "sacred duty," he journeyed to Kentucky imme

diately after his brother's death to find a way to salva2;e financial 

3 
A lrovisional List of Alurr.ni.,. (Jf the Colleu;e of' tlillian; and i bry, 

p. 30; Lewis Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, October 7, 11:316, July 2'.;,
1.818, and May 13, 1820, wCN-UVA; Lewis Nicholas to \-lilson Cary Nicholas,
December 26, 1£318, Margaret Nicholas to Jane Nicholas Randolph, October
15, 1828, E-R Papers; Diary of John Hartwell Cocke, 1816-1818, type
script, UVA, entry for April 15, 1817.
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support for the family from the wreck of his brother's encumbered estate. 

Though the effort cost Nicholas much energy and time, his correspondence 

reveals no complaints.4

The Kentucky family readily accepted Nicholas' aid and guidance. 

George Nicholas' widow refused to act without her brother-in-law's 

advice, and her eldest son wrote an earnest appeal asking for Nicholas' 

aid in preventing the marriage of his younger sister Maria to a man 

whom the entire family held in cuntempt. Despite the objections of' her 

mother and uncle, the headstrong girl married Thomas Deye O�nings in 

March 18o4. Perhaps it was this incident that led Nicholas to agree 

with a friend of the Kentucky family that the widow had to lessen her 

dependency on Nicholas in order to recapture command over her underage 

children. A proposal was made to transfer to the widow the title to 

some of the property held by the executors of George Nicholas' estate 

in the hopes that such financial independence might have a "Tendency to 

procure a greater degree of respect from her Children -- which certainly 

is highly desirable." The plan had little chance to be tested because 

Mrs. Nicholas died in the summer of 1806.5 

The death of George Nicholas' widow created the question of' 

responsibility for the eleven orphaned children, ranging in age from 

4Will Armistead to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 31,
Carter to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 12, 1808, :,,'CJJ-LC; 
Nicholas to Edmund Randolph, August 20, 1799, E-R Papers; 
Nicholas to James Morrison, August 21, 1799, Breckenridge 

1807; Courteney 
Wilson Cary 
Wilson Cary 

Family Papers. 

5Joseph Hamilton Daviess to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 8, 1800, 
Robert C. Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July l'.), 1803, James Morrison 
to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March [ ? ], 1804, WCN-UVA. 
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Robert, who was over twenty-one, to seven-year-old Hetty. Several of 

the children required no additional aid because they had either obtained 

appointments or had been living with relatives who were directing their 

studies. Through his friendship with Thomas Jefferson, Wilson Nicholas 

had obtained in 1803 an appointment for the eldest son, Robert Carter 

Nicholas, as one of the two Federal Commissioners chosen to determine 

the validity of land titles on the east side of the Pearl River in the 

Mississippi territory. The two-thousand-dollar annual salary was quite 

a boon to a young man with only a negligible inheritance. Another son
1 

Smith Nicholas, had been employed by his uncle Samuel Smith's Balti

more mercantile firm, but his promising career was cut short by death 

at sea in 1803. Cary Nicholas was studying law under the direction of 

his uncle Philip Norborne Nicholas in Richmond, while Nelson Nicholas 

was living at Warren and having his education directed by his uncle 

Wilson. As for the girls in the family, the eldest daughter Maria was 

married, and friends expected that Nancy soon would follow suit.
6 

After hasty consultation, the Nicholases in Virginia and the 

Smiths in Baltimore agreed that since no one could possibly accept all 

the children, they would be split up amonG their various relatives. 

Doting aunts and uncles had already chosen their favorites (usually 

6 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson 1 April 14, 1803

1 
1€tters 

of Applic2tion and Reconunendation During the Administration of Thomas 
Jefferson, National Archives, microfilm, UVA; Thomas Jefferson to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 22, 1803, Thomas Jefferson Papers of the 
Missouri Historical Society, microfilm, UVA; Thomas Jefferson to Ephraim 
Kirby, July 15, 1803, Ephraim Kirby Papers, Duke University; James 
Morrison to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 4, 1803, WCN-UVA. 
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their namesakes), but they clearly indicated to Wilson that his voice 

was the final authority on the issue and that they would raise which-

ever children he thought would fit best into their homes. This plan 

received an initial setback, however, when the children informed their 

surprised relatives that they did not wish to be separated but planned 

instead to stay together in the large house in Lexington. Even a lengthy, 

affectionate letter from their uncle Wilson failed to convince most of 

the children to accept their relatives' offers immediately. Several of 

the girls never left Kentucky but placed themselves under the care of 

their old family friend, James Morrison, until they married. After a 

short delay, the younger boys journeyed east to new homes. Samuel 

travelled to the Baltimore home of Samuel Smith, who planned to raise 

the boy to a mercantile career, while George was cared for by Robert 

Smith who used his cabinet position to obtain a midshipman's appoint

ment for his nephew. Nelson, already Wilson's favorite, remained at 

Warren. There he so impressed his uncle that he was rewarded with a 

7
year at William and Mary in 1811 followed by thorough legal training. 

Although he was legally responsible only for Nelson, the master 

of Warren continued to aid the rest of his brother's children as long 

as he was able. Hhen Robert and Cary, the two eldest sons of George 

7Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 19, 1806, 
WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to the Children of George Nicholas, 
August 23, 1806, photostat, VSL; James Morrison to Samuel Smith, Septem
ber 29, 1806, Samuel Smith Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA; Edward William 
Callahan, List of Officers of the Nav of �he United States and of the 
Marine Corps From 1775 to 1�00 New York, 1901 , p. 40J. 
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Nicholas, found themselves penniless and jobless in 1808 due to failures 

in stock raising and gambling debts, their uncle used his influence to 

help them obtain army commissions which saved them from certain disaster. 

In 181b Nicholas came to his nephew Robert's rescue again when the officer 

was in danger of having his military career ruined. During the War of 

1812, Robert had fallen in love with the daughter of his commanding 

officer, General Bissell. When he asked the General's permission to 

wed the girl, Bissell flew into a rage and delivered "a brutal & offen

sive rejection." The rejected suitor's heated response was considered 

such an insult to a superior officer that Robert was hauled before a 

court martial and found guilty. Reviewing the proceedings of the trial, 

General Andrew Jackson found so many irregularities that he publicly 

reprimanded Bissell and submitted the issue of Col. Nicholas' sentence 

to President Madison, Seeing a chance to help his nephew, Wilson 

Nicholas immediately wrote to Madison asking his old political ally to 

reverse the court's decision on the grounds that Bissell had issued such 

intense provocation that the younger officer was justified in his reac

tion, Adding a more personal note, Nicholas reminded the President 

that the young officer's father had left no inheritance to his f'arr.ily 

but his fame which would be "sullied by the disgrace of his eldest son," 

Madison's gracious response was everything Nicholas could have wished. 

Writing that he had already reached a decision before the arrival of 

Nicholas' letter, Madison informed the worried uncle that he had over

turned the court's sentence and had refused to allow any damage to the 



officer's reputation by preventing the publication of the charges and 

8 
trial records. 

In addition to the aid which he extended to his close relatives, 

Nicholas quite frequently offered similar considerations to his neigh

bors. When his distant kinsman, Edward Carter of Blenheim, died in 

1792, Nicholas opened his home to Carter's two youngest daughters and 

accepted the responsibility of acting as their legal guardian despite 

the size of his own increasing family. Such a move often involved the 

benefactor in court suits with parsimonious executors who neglected to 

provide the orphan children with the financial support stipulated in 

the father's will, but Nicholas was willing to take that risk to help 

the family of his neighbor. His action, indicative of a general genero-

sity toward his friends and relatives, suggests one reason why he found 

it so difficult to stay out of debt throughout his life. Whether 

endorsing the note of a friend or accepting unfortunate children into 

his home, Nicholas viewed the extension of aid to his social equals as 

almost a moral obligation. Like so many Virginia gentlemen, he was very 

8
James Morrison to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 26, 1808, and 

March 20, 1814, WCN-UVA; Joseph H. Hawkins to Wilson Cary Nicholas, 
November 8, 1816, Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Morrison, n.d., Carter
Smi th Papers; Wilson Cary Nicholas to James !,\adison, November 23, 
1816, James Madison Papers, LC; James Madison to 1·/ilson Cary IHcholas, 
December 10, 1816, E-R Papers; Francis Bernard Heitman, Historical 
Reaister of the United States Arm, From Its Oraanization Se tember 2' 
1789, to September 29, 1889 Washington, D.C., 18�� , p. 419. 

9Mary Catherine Murphy, Guardian's Bonds of Albemarle County,
Virginia, 1783-1852 (1968), p-p-.�l-l-,-,-16,,..._; __,S�w- nrn�o-n_s
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careless about consulting his own financial interests or examining the 

potential hazards to his own well being. With a small minority of more 

realistic planters serving as exceptions, Virginia's elite seemed tied 

together by a vague web of mutual favors and obligations. Such a prac

tice explains why Nicholas would endorse a note for his friend Thomas 

Jefferson without hesitation and why he expected and received the same 

courtesy in return. It also helps to explain why the financial failure 

of one Virginia planter spelled doom for so many others and suggests 

the interesting notion that along with all the usual reasons given to 

explain the decline of Virginia after the turn of the century, a place 

might be found for the pitfalls of blind benevolence. 

Like his father and most of his brothers, Wilson Cary Nicholas 

produced a large family. His wife Margaret gave birth to twelve 

children, and all but three survived to reach adulthood. In naming 

their children, the Nicholases adopted the conunon custom of honoring 

their two families. Six of the children were named after various 

Baltimore Smiths, two received the named of the old Virginia Treasurer 

and his wife, one girl was honored by being named after two of Wilson's 

sisters, and the proud father decided to bequeath his own nan:e to 

another son. Because Wilson's brothers and sisters followed the same 

practice, many fourth generation Nicholases carried identical names, and 

it was not always easy to distinguish among them. Among the grandchildren 

of Robert Carter Nicholas, for example, were four Wilson Cary Nicholases, 
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four John Nicholases, three Cary Anne Nicholases, and five grandsons 

named after the former Treasurer. When one considers the fact that 

other branches of the family used many of the same names for their 

descendants, it is easy to understand the confusion which arises in 

genealogical and histurical accounts of the family.
10

According to Margaret Nicholas, her husband paid little personal 

attention to any of his children during the first year of their lives 

but was "always devoted to them the second and indeed ever afterwards." 

Nicholas proved to be an affectionate, sometimes indulgent, yet formal 

father. He maintained a certain "degree of reserve" in his relation

ships with his children that was considered quite proper in the Virginia 

of his day. Mrs. Nicholas, on the other hand, was delightfully unreser

ved with her children, seldom hiding her emotional affection for them 

lJehind any facade of formality. These parental examples influenced the 

children's personalities as one might expect with the boys modelling 

their family behavior after their father's manner and the girls accep

ting much of their mother's openness and spontaneity. An excellent 

example of these differing influences appeared in a letter describing 

the 1827 visit of the eldest son Robert with his mother in Baltimore. 

Robert had operated a sugar plantation in Louisiana since 1221 and had 

not seen his family for several years. Despite his long absence, he 

lO
F or two discussions of such confusion sec h.c:,nnin6 J. Duuer' s 

11The Two John Nicholases," American Historical Review, XLV (January, 
1940), 338-53,and r;.L. Hawes' Nicholas Family, i-11,iQ (2nd series), 
XVI (January, 1936), 103-107. 
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gave no warning of his visit. When his mother spied him walking up 

to her front door, she "clasped her hands & screamed & flew down the 

stairs as if she had been sixteen." Hugging her son with delight, 

Mrs. Nicholas made no effort to hide her er eat affection, but Robert 

only inquired "as gravely as possible 'how do you do madam'" and sat 

down as if made of stone. Completely exasperated by her brother's 

formal cunduct, Sarah Nicholas wrote angrily to her sister Jane, "I do 

hate those stiff backed unsentimental Nicholases don't you?"
11 

Wilson Cary Nicholas inherited from his father a strong concern 

for the proper education of his children. While his children were 

young, he followed the common practice of hiring a resident tutor. 

Occasionally, the tutor succeeded in causing more trouble than learning 

as in the case of' Robert Andrews of Williamsburg who in December 1800 

had to terminate his stay at Warren after a year because of an "unfor

tunate partiality" he had shown toward fifteen-year-old Mary Nicholas. 

After the tutorial stage, Nicholas took advantage of an institution 

which his father had not used, the boarding school. When his eldest 

son Robert was nine, Nicholas sent him to Matthew Maury's reputable 

boarding school at the Fredericksville Parish Glebe in the northeast 

corner of Albemarle County at a yearly expense of £38.2.2. The classi

cal education which the young student received at Maury's school may not 

11 
Margnret Smith Nicholas to Jane Nicholas Randolph, May 21, 1818, 

Sarah Elizabeth Nicholas to Jane Nicholas Randolph, February 27, 1827, 
E-R Papers; Jane Blair Cary "The Carys of Virginia," mss. copy, Wilson
Miles Cary Collection, UVA, pp. 39, 48.
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have given any practical aid to his future pu\suits, but as noted before, 

it did mark him as a young gentleman. For some unexplained reason, 

Nicholas decided not to enroll his second son Wilson in Maury's school 

but sent the eight-year-old boy and his nephew Nelson to a boarding 

12school in Rockbridge County. 

Nicholas' girls also received the benefit of a boarding school 

education, although their studies varied greatly from those of the 

sons. Instead of a classical education, they received instruction in 

subjects that would identify them as young ladies able to carry on a 

sprightly if not learned conversation, to write letters of polished 

gossip, and to manage a household. A notebook kept by young Margaretta 

Nicholas, for example, contains numerous arithmetic problems dealing 

with monetary denominations, multiplication tables, grocer's and apothe

cary's weights, fabric measurements, and land measurements. Often the 

schools attended by the girls were run by Virginia families of the same 

social class who had experienced bad times and had turned to teaching 

for a small but necessary income. An old family friend, Peter Carr of 

Carrsbrook, was forced to adopt such an expedient and was very happy 

to enroll several of the Nicholas girls in his boarding school in 1811. 

The Nicholases also adopted the practice of allowing their girls to 

live with Baltimore relatives for long periods of time which meant that 

several daughters received their education outside the state. When the 

12 
Robert Andrews to Margaret Smith Nicholas, December 16, 1800, 

Receipt of Matthew Maury, October 2, 1797, A.W. Moore to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, May 1802, WCN-UVA; Dabney, "Jefferson's Albemarle," p. 110. 
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Nicholas family moved to Richmond in 1815, the youngest daughter was 

sent to a private school in the city1 but unlike her older sisters, 

she lived with her family and attended the school only during the day. 

Since skill in social dance was considered a required accomplishment 

for all children of the elite, the Nicholas girls joined their brothers 

in dancing classes whenever an instructor could be found. Dancing 

teachers were not so typical a commodity as boarding schools, and the 

Nicholases were quick to take advantage of instructors such as Craddock 

Vaughan who established a dancing school in the town of Warren in 

1801.
13 

As in earlier generations, education for daughters did not 

extend to college, but Nicholas sent two of his sons and his nephew 

Nelson to the College of William and Mary in his old hometown of Williams

burg. Robert attended the school in 1803 while Wilson and Nelson, the 

son of George Nicholas of Kentucky, studied there from 1811 to 1812. 

Robert probably roomed at the home of the president of the college 1 

Bishop James Madison1 and Nicholas desired that his son Wilson do the 

14 same. When Madison wrote that he would be unable to offer Wilson a

room but would personally direct the boy's studies and moral development, 

13Receipt of Eldridge Harris, June 6 1 1797 1 Receipt of I.I. Frobel,
June 7, 1797 1 Receipt of Craddock Vaughan, June 20, 1801, Receipt of B. 
Broome, December 20, 1815, Peter Carr to [Wilson Cary Nicholas], August 
5, 1803, Notebook of Margaretta Nicholas, n.d., \-/CN-WA. 

14Philip Norborne Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 20,
1803, Robert Gamble to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 5, 1812, WCN-WA. 
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Nicholas gratefully accepted and gave the president a general idea of 

what type of education he wished Wilson to receive. Besides perfec

ting his knowledge of Latin, Nicholas wanted his son to maintain his 

fluency in French. But he also emphasized that the theme of practi

cality should govern the choice of other subjects. 

As to the sciences that he ought to attend to, 
[ wrote Nicholas,) I must beg the favour of you 
to direct him to such as will be useful rather 
than those that are merely fashionable or 
ornimental [sic 1 .... My wish is that he shou'd 
confine himself not only to things that are 
useful but to objects that he can be expected 
to make himself master of. I have no doubt you 
will concur with me in thinking it time & money 
thrown away only to make such a progress in any 
science as wou'd be forgotten in the time it 
was learnt.15

Knowing from experience the "vexation, disappointments, and 

troubles of a landed property," Nicholas did not insist that his sons 

16adopt a farmer's life after their brief stays at William and Mary. 

Although six of Nicholas' children reached the age of twenty-one 

before his death, he witnessed the marriages of only three of his daugh

ters. His son Wilson never married, and his two daughters Sarah and 

Margaret died as spinsters. Of the six children who did marry, four 

followed the example of their father and two of his brothers by finding 

spouses in Baltimore. Only one married a native Virginian. 

15 Wilson Cary Nicholas to Bishop James Madison, September 22, 1811,
WCN-LC. 

16Wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous,( ? J 1815, Carter-Smith Papers.
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Because a marriage was a union of two families and hopefully 

two comfortable estates as well as a match of young lovers, parents 

were always consulted about the choice of a mate, and their advice was 

often heeded. When Nicholas' eldest daughter Mary decided that her 

first engagement was a mistake, she wrote to her father for both for

giveness for what might be construed as a fickle nature and advice on 

how to communicate her decision to the hapless suitor in a manner that 

would cause the least amount of grief. Gently chiding his daughter 

for her "indiscreU on," Nicholas nonetheless expressed his satisfaction 

that Mary had decided to break the relationship before a greater mistake 

was made. After thinking on the matter for two days and consulting his 

brother-in-law Robert Smith, Nicholas advised his daughter to write a 

letter containing the bad news to her Mr. Harvie as soon as possible, 

and he even enclosed a sample letter so that Mary would know exactly 
17

what to say in the least abrasive style. 

When Mary became engaged in 1804 to John Patterson, son of the 

merchant William Patterson of Baltimore, Nicholas was quick to express 

his delight. His only concern was the lengthy two-year engagement 

before the planned wedding date in the spring of 180G, but that small 

fear was not enough to stand in the way of his complete and wholehearted 

approval of the proposed match, and he and Mr. Patterson entered into a 

correspondence to determine the various terms and conditions of the 

17wnson Cary Nicholas to Polly [Mary] Nicholas, n.d., WCN-UVA.
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The Nicholases grew very fond of their new son-in-law and tried 

to persuade the young couple to settle near Warren, Instead, Patterson 

remained for awhile in his father's mercantile house in Baltimore where 

the couple took up residence for a few years. Early in 1808, Patterson 

flirted with the idea of establishing a cotton plantation in the rich 

lands of the Mississippi Territory and even took a trip south to inves

tigate the possibility, but Mrs. Nicholas was so horrified at the pros

pect of her daughter moving to such a distant and unhealthy clime that 

Patterson promptly dropped the scheme. Finally responding to the 

Nicholases' appeals, the Pattersons moved to Albemarle County in 1809. 

According to local tradition, Nicholas built the young couple a fine 

brick home adjacent to Warren. The Pattersons resided in Virginia 

until 1819 when they removed to a farm twelve miles from Baltimore.
19

The only child of Wilson Cary Nicholas to marry a Virginian 

was his fourth daughter Jane. Early in 1811+, the sixteen-year-old 

girl caught the eye of Thomas Jefferson's grandson and namesake, Thomas 

Jefferson Randolph, who began to make frequent visits to the Warren 

household, Although Randolph's attentions received encouragement from 

the Warren family, his mother and sister tried to dissuade him from 

18wuson Cary Nicholas to [ William Patterson], May 27, 1804, WCN-LC.

l9Wilson Cary Nicholas to William Fatterson, :eptember 24, 1806,
WCN-UVA; William Patterson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 21, 1806, 
and May 11, 1808, John Patterson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 3 
and May 21, 1808, ·wcN-LC; Margaret Smith Nicholas to Jane Nicholas 
Randolph, March 22, 1819, E-R Papers. 
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pursuing a match, not necessarily because they disliked Jane, but 

because they heartily disapproved of Mrs. Nicholas. Jane's only flaw 

was her homeliness, they charged, but .Mrs. Nicholas was mercenary, 

disliked the Old Dominion 1 and had reputedly sneered that Mrs. Randolph 

was "a very vulgar looking woman 1 and as for Ann [cary Randolph 

Bankhead, Randolph's sister], she was a poor stick." Attempting to 

extract a promise from Randolph that he would visit Warren no more, 

the women warned that if he married Jane 1 he would be sorry the rest of 

his life because "it was natural to judge of the daughter from the 
,,20 

mother. 

Undeterred by these catty remarks, Randolph continued his 

courting, and in February 1815 1 he asked Nicholas for permission to 

marry Jane. Randolph, apologizing for his lack of great rank and 

wealth, admitted that he could offer only "a base competency and a most 

enthusiastic and devoted attachment," but said he hoped for much "from 

my industry and perseverance." Soon after the marriage took place the 

following month, the couple visited Monticello where Jane's "fascinating 

charm of manner that won all hearts ••. triurnphantly vindicated her" in 

the eyes of Randolph's mother
1 and any friction felt toward the Nicholas 

family quickly vanished. The new son-in-law also became a favorite 

among the Nicholas family. Nicholas trusted the young man's judgement 

20statemcnt of Conversation of Mrs. A .C. Bankhead, June 21, 181Ji,
Carr Family Papers, UVA; Joseph Carroll Vance, "Thomas Jefferson 
Randolph," unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, UVA, 1957, pp. 36-37. 
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sufficiently to name him as an executor of his brief, poignant will

of 1820. But such a move involved Randolph in Nicholas' debts, and 

it was only in 1878, over fifty years after Nicholas' death, that the 

21 
son-in-law was finally able to put that issue to rest. 

Nicholas died before he saw any of his sons marry. Realizing 

long before their father's collapse that they might not inherit an 

estate large enough to support a family, Robert and Wilson put all 

thoughts of marriage behind them until they could independently amass 

sufficient wealth. Young Wilson died before he achieved that objective, 

and Robert did not marry until he was fi!'ty-three. Their younger 

brother John married his first cousin, Mary Jane Carr Hollins of Balti

more, only after he had achieved a naval rank that afforded him at 

least financial security. John was not alone in marrying a close rela

tive. Two of his sisters also wed Baltimore first cousins. So common 

did this inbreeding become among the grandchildren and great-grand

children of Robert Carter Nicholas of Williamsburg that one later 

descendant assigned it as the chief cause for the decline of the family 

in political and social circles. Although the accuracy of this conclu

sion is highly doubtful, the frequency of such matches is rather sur

prisine; in light of the cormnon attitude that they would produce deficient 

children. Samuel Smith joked with his brother-in-law Wilson Cary 

Nicholas in 1787 that he had heard such glowing descriptions of 

21
.rhomas Jefferson Randolph to Wilson Cary Nicholas, February 4, 

1815, Memoirs of Thomas Jefferson Randolph, n.d., E-R Fapers; Vance, 
"Thomas Jefferson Randolph," p. 83. 
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Nicholas' infant daughter Mary that he would like to arrange a marriage 

contract for his own small son Louis, "But the fear of Injury to the 

Breed from Cousins will prevent me." Nicholas' children did maintain 

one family tradition -- plenty of offspring. Jane Nicholas Randolph 

won top honors with thirteen, and two of her sisters made respectable 

showings with seven children each.
22 

After Nicholas' death in 1820, almost his entire family 

abandoned the state. Always more closely tied to Baltimore than to 

Warren or Richmond, his widow returned to her native city and her own 

family. Five daughters and one son also made their homes in Maryland, 

and the other two sons sought their fortunes in the fertile soils of 

Louisiana. This departure from the state was characteristic of a 

general exodus of the descendants of Robert Carter Nicholas. Of all of 

his many grandsons, only the two sons of Lewis Nicholas of Albemarle 

and three sons of Philip Norborne Nicholas remained to carry on his 

name in the Old Dominion. 

22
Sanuel Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 7, 17f37, Note in 

hand of Cary Nicholas Fink, n.d., Robert Carter Nicholas File, Carter
Smith Papers. 





CHAPTER XI 

A MODERATE REPUBLICAN 

Critics of Wilson Cary Nicholas have frequently charged him 

with political inconsistency. According to the typical argument, 

Nicholas proved his early attachment to the principles of Federalism 

by advocating the adoption of the federal constitution of 1787 1 by 

remaining on good terms with Federalists such as John Marshall and James 

Breckenridge, and by tacitly accepting such measures as the creation of 

the first Bank of the United States. Then, when retention of political 

influence demanded adherence to the emerging majority party in Virginia, 

Nicholas suddenly made an abrupt about-face and cleverly worl<ed himself 

into the innermost councils of the Republican Party. One critic even 

ventured that the cause of Nicholas' apparent switch was the forced 

resignation of his brother-in-law Edmund Randolph from Washington's 

1 
Federalist cabinet in 1794.

This argument rests upon two incorrect suppositions. First, it 

is assumed that a man who was called a federalist in 1787 because he 

supported the adoption of the Constitution held the same political 

1The bitterest critic was the author of Letters on the Ri�hmond
Party By a Native Virginian (Washington, 1823) which had been originally 
published in issues of the Washington Republican in November 1823. 
Although not actually a critic, Elinor Janet Weeder in her 1946 Univer
sity of Virginia M.A. thesis on Nicholas accepted much of the argument 
of the "Native Virginian" and also adhered to the position that IHcholas 
had made a switch in party affiliation after 17Si4, See pp. 24-30. 
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principles as the Federalist politician of the mid-1790's. Despite a 

wealth of writing and research on just that topic, no conclusive confir

mation of the asswnption has yet been established, and some historians 

have reached the opposite conclusion that little continuity existed 

from groups who struggled over the Constitution in 1787 to parties which 
2 

fought to gain control of the federal government in the 1790's. Secondly, 

it is assumed that political parties of the 1790's were formed around 

rigid sets of political principles to which true party members strictly 

adhered. However, this supposition was no more true of American poli

tical parties in the 1790's than it is of parties in the 1970's. Too 

often the rhetoric of the more extreme elements in both parties was 

mistakenly assumed to be the true guiding principles of the vast majority 

of party followers. More recent studies have shown that there were large 

segments of moderates in both parties who only accepted the rhetoric of 

their more radical fellows in times of crisis and who had much more in 

common with each other than with the extreme pole of their own party.3

Nicholas did sign a petition in 1791 for the establishment in Richmond 
of a branch of the Bank of the United States, but in vie� of the fact 
that the Virginia legislature did not bother to protest the bank bill 
as it had other Hamiltonian measures, it would hardly do to call Nicholas 
a Federalist because of his signature, "retition From Richmond, Man
chester, Etc. to the President and Directors of the Bank of the United 
States," VMHB, III (January, 1901), 291-95; Richard R. Beeman, The Old 
Dominion �the New Nation, 1788-1801 (Louisville, Kentucky, 1972), 
pp. 116-18. 

2
For example, see Harry Ammon, "The Republican Party in Virginia, 

1789-1824," unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1948. 

3Manning J. Dauer, The Adams Federalists (Baltimore, 1953); Richard
E. Ellis, The Jeffersonian Crisis: Courts and Politics in the Young
Republic (New York, 1971).
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Wilson Cary Nicholas was such a moderate. Between 1787 and 

1816, his political views actually changed very little despite his 

label as a "federalist" in the former year and his role as a Republican 

leader after 1794. Because he was no orator and preferred to stay in 

the background of politics, his views were not as widely publicized as 

those of his brothers George and John. This lack of public statement 

led to much conjecture, ignorance, and suspicion on the part of his 

political opponents, resulting in wild charEeS such as the ones in the 

1823 Letters on the Richmond Party. But his actions and letters 

revealed a lifelong consistency that belies the accusations of poli

tical shifts from expediency. 

After Virginia ratified the Constitution in 1788, Nicholas 

remained in the Virginia House of Delegates for two more years "to see 

i . 1 "
4 

R 
. . the constitut on fair y under way. et iring from active politics in 

1790 to give more attention to his :t'arm and growing family, he took no 

part in the swirling controversies of the early 1790's that eventually 

led to the rise of two political parties. His retirement did not pre

clude an interest in politics, however, and he tried to keep informed 

on events in Richmond and in Philadelphia. In a corresp6ndence that 

generally dealt with money and family matters, the Smiths of Baltimore 

would often add news of national politics. Nicholas' friendship with 

4 
The quotation is from an autobiographical sketch drawn up by 

Nicholas sometime in 1820 which was included with a letter to be deli
vered to Benjamin Watkins Leigh after his death. Most likely never 
sent to Leigh, the short sketch was Nicholas' attempt to explain his 
political conduct and financial failure. Box 11, E-R Papers. 
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Albemarle neighbors such as Jefferson and Monroe also kept him in contact 

with political currents as did his friendship with John Marshall in 

Richmond. In the early 1790's, connections with men of various poli

tical views was not rare or surprising in Virginia. Party lines had 

not yet hardened, and cooperation was often observed among men who later 

became bitter political foes. Early in 1790, for example, Nicholas 

joined other Albemarle leaders in presenting an address of welcome and 

praise to Jefferson who had just returned home from France and was 

preparing to take up his duties as the nation's first Secretary of 

State. The signers of the address told Jefferson that they were 

"particularly happy, to observe, the strong attachment you have always 

shewn to the rights of mankind, and to those institutions that were 

best calculated to preserve them." Among the signatories were men who 

were to become prominent Republican leaders -- Nicholas, his brother 

John, James Monroe, and John Breckenridge -- as well as men who would 

become local Federalist figures, such as Nicholas' first cousin, John 

5
Nicholas, Jr. of Buckingham. 

When differences over the proper American response to the French 

Revolution and Anglo-French troubles began to distinguish party lines 

more clearly in the spring of 1793, adherents of both the Federalist 

administration and the emerging "republican interest" tried to feel out 

Nicholas' attitudes to determine whether he would r1ake a valuable party 

5samuel Smith to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 20, 1790, Carter-Smith 
Papers; Boyd, Papers, XVI, 167-79• 



recruit. Washington sent Attorney General al.round Randolph to Virginia 

to gauge the reaction of Virginians to the controversial tactics of 

French minister Edmund Genet and the administration's policies toward 

France. Knowing that Randolph would visit at ler1t:;th with the master 

of Warren, Secretary of State Jefferson asked James Madison to impress 

upon Nicholas the necessity of persuading Randolph that pro-French 

feeling was very strong in the Old Dominion. But Madison was not as 

sure of Nicholas' own attitudes as Jefferson seemed to be. He responded 

that he would be unable to see Nicholas before Randolph's arrival and 

that such a visit would probably be unnecessary or ineffectual. "If 

the complexion of [Nicholas] be such as is presumed," he wrote, "he 

will fairly state the truth & that alone is wanted. If as I deem not 

impossible, his complexion be a little different from the general 

,,6belief, there would be more harm than good in the attempt. 

Madison must have felt that Nicholas could be a valuable poli

tical ally because he wrote to Jefferson three more times before the 

end of the year on Nicholas' political leanings. In mid-June he 

reported that French Strother had spoken of Nicholas "as among the decided 

friends of the French cause.," His messages were even more encouraging 

when he informed Jefferson of his own personal conversations with 

Nicholas. After Nicholas visited Madison late in July on his way back 

to Warren from his brother John's Stafford County home, Madison reported 

6
Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, June 2, 1793, Ford, ed., The

Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VI, 278; James Madison to Thomas Jeff
erson, June 13, 1793, Hunt, ed., The Writings of James Madison, VI, 
132-33.
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that "from his conversation, his sentiments are right & firm on the 

French Revol[ution], and in other respects I discoverd no symptoms of 

heresy." Nicholas had seen Randolph at his brother's house and told 

Madison that his brother-in-law's views on French affairs were similar 

to his own. Such news was welcome to Madison, but he advised caution. 

"Some allowance however in all such conversations, must be made for 

the politeness or policy of respecting the known sentiments of the 

party to which they are addressed or communicated," he added.7 In the

case of Nicholas, who habitually avoided personal political argwnents, 

the advice was particularly sound. 

Later that summer, Madison visited Nicholas at Warren to sound 

him out once again. Although Madison repeated the impression that 

Nicholas appeared to be "a sound Republican, and sincere friend of the 

French cause in every respect," he still urged caution in placing full 

confidence in Nicholas because he was "embarked in a variety of projects 

which call for money, and keep him in inLercourse with the Merch[an)ts 

of Ric.h[mon]d." More objectionable than this possibly corrupting 

influence was Nicholas' "connection & intimacy with [John] Marshall of 

whose disinterestedness as �ell as understanding he has the highest 

. . ,,
8 

opinion. The two leaders of the "republican interest" may also have 

7James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, June 17 and July 22, 1793, ibid., 
VI, 133, 136-137. 

8James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, September 2, 1793, ibid., VI,
195-96. That Nicholas was on good terms with Marshall was certainly
true, although the effect that this may have had on Nicholas' political
views is questionable. When Nicholas was a freshman legislator in the
House of Delegates in 1784, Marshall tried unsuccessfully to help
Nicholas win an appointment to the Council of State. Nicholas hired
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been worried about the influence of Nicholas' brother-in-law Samuel 

Smith, a new Congressman-elect from Baltimore. Because Smith was a 

leading merchant of an aspiring mercantile community, many observers 

expected him to be a strong supporter of the Federalist administration, 

and Alexander Hamilton opened a correspondence with the Baltimorean in 
9 

the swnmer of 1793 to induce Smith to meet those expectations. 

In the effort to nudge Nicholas into a stated preference for 

party affiliation, the Republican leaders were not alone. Federalist 

friends also courted his support but in a more direct fashion. In 1794, 

Edward Carrington, staunch Federalist and brother-in-law of John 

Marshall, warned Nicholas that the time to choose could not be put off 

and that Nicholas should be careful to make the correct choice. 

The National Convention of France has displaced 
Mr Genet, [wrote Carrington] and declared his prac
tices in this Country, to have been treasonable, & 
intended to disgust America with the Republic - I 
fear it will at length turn out that his abettors 
here have been the Enemies & his opposers the Friends 

Marshall's legal talents in 1791 to bring claims against debtors to 
his father's estate. Borrowing money from Marshall as he did from 
all his friends, Nicholas once jauntily offered to "either repay the 
money with thanks, or win it of you at Whist if you please," The two 
men were still on good terms in August 1794 when Marshall endorsed a 
Nicholas debt of five thousand dollars, and their relationship was 
punctuated by cordiality as late as the swnmer of 1798 when they 
exchanged letters on their respective attitudes toward France. John 
Marshall to James Monroe: December 2, 1784, Janes /,;onroe Papers, LC; 
George Dabney to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 30, J7Sll, WCN-LC; 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to John l<arshall, December 5, 1791, Note of 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to Joseph Latil, August 7, 1794, WCN-UVA; Beeman, 
The Old Dominion, pp, 182-83. 

9cassell, Merchant Congressman, pp. 46-47. 
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of France & Liberty - it is time you should be 
connecting yourself with better Company, as I 
verily believe you intended to be classed with
the Enemies of liberty.lo 

During the battle for Wilson Cary Nicholas, the Republicans 

gained a strong advocate when his brother John won a seat in Congress 

in 1793 and j_mmediately took his place as a Republican spokesman. 

Madison, of course, was the unchallenged leader of the House Republicans, 

and William Branch Giles was his chief lieutenant, But judging from the 

number of speeches he delivered and the impressive consistency of his 

voting record, John Nicholas was the next most important Republican in 

the House of Representatives, He achieved quite a reputation as an 

orator, Unfortunately, however, he had not yet governed his tendency 

toward excitable speech which James Monroe had noted in 1786, and some 

observers still criticized him for being "too warm and fond of annexing 
11 

wrong motives to those who differ from him," 

The new Congressman kept his brother fully informed on the poli

tical battles in Philadelphia. Using language indicative of his Repub

lican leanings, John Nicholas told wilson about the most important dispute 

in the early days of the Third Congress -- Madison's famous 1791+ resolu-

tions to impose cumrr;erciul restrictions againc;t Great Britain, Fully 

l
OEdward Carrington to Wilson Cary Nicholas, March 2, 1794, wCN-UVA.

l
l,rlillimri Barry Grove to John Steele, April-;;_, 1794, in Noble E.

Cunningham, Jr., 'I'he Jeffersonian Re ublicans: The Formation of Fart 
Organization 178�-1801 Chapel Hill, 19J7, p. )j James Monroe to 
William Short, January 23, 1786, William Short Papers, LC; Debates 
and Proccedin�s in the Co qress of the United States (Washington, D.C., 
1 34-18)3, 3rd ConGress, 1st Session hereinafter cited as Annals of 
Congress), 
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supporting the resolutions, Nicholas initially expected them to pass 

the house despite the opposition of "almost all paper men ••. & the 

british mercantile int[eres]t" of Philadelphia. In later letters to 

Wilson, he was not so optimistic. "The influence of the stocks has 

not been at all exaggerated," he wrote, "but the proportion of those 

who feel it is less than in the former Congress -- this party & their 

opponents are pretty equal in both houses, so much so that I believe 

the session will be very unproductive unless discussion should inform 

. .,12 
the public mind. This condemnation of mercantile and capitalist

interests must have been especially irritating to his kinsman Samuel 

Smith who was vociferously opposing the resolutions in Congress. 

When the Republicans failed in their effort to carry the resolu

tions, John Nicholas became discouraged. Accusing the Federalists of 

"a thorough rotteness," he added that they could never have been successful 

"if they did not govern the executive & drag all it's weight into their 

scale." He held no hopes for success from Chief Justice John Jay's 

mission to England because Jay was too "perfectly british in his affec

tions." Frustrated by Federalist domination of Congress and by issues 

which forced him into open and heated debate with friends such as Smith, 

John Nicholas called his lot "the most irkso:ne ..• I was ever placed in" 
13 

and declared that he should "not easily be br[oue;h]t into it again," 

12John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 14 and January 27,
1794, WCN-UVA. 

13John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 14 and April 30,
1794, WCN-UVA. 
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Despite these gloomy messages from Philadelphia or perhaps because 

of them, Wilson Cary Nicholas decided to return to an active political 

life by running for a seat in the Virginia House of Delegates in 1794. 

Accordins to a statement he made just before his death in 1820, the 

cause of Nicholas' return was his opposition to the new looseness in 

constitutional interpretation. At first glance, this seems a rather 

disingenuous explanation when one considers that the fierce battles over 

the Hamiltonian program and loose construction had been fought several 

years earlier. Yet it parallels the feelings of his brother Juhn who 

on May 20, 1794, declared in Congress that "the Federal Government 

never would have existed, if the people could have forseen what sort of 

schemes it was to put into execution. In four years, there has been a 

complete revolution in the opinion of the rulers of that Government" 

and only the principles of the people could return it to its original 

direction. Apparently, both brothers had concluded that the Constitu

tion they had supported was still being corrupted, but the timing of 

Wilson Cary Nicholas' re-entry into politics reveals the impact of the 

controversy over forei�n policy which played such a large role in soli-

14 
difying party lines. 

Lac.t<. of sibnificant roll call votes in the journal of the House 

of Delegates for 1794 keeps us from knowing whether Nicholas played a 

significant role as a Hepublican leader or even whether he voted with 

any identifiable Republican bloc. Also, his rather scanty surviving 

14Wilson Cary Nicholas Autobiographical Sketch, E-R Papers; i\nnals
of Congress, 3rd Congress, 1st Session, p. 62';); Joseph Charles, The 
Origins of the American Party System (New York, 1961), pp. �G-99. 



-371-

personal correspondence of that year gives little indication of his 

political affiliation. Yet Jefferson had decided by the fall of 1794 

that Nicholas could be relied upon for special legislative favors. In 

November he forwarded to Nicholas the proposal of a M. D'Ivernois of 

Geneva to remove his entire academy tc Virginia if the General Assembly 

would grant sufficient funds for the transplantation. Jefferson requested 

that Nicholas quietly find out if Assembly members thought it practical. 

If so, he wanted Nicholas to introduce it to the floor of the House; 

if not, he desired that Nicholas return the proposal with reasons for 

its unacceptability. Throughout the endeavor, Jefferson requested that 

Nicholas keep the matter out of the press and let no one know of his 

association with the plan. Although this is not adequate to identify 

Nicholas as a Republican leader in the House, it does prove that he 

possessed Jefferson's confidence -- a confidence that certainly would 

not have been placed in a Federalist or a man overly influenced by 

Federalist friends.15

The following month, Jefferson again called upon Nicholas for a 

favor. Two Dutch bankers, Nicholas and Jacob Van Staphorst, with whom 

Jefferson had dealt in Europe, were in danger of being forced to flee 

their country because of their republican principles. Assuming that 

they would settle in the United States, Jefferson hoped to attract them 

l5Journal of the House of Dele ates of the Ca1mcnwealth of Vir'inia,
Session of 1794 Richmond, 1828; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, November 12, 1794, The Writin s of Thomas Jefferson, ed. by 
A.A. Lipscomb and A.E. Bergh 20 vols.; washington, D.C., 1903), IX, 
291-93,
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to Norfolk. "They would be a most valuable acquisition, 11 he stated, 

"because they would determine the course of a considerable mass of 
16 

capitalists in their own situation." He wished for Nicholas to help 

obtain a special act from the General Assembly to allow the Van Stap

horsts to purchase Virginia lands before their emigration. Although 

the bankers decided not to migrate after all, the incident is very 

interesting. Despite the anti-capitalist bias which biographers have 

often ascribed to Jefferson, he obviously had no objection to capitalists 

of sound republican principles as long as they were not Federalist 

supporters or pro-British. And in turning to Nicholas for aid, he 

approached a Virginian who appreciated the value of liquid capital in 

an agricultural community and whose vision was not blocked by a dogmatic 

distrust of commerse. 

Obviously satisfied with his year in the House of Delegates, 

Nicholas decided to stand for re-election. His bid was not without 

challenge, however. News of his various land speculations had become 

common knowledge and had aroused sufficient antagonism among the voters 

to cause Jefferson to fear that the new Republican recruit would be 

rejected. Although these fears were not realized and Nicholas was 

returned to the House by his Albemarle constituents, he learned in the 

future to conceal as much as possible his role in any larGe land 

16Thomas Jefferson
December 12, 1794, LC; 
pp. 234, 529. 

to Wilson Cary Nicholas, Thomas Jefferson Papers, 
Malone, Jefferson and the Ordeal of Liberty, 
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17 

When the fall session began on November 10, Nicholas took his 

place not as a novice but as a recognized leader. Of the four impor

tant standing com.�ittees, Nicholas was appointed to three -- Privileges 

and Elections, Propositions and Grievances, and Courts of Justice 

as well as to numerous special committees. Also apparent was the amount 

of time and emphasis given to national affairs, especially the heated 

controversy surrounding Jay's Treaty. The journals of this session 

recorded numerous roll-call votes on Virginia's reaction to the treaty, 

thus providing a clear indication of the depth of party feeling and 
18 

divisions in the Old Dominion. 

When the terms of the treaty were made public after the United 

States Senate voted its approval by the narrowest of margins on June 24, 

Virginia Republicans organized protest meetings to frame resolutions 

against the agreement. Although Nicholas does not appear to have 

attended any of these gatherings, he was kept informed on their progress 

by other state leaders. He also met with his brother John to discuss 

the treaty clause by clause and to coordinate opposition in the Virginia 

House of Delegates with Republican voices in Congress. Although there 

was little the Virginia legislature could do except express its dis

agreement with the treaty, this family connection between governing 

l7Thomas Jefferson to James Mndison, February 5, 1795, Ford, ed.,
The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VII, pp. 1-2; Laughlan McLean to 
Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 29, 1795, WCN-UVA. 

18 

12, 14. 
Journal of the House of Delegates, 1795 session, pp. 4, 6, 8, 
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bodies in Philadelphia and Richmond helped to unite Republican efforts 
19on the state level with party strategy in Congress, 

John Nicholas had provided his brother with sugGestions on how 

best to counter Federalist tactics. Fearing that the Virginia Federalists 

would publish debates of the House of Delebates in an attempt to depict 

Republicans as ignorant of the terms of the treaty, the Congressman 

asserted that it would behoove the Republicans' "young rr.en to inform 

themselves fully on the subject," and he enclosed arguments about the 

effect of the treaty on neutral rights on the high seas. He also 

requested that his brother keep him informed on whether the public 

statements of the parties' leaders in Virginia were accurate reflec-

tions of their true positions.20

Any fears that Wilson Cary Nicholas possessed Federalist attach

ments were promptly vanquished by his voting record in the 1795 session. 

Soon after the session opened, his kinsman Mann Page and Joseph Eggleston 

introduced a motion that the House approve the conduct of Senators 

Henry Tazewell and Stephens Thompson Mason in voting against ratification 

of the Jay Treaty. After joining the Republican majority in voting down 

a Federalist counter-proposal that the House possessed no authority to 

judge the actions of federal officers, he added his vote to the over-

lSJHarry Ammon, "The Formation of the Republican Party in Virginia,
1789-1796," Journal of Southern Histury, XIX (Augt;st, 1953), 306-307; 
John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 17, 17Sl5, WCN-UVA. 

20John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 17 and [December
?], 1795, WCN-UVA. 
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whelming 100-50 approval of the original resolution. Not wishing to 

attract public censure by appearing to attack President Washington, the 

Republicans on the following day approved a resolution that they enter

tained "the highest sence of the integrity and patriotism of the Presi

dent of the United States ..• [ and Jin no wise mean to censure the 

motives which influenced him in his conduct thereupon." As would be 

expected, Nicholas joined his Republican colleagues in voting for the 

measure and in voting against another Federalist counter-resolution 

that Washington enjoyed the "undiminished confidence of this House." 

Aside from party maneuvering, Nicholas had his own personal reasons for 

restricting his praise of the President. He believed that his brother

in-law Edmund Randolph had been unfairly purged from Washington's 

cabinet, and he could not bring himself to accept the suggestion of' 

the Virginia Senate that the word "wisdom" be added to the list of 

Presidential virtues expressed in the original House resolution. It 

was virtually the only time during the entire session when Nicholas 

found himself voting with the minority on an issue of national politics. 

As a member of' the Republican majority, he voted for the House resolu

tions calling for constitutional amendments to allow the House of Repre

sentatives as well as the Senate to consider all treaties affecting the 

commerce power, to give impeachment powers to so�e body other than the 

Senate, to limit Senators' terms to three years, Pnd to forbid any 

federal judge to simultaneously hold any other office or appointment.21

21 

91-92.
Journal of the House of Delegates, 1795 session, pp. 27-29, 71-72, 
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On two other important issues -- banking and internal improve

ments -- Nicholas' votes revealed positions which he never changed. 

Voting with an astounding 92-38 majority, he approved a measure to 

authorize establishment of one or more branches of the Bank of the United 

States in the Old Dominion. Seldom during his life did he attack the 

idea of a national bank, and in 1817 he accepted the presidency of a 

newly established branch of the Bank of the United States in Richmond. 

On the issue of state improvements in waterways and roads, Nicholas 

consistently voted in the affirmative. In the years following the War 

of 1812, when other Virginia leaders worried about the constitutionality 

of federal aid to internal improvements, Nicholas never expressed their 

concern or gave any clue that he objected. Thus, despite his allegiance 

to the Republican party, he did not neatly fit the anti-commercial, 

strict constructionist, pro-agrarian stance that incautious historians 

?2 
are fond of ascribing to all Virginia Republicans. 

During the next few years which witnessed the intensification of 

party divisions and worsening relations with France due to that country's 

bitter reaction to Jay's Treaty, Nicholas continued to hold his seat in 

the House of Delegates. Maintainine his Republican ties, Nicholas 

22 
Ibid., pp. 7�, 133. The size of the pro-branch bank vote is 

rather surprising when one considers that the legislature was dominated 

by anti-administration Republicans in a state �here anti-bank feelinG 

was supposed to exist in great proportions. Richard R. Beeman notes the 

lack of any large-scale opposition in Virginia to the Bank of the United 

States when it was first proposed in Congress and ascribes this lack of 

concern to the fact that the commercial elements of Virsinia viewed it 

as a benefit while the ac;ricultural sector could see no harm from it. 
The Old Dominion, pp. 116-18. 
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supported Jefferson's unsuccessful candidacy for the presidency in 

1796. His major contribution to the party, however, lay in his efforts 

to aid the Republican response to the Alien and Sedition Acts in 1798-

1799. The imporLant role he played in the adoption of both the Kentucky 

and Virginia Resolutions gives an interesting insight into his character 

as a politician and his use of family ties to further Republican party 

23 
goals. 

Franco-American relations, which had been deteriorating rapidly 

since the signing of Jay's Treaty, were the chief source of dispute in 

the second session of the Fifth Congress which began its deliberation 

in December 1797. American anger over French depredations had pushed 

many Congressional fence-sitters into the arms of the Federalists. So 

thin were the ranks of the Republicans that the fiGht against the Federa

list majority rested chiefly with two men, the new House leader, Albert 

Gallatin, who had stepped into the role recently vacated by Madison, 

and John Nicholas, who had been re-elected by the voters of Stafford, 

Culpeper, and Fauquier Counties. The gloomy state of the Republicans 

was heightened in April 1798 when President Adams laid before Congress 

correspondence relating to the XYZ affair. Overwhelmed by the revela

tions of French duplicity and by the exultant Federalist majority 

which enacted measures of war preparation almost at will, some of the 

Republican congressmen left the temporary capital at Fhiladelphia for 

their homes rather than stand in the path of a feverish tide they were 

23
Thomas Bell to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 15, 1797, WCN-UVA. 
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powerless to stop. Vice-President Jefferson moaned that John Nicholas 

was among them, but when the Federalists began the drive to enact the 

pieces of legislation known as the Alien and Sedition Acts, Nicholas 

returned to Philadelphia to reswne his place beside Gallatin in the 

b ttl . t th t · · 24a e agains e res rictive measures. 

John Nicholas was especially vocal in his opposition to the 

Sedition Law, which he branded a "domestic tyranny," but he was no more 

successful in halting that measure than the two Alien Acts and the 

Naturalization Act. Although nothing surviYes of' cormnunications with 

his brother Wilson in Virginia, it is inconceivable that he would not 

keep Wilson fully informed on the progress of the measures, especially 

in light of their past collaborations and their mutual disgust with the 

acts. He may have also cormnunicated news of congressional actions to 

his eldest brother George in Kentucky and his youngest brother Philip 

in Richmond, but it was Wilson who played the major role in coordinating 

family reaction and keeping his brothers informed about steps taken by 

each other.
25 

As the leading local politician in Albemarle County, Wilson Cary 

Nicholas had helped to organize in June 1798 a meeting of the Albemarle 

freeholders where he sponsored a series of resolutions condemning the 

anti-French motives of President Adams' foreign policy. But Nicholas 

24
cunningham, 'Ihe Jeffersonian Republican, pp. 123-25; Dauer, "The 

Two John Nicholases," pp. 340-41; James Morton Smith, Freedom's Fetters: 
The Alien and Sedition Laws and American Civil Liberties (Ithaca, New 
York, 1956), p. 122. 

25Ibid., pp. 122-24.



-379-

was not satisfied that such meetings could effectively combat the 

threats posed by the Alien and Sedition Acts. "All that can be 

expected from them," he advised his brother George in Kentucky, II • 

lS 

to prepare the people to give their support to the State governments," 

the only political units which could offer effective resistance to the 

despised acts. He believed that Republican salvation, and therefore 

the security of "the rights of the people," lay in the legislatures of 

western states such as Kentucky, not in fervid meetings in the Virginia 
26 

capital. 

Nicholas soon received the opportunity to test this belief, 

Existing evidence suggests that he may have conferred with his distin

guished neighbor at Monticello on the preparation of a series of resolu

tions which Jefferson wrote to oppose the Alien and Sedition Acts. 

Nicholas hinted in the late September letter to hiE brother George that 

such a remonstrance was in the wind. When Jefferson completed the 

resolutions, he entrusted them to Nicholas with the request that they 

be relayed to the North Carolina legislature for adoption. In this 

request and in a central thrust of the resolutions, Jefferson revealed 

his agreement with Nicholas that state governments had the power to 

remedy unconstitutional acts of the g8neral government. This is not to 

say that he got the notion from Nicholas; such a claim would give far 

too much credit to a man who was not an original political thinker and 

26Beeman, The Old Dominion, pp. 177-78; Wilson Cary Nicholas to
George Nicholas, September 21, 1798, WCN-UVA. 
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who was much more concerned with practical political opposition than 

constitutional theory. But it is interesting to note the general agree

ment of party tactics between state Republican leaders such as Nicholas 

and national figures such as Jefferson and Madison.
27

Nicholas did not deliver the resolutions to the North Carolina 

legislature as Jefferson had asked. John Breckenridge, an old family 

friend and George Nicholas' business associate, was making one of his 

periodic visits to his native Virginia, and Wilson Nicholas took the 

opportunity of discussing with Breckenridge the state of politics in 

Kentucky. Convinced that the Republicans were stronger in the Kentucky 

legislature than in that of North Carolina, he asked Breckenridge to 

sponsor their adoption by that body after receiving the Kentuckian's 

assurances that he would not reveal the identity of their author. He 

also discouraged Breckenridge from visiting Jefferson at Monticello 

because political opponents might deduce Jefferson's authorship from 

such a meeting. Concerned that this independent step might prove unsatis

factory to Jefferson, Nicholas was obviously relieved when he received 

28 
Jefferson's approval of the plan. 

Knowing that Nicholas planned to visit Madison, Jefferson asked 

his trusted lieutenant to inform Madison about the route his resolutions 

had taken. But Nicholas was suffering from one of his frequent bouts 

27 
Ibid.; Malone, Jefferson and the Ordeal of Liberty, pp. 402-405; 

Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, October), 1798, Thomas Jeff
erson Papers, LC. 

28Ibid.; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, October 4, 1798,
Thomas Jefferson Papers, LC; Wilson Cary Nicholas to John Breckenridge, 
October 10, 1798, Breckenridge Family Papers. 
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with rheumatism and was unable to get to Orange. This cancelled 

meeting, however, did not prevent him from playing a similar role in 

the adoption of resolutions which Madison was preparing for the Vir6inia 

legislature. When he completed the drafting of his resolutions, Madison 

gave them to Nicholas who was to transmit them to John Taylor for intro

duction into the Virginia House of Delegates. Before he entrusted the 

document to Taylor, Nicholas showed it to Jefferson who suggested an 

important change. In place of Madison's phrase inviting other states 

to concur with Virginia in declaring the Alien and Sedition Acts uncon

stitutional, Jefferson advised Nicholas to substitute the phrase that 

other states were invited to join Virginia in declaring the acts "null, 

void and of no force, or effect." Nicholas relayed both the resolutions 

and Jefferson's suggestion to John Taylor who was only too happy to 

adopt Jefferson's advice when he presented the resolutions to the 

General Assembly on December 10, 1798.
29 

Recognition of Nicholas' prominence in the Republican party was 

apparent in the 1798-1799 winter session of the Virginia legislature. 

Republicans such as Alexander Smyth of Wythe County sought his advice 

on reaction against the Alien and Sedition Acts and offered their own 

suggestions which they hoped he could propel through the Assembly. 

State leaders numinated him to replace John Wise as the Speaker of the 

House of Delegates, but the speakership had never been a target of 

29
Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, November 29, 1798, 

Ford, ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VII, 312-13; Koch and 
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partisan politics, and the Republican majority could not be persuaded 

30 
to turn out a man with Wise's reputation for honest, efficient service. 

This setback did nothing to blunt Nicholas' political activity. 

When :Madison's resolutions were introduced to the House, Nicholas aban

doned his usual role as a quiet, behind-the-scenes politician and parti

cipated frequently in debate as a leading proponent of their adoption. 

Surprisingly, in light of his general approach of moderation, Nicholas 

delivered his longest speech in defense of Jefferson's wish to pronounce 

the Alien and Sedition Acts null and void. This principle, which 

breathed defiance of :federal law, would appear to be an uncomfortable 

position to a man who had been a strong nationalist at the ratification 

convention of 1788. But like many moderate Republicans in 1798 and 1799, 

Nicholas temporarily suppressed his moderation in the face of what was 

seen as a determined Federalist bid to bend the Constitution for partisan 

political gain. Also, he may have been attempting to please his 

neighbor, friend, and political mentor at Monticello in an open manner 

that would redound to his own political advantage. Despite Nicholas' 

efforts, Taylor, bowing to superior numbers and Madison's insistence, 

introduced a motion to restore Madison's original language to have 

Virginia declare the acts unconstitutional, and in that more moderate 

form, the Virginia Resolutions easily passed in the House by a vote of 

100-63. Nicholas was probably just as happy with the result. He had

30
A1exander Smyth to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 15, 1798, 
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-383-

made his point and could still vote for resolutions of protest which 

more correctly fit his moderate stance,31

In the meantime, the Kentucky representative of the Nicholas 

family had not been silent in his reaction to the Federalist measures. 

George Nicholas was unable to aid in the passage of the Kentucky Resolu

tions because he was not a member of the legislature. But when critics 

began to accuse Kentucky Republicans of attempting to split the union, 

he brought forth his pen to defend the resolutions as a necessary safe

guard of liberty and union. The result, a pamphlet entitled A Letter 

From George Nicholas of Kentucky to His Friend in Virginia, won imme

diate acclaim from Republicans in Virginia as well as in Kentucky. 

Jefferson was so impressed that he sent copies to James Monroe and 

Alexander Stuart for distribution to possible recruits to the Republican 

cause. Using his family connections to further party goals, Wilson 

Nicholas also decided to dispense copies of his elder brother's pam

phlets throughout central and western Virginia. He asked his brother 

Philip in Richmond to procure copies from one of the city's printers as 

inexpensively as possible, Philip at first replied that he could get 

thirty to forty copies for ls.6d. apiece but later added that if Wilson 

could use closer to one hundred and forty reprints, the printer could 
32 

provide them for considerably less, 
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Nicholas' efforts to unite Virginia and Kentucky opposition to 

Federalist measures did not end with the resolutions of 1798. The pro

nouncements of the two sister states included an appeal to other states 

to join them in declaring the Alien and Sedition �cts unconstitutional 

and in seeking their repeal. When the replies of the various states 

revealed criticism rather than sympathy, Jefferson decided that Virginia 

and Kentucky should embark upon a coordinated reaffirmation of the 

principles of the original resolutions. Once again Nicholas played an 

important role. On August 20, 1799, he told Jefferson that the sad 

news of the death of his brother George would require him to journey 

to Kentucky and that he would be happy to relay Jefferson's political 

sentiments to Kentucky Republicans. "I believe you think it proper 

that the legislatures of these two States, shou'd defend the ground 

that they have taken," wrote Nicholas. "If that is still your opinion, 

and you will put upon paper what you think the Kentucky assembly ought 

to say, I will place it in safe hands. They now require aid more than 

,.33ever. 

Jefferson was very receptive to Nicholas' suggestion. Recogni

zing a splendid opportunity to chart concerted action in the two legis

latures, he recorrL'11ended that Nicholas and Madison join him in a quiet 

strategy session at Monticello. Madison did so, but Nicholas was unable 

to attend the meeting. His absence was not crucioJ because Jefferson 

3\lilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, August 20, 17�9,
Nicholas Trist Papers, LC. 
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informed hirn of the decisions that he and Madison had reached. Instead 

of drafting a new set of resolutions, Jefferson simply sketched a brief 

outline of guiding principles upon which some skilled perunan in Kentucky 

could elaborate. Jefferson even sugGested that Nicholas could occupy 

his time during the tedious trip in preparing a polished set of resolu

tions himself. After all, no one was better acquainted with the thoughts 

of both Jefferson and Madison on opposition to the Alien and Sedition 

Acts than the master of Warren. But Nicholas, who did not consider 

himself much of an orator, seldom exhibited any pretensions as a writer 

either, and while he was happy to transmit the two leaders' thoughts to 

trusted Kentucky allies such as John Breckenridge, he was also content 

to allow them the honor of drafting the new resolutions.34 

Just as Jefferson had helped lay the groundwork for the new 

effort in Kentucky, so Madison prepared a defense of the Virginia Resolu

tions in the General Assembly. His new offerinc;, known as the Virginia 

Report, was easily passed by the dominant Republican majority in the 

1799-1800 session, but Nicholas was not present to cast his vote. As 

part of the Republican plan to capture control of all state offices and 

of Virginia's delegation to Congress, he was elevated to the U.S. Senate. 

Although he received instructions from the General Assembly to work for 

repeal of the Alien and Sedition Acts, his direct connection with the 

j5Kentucky and Vir8inia legislative opposition to th� acts was o�er. 

34Koch and Ammon, "The Virginia and Y,:entucky Resolutions," pp. 1G5-
68; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, August 26 and September 5,
1799, Lipscomb and Bergh, eds,, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, X, 129-32, 

35calendar of Virc;inia State I-'apers, IX, 60; weeder, "Wilson Cary
Nicholas, 11 pp. 41-42. 
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The roles that he and his brothers had played in that political drama 

had been important ones. While John Nicholas thundered his opposition 

to the acts in Congress, George Nicholas set forth his positions in an 

important political pamphlet, and Philip Norborne Nicholas helped rally 

Republican anger in meetings in Richmond. Coordinating these family 

efforts, and therefore Republican efforts in Philadelphia, Kentucky, 

and Virginia, Wilson Cary Nicholas played the least visible but probably 

the most effective part of the family's opposition to the Federalist 

measures. Never again would the brothers combine so effectively to 

present a united front in political combat. 

As the presidential election of 1800 approached, Republicans 

believed that the only salvation for the American union was the capture 

of the executive branch from the party which had dominated it since the 

birth of the government. The prelude to the national election was the 

complete control of the Virginia General Assembly. Although Republicans 

had long maintained a majority in the General Assembly, they had been 

unable to capture all leadership posts. They were determined to gain 

the offices in 1799-1800. Such a sweep meant not only the purging of 

most Federalist officers, but also a very carefully constructed campaign 

to replace them with Republican leaders of the highest talents. As an 

important state figure, Nicholas carried out his share of the task of 

locating men to fill lesser positions such as the clerk of the House of 

36 
Delegates. 

36 
Robert Saunders to wilson Cary Nicholas, August 3, 1799, WCN-UVA; 

Beeman, The Old Dominion, pp. 210-13. 



-387-

For the more important offices, the Virginia Republicans were 

blessed with an abundance of talent. William Branch Giles, James 

Madison, John Taylor of Caroline, James Monroe, and Nicholas were at 

least well able (if not always willing) to fill important posts. Major 

battles were expected in the House of Delegates during the winter 

session of 1799-1800, especially since the Federalists had persuaded 

Patrick Henry to come out of retirement and join them in the House. 

John Taylor, who had already determined to maintain his seat in the 

House, felt that the Republicans needed reinforcements. Together with 

other leaders including John Nicholas, he persuaded Madison and Giles 

to join him. Henry's death in June meant that the Republican control 

of the House would be complete because the Federalists could offer no 

spokesman of the caliber of that impressive Republican trio.37

The buttressing of Republican leadership in the House of Dele

gates cleared the way for Nicholas' entry into national politics. 

Henry Tazewell, one of Virginia's Republican Senators, had died in 

January, 1799, and since Nicholas' presence in the House of Delegates 

was not necessary, it seemed only natural that he should succeed Taze

well. Jefferson had initially desired the post for Monroe, but by the 

spring of 1799, other Republican leaders had suggested that Monroe 

would be the perfect candidate for Governor of the Old Dominion. When 

Monroe agreed that the Governor's mansion would suit him better, party 

37 Ibid.; John Nicholas and Republican Members of Congress to James 
Madison, February 7, 1799, Hunt, ed., The ,.Jritinr;s of James Madison, VI, 
341; Brant, James Madison, III, 464-65. 
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leaders tapped Nicholas for the senatorial seat. Evidence of this 

arrangement can be found in numerous sources, but one of the most 

interesting is a letter sent by Nicholas to his brother-in-law Samuel 

Smith in August. Indicating that he would rather remain at Warren than 

spend a winter in Philadelphia, Nicholas remarked that he could not in 

good conscience turn down the appointment after the Federalists had 

challenged American liberty. Good men had to stand. When the Virginia 

House of Delegates opened its session in December 1799, John Taylor 

nominated Nicholas for the post. His easy victory brought an end to 

his role as a Virginia legislator, and he turned his attention to 

Philadelphia where his brother John and his brother-in-law Snmuel Smith 

were already sitting in the House of Representatives. When he next 

faced the General Assembly in the waning days of 1814, it would be as 

Governor of the Old Dominion.
38 

Because he was a moderate Republican who attempted to maintain 

friendly relations with moderate Federalists, Nicholas was quite 

acceptable to many Virginians who did not claim enthusiasm for his 

party or its more prominent leaders. "No person of opposite sentiments 

could have been more agreeable .•. " to the supporters of the administra

tion, admitted his Federalist cousin, John Nicholas, Jr., clerk of 

38 
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39 Albemarle County. This appeal to moderate elements in both parties 

in Virginia may help to explain why Nicholas joined his brother-in-law 

Samuel Smith in a rather peculiar approach to the Secretary of the Navy, 

Benjamin Stoddert, soon after Nicholas' arrival in Philadelphia as a 

freshman Senator. 

In the early months of 1800, some Republicans were uncertain 

of their chances in upcoming elections and were searching for a way 

to insure Jefferson's election to the presidency in 1804 if it could 

not be effected in 1800. Aware of the split in Federalist ranks between 

moderate Adams' supporters and unyielding Hamiltonians, Smith and 

Nicholas apparently hoped that an arrangement could be made whereby 

Republicans would support Adams' re-election bid if Adams would agree 

to place some Republicans in his cabinet and support Jefferson as his 

successor. Such a coalition would achieve the goals of pruning the 

cabinet of the most offensive Federalists, giving Republicans a stronger 

voice in the executive, and assuring Jefferson of the Presidency in 1804 

without a bitter partisan struggle. With this scheme in view, the two 

brothers-in-law approached Stoddert, a moderate Maryland Federalist. 

Dropping only sketchy hints of the proposed coalition, Smith and 

.Nicholas as};ed Stoddert if Adams would be receptive to a meeting with 

them. Stoddert warily replied that he believed the meeting could be 

arrani:;ed but that he would first check with the President. Before he 

could talk with Adams, however, Republican victory in New York so buoyed 

39John Nicholas, Jr. to John Breckenridge, December 25, 1799,
Breckenridge Family Papers, LC. 
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party hopes that Nicholas and Smith dismissed the idea of a moderate 

coalition, and Adams apparently knew nothing of the flirtation until 

1811. The episode reveals an interesting characteristic of Nicholas' 

political life. Although he was a trusted Republican leader, he was 

never afraid to approach men of different persuasions if he could 

thereby aid his party and temper political passions. His major accom

plishment as a national political figure was his moderating influence 
40 

in the Republican party. 

Prior to the presidential and congressional elections of 1800, 

Nicholas' most important role as a Senator was keeping state leaders 

informed of national affairs. Although he voiced opposition to Federa

list measures on the floor of the Senate, he could do little to prevent 

their passage because of the strong Federalist majority. John Taylor 

of Caroline assured Nicholas that his role as a correspondent was an 

important one and should not be neglected. Such information from 

Nicholas' predecessor had been "of great use in preparing a certain 

extent of our country for taking a proper turn," Taylor wrote, and he 

41 
hoped that Nicholas would send him a letter about every three weeks. 

The new Senator also had another opportunity to use his family 

connections to further the Republican cause. His brother Philip, who 
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was rising rapidly in Republican ranks, had been appointed late in 

January 1800 to the chairmanship of the Republican central committee 

in Richmond. The first of its kind in Virginia, this state partisan 

organization had been created for the sole purpose of aiding Jefferson's 

elevation to the Presidency. While he was concerned mostly with state 

organization, Philip Nicholas was undoubtedly grateful to receive 

political information from his older brothers in Philadelphia. If the 

family had been proud of Philip's role in the Virginia reaction to the 

Alien and Sedition Acts, they must have been very impressed with his 

stature in the Republican party in 1800. In March he was appointed by 

Governor Monroe to serve as temporary state's Attorney-General in place 

of the late Robert Brooke, and the General Assembly confirmed the 

appointment when it convened in December. In May he joined attornies 

William Wirt and George Hay in an unsuccessful defense of the lurid 

journalist James Callender against prosecution under the Sedition Law. 

Such assignments were quite impressive when one considers that Philip 

Nicholas was only twenty-four, but in 1800, Nicholas stock was quite 
42 

high in the Old Dominion. 

Wilson Cary Nicholas also played an important role in giving 

some direction to Republican activity in Y.entucKy and the Carolinas. 
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Although no formal national Republican organization existed to coor

dinate the Republican campaign, Nicholas' correspondence with southern 

leaders served some of the same functions of such an organization. He 

distributed information on events in northern states and gave sugges

tions on how southern Republicans could best react to gain maximum 

advantage. He pled with able men such as John Breckenridge to join 

him in the Senate even if for an incomplete term. It was just as 

vital to place "safe men" there as in the other branches of government, 

he argued. Nicholas also served as a self-appointed morale booster, 

cheerleader, and public relations man for the Republican party. Using 

jocular notes and letters of appreciation, he wisely pursued maintenance 

of party fences by a liberal bestowal of the rewards of praise. Thank

ing the South Carolina leader Charles Pinckney for his efforts on 

behalf of the Jefferson ticket, Nicholas jokingly remarked that he could 

not promise Pinckney an impressive mausoleum as a reward but that he 

would attempt to get Pinckney's statue placed in a niche in the capitol. 

Then adding the praise which he learned to use so effectively, Nicholas 

assured the Carolinian in a more serious vein that "you will live 

forever in the esteem of all who desire to be called Americans, of all 

who love liberty, and you will enjoy durin13; life the first of human 

gratifications -- a knowledge that you have deserved well of your 

country, that you have contributed to the happiness of your fellow 

creatures. 
,,43 
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Clearly remembering the elevation of Jefferson to the vice

presidency in 1796 because Federalists had destroyed the unanimity of 

their electoral ballots, Republicans were determined in 1800 that they 

would not make the same rr.istake. The plan worked too well. Jefferson 

and his runnints mate, Aaron Burr of New Yori,, tied in the regular elec-

toral count, and the election was thrown into the House of Representa

tives. Federalists gleefully took advantage of the tic to try to 

frustrate Jefferson's election by backing Burr. Voting began in the 

House on February 11 ! 1801, and through ballot after dreary ballot, 

the count remained the same -- eight states for Jefferson, six for 
44 

Burr, and two divided. 

Angered by this attempt to rob Jefferson of his victory, some 

Republicans -- including Philip Norborne Nicholas -- flirted with the 

idea of dissolution of the union should the Federalists succeed. Wilson 

Nicholas was a bit more restrained in his language than his younger 

brother, but even he reported to Governor Monroe that Republicans, 

presumably including himself, would "sacrifice everything sooner than 

submit to an assumption of power." As the balloting dragged on with 

no change, Federalists too began to �ntertain illusory alternatives. 

Seeing Burr's chances dirrminG and believin0 aL�ost anyone preferable 

to Jefferson, one Federalist Senator told Congress�an John Nicholas 

that the upper house had toyed with the idea of electing Wilson Nicholas 

as President ..12!2. tern of the Senate and then passin� a law allowing him 

44 
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to become President of the country. If the Federalist Senator was 

attempting to sound out John Nicholas' reaction to this unconstitu

tional scheme, he must have met a stern rebuff, for it was never 
45

mentioned again. 

Finally, on February 17, after thirty-six ballots, Jefferson 

gained the presidency. His election was made possible by Nicholas' 

brother-in-law Samuel Smith who had misled James A. Bayard of Delaware 

into believing that Jefferson had promised to accept Federalist desires 

to maintain their program of public credit, support the navy, and 

retain most Federalist officeholders. Although future ill feelings 

would arise from this deception, at the time of the voting everyone 

seemed relieved that the contest was decided. Nicholas reflected the 

mood of many worried Republicans when he wrote to Monroe more from 
l,6

relief than from exultation, "Our anxiety is over." 

Although Nicholas was content with Jefferson's election and new 

Republican control of both houses of Congress, he constantly urged 

"great caution and circwnspection" as the Republicans took command of 

the national government for the first time since the founding of the 

Republic. Moderation would convince the people that the Federalists 

were wrong in their charges that Republicans intended to withhold from 

the national goverrunent powers necessary for its operation and that 

4
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Republican thinkers were guided by theories too impractical for a large, 

modern nation. Nicholas was also sensitive to widespread jealousy of 

Virginia's dominant role in the party, a jealousy which he believed 

had been fomented by Federalists as a tactic to disrupt Republican 

unity. Therefore, he advised that Virginia Republicans would do well 

to "at least seem to yield the lead to some other state ••.. Whatever is 

to be attempted ••• had best be proposed in one of the Middle States," 

he added.
47

Nicholas' advice was not popular with all Republicans in the 

new capitol at Washington. He especially irritated more radical Repub

licans with his suggestions to avoid wholesale removal of Federalist 

officeholders. A golden opportunity to remove all enemies of the Consti

tution and republican government would be lost, moaned men such as John 

Dawson, if Jefferson yielded to the influence of Congressman John 

Nicholas and Senator Wilson Cary Nicholas. "The two Nicholas [sic] 

who live in the house with [Jefferson] talk in this stile," asserted 

Dawson in a letter to James Monroe. "These two gentlemen are constantly 

with him, and are said to be consulted on every occasion -- you know 

them and I believe entertain the same opinion of their wisdom and firm

ness as I do," Dawson wished that Monroe and Madison were present to 

48
counteract this baneful influence. 

47Wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, December 14, 1800, WCN-LC.
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The chief motive behind Nicholas' opposition to anything 

resembling a spoils system was the belief that such a practice would 

needlessly perpetuate the existence of political parties which in turn 

would eventually destroy the American experiment in republican govern

ment. Officeholders would owe their loyalty to one man or party) not 

to the law or public service, and politics would degenerate into a 

contest between the "ins" and the "outs." Falling into a state of 

apathy, the people could not be aroused to threats to the Republic, 

and despotism would ensue. Wholesale purging of officeholders hurt 

individuals and the government alike. It caused a man to suffer when 

his only guilt was "a consciencious ( sic J discharge of what he deemed 

his duty," and it "deprives the government of the services and talents 

of perhaps nearly one half the people." If the Republicans really 

desired that Federalism should die so that the true friends of liberty 

could guide the country, they would be well advised to adopt a policy 

of moderation which could give no desire for future political vengeance 

from an humiliated opposition.
49 

Apparently, Nicholas' distaste for using political offices to 

reward party members, especially Virginians ) did not apply to himself. 

Early in May 1801, he wrote to Jvl.adison that the Fresident had once 

mentioned that Postmaster General Joseph Habersham might have to be 

replaced. If Jefferson still felt that way ) Nicholas would be willing 

49wilson Cary Nicholas to James Madison, May l J 1801, James Madison
Papers, LC, microfilm, UVA. Copies of the letter can also be found in 
WCN-LC and Carter-Smith Papers, UVA. 
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to surrender his seat in the Senate to accept the appointment himself. 

To insure that his vacated Senate seat could go to Monroe after the 

latter's term as Governor of Virginia had expired, Nicholas requested 

that the appointment be officially deferred until the close of the 

next session of Con�ress. Madison's reply was rather ironic �ecause 

it was based upon advice which Nicholas himself had consistently given 

party leaders. The President had to be careful about granting offices 

to fellow Virginians, Madison replied, and alth0Ut5h Nicholas certainly 

qualified for the post, he doubted that the office would fall Nicholas' 

way. Adopting Nicholas' earlier suggestions, Jefferson awarded the 

50
office to Gideon Granger of Connecticut. 

Undaunted by his failure to gain the post, Nicholas proved to 

be a loyal supporter of the administration during his years in the 

Senate. Never the vigorous debater that his brother John was, Wilson 

Nicholas relied more on his persuasive abilities in small group conver

sations and personal encounters to rally support for Jefferson's 

policies. A good example was his conduct during the Republican campaign 

in early 1802 to repeal the Judiciary Act of 1801. Passed during the 

last days of' the Federalist dominated Congress, the measure created 

many additional offices including sixteen circuit court judi;eships 

which the Federalists had promptly staffed with their party adherents, 

Determined to destroy this stronghold of Federalism, Jefferson's allies 

5o.,.Jilson Cary Nicholas to James Madison, May 3, 1801, James Madison 
Papers, LC; Brant, James Madison, IV, 52. Jefferson had already informed 
Samuel Smith in March that he could not offer an appointment to Nicholas 
because "it is essential that I be on my guard in appointing persons 
from that state [Virginia]." Thomas Jefferson to Samuel Smith, March 24, 
1801, Thomas Jefferson Papers, UVA. 
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opened their campaign in the Senate when John Breckenridge (who had 

responded to Nicholas' pleas that he accept a Senate seat) moved for 

repeal of the act on January 6, 1802. Although Nicholas spoke briefly 

in behalf of the Republican measure, the major burden of floor leader

ship rested with his fellow Virginian Stevens Thompson Mason and with 

Breckenridge. Nicholas used his behind-the-scenes abilities to pre

vent defections from the thin Republican majority in the Senate. He 

also maintained communications with leaders in various sections of 

Virginia in order to gauge his state's reaction to repeal. Due to 

the efforts of Mason, Breckenridge, and Nicholas, party discipline was 

maintained, and on February 13 the bill for repeal passed by the narrowest 

possible margain, 16-15. The House of Representatives concurred on 

March 3, giving the new Republican majority its first major lee;is-

. 51 
lative triumph. 

Nicholas' rising stature as a party leader meant that he could 

not be immune to solicitations that he seek other political honors and 

that he aid friends and relatives who were themselves seeking appoint

ments. His brother Philip, for example, urged that he return to the 

Virginia political scene and stand for the governor's chair. "A great 

many members are very anxious that you should serve," argued the younger 

brother, "& I believe you would unite the votes" of state Republicans 
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52 who were dividing over a proper successor to Monroe. Wilson Nicholas 

did not agree with his brother's assessment and decided to remain in 

the Senate. His reputation as a man who possessed the President's 

confidence brought numerous requests for his help in obtainin� appoint

ments, but he devoted most of his attention in this area to aiding 

relatives, An excellent example was his effort in 1803 to secure an 

appointment for his nephew Robert Carter Nicholas, the eldest son of 

his brother George who had died in 1799. Nicholas wrote at least two 

letters to Jefferson on his nephew's behalf and collected letters of 

recommendation from eight Kentuckians to buttress his request. His 

efforts met with success, and his nephew joined the prominent Connec

ticut Republican Ephraim Kirby as a commissioner to determine validity 

of land titles on the east side of the Pearl River in the Mississippi 

53 
Territory. 

During his remaining year as a Senator, Nicholas consistently 

supported administration measures. In the controversial Senate trial 

of the insane New Hampshire judge, John Pickering, in March 1804, 

Nicholas used his influence to gain a verdict of guilty in less than 

two weeks, The heated trial occasior.ed an uncharacteristic outburst 

of' temper when Nicholas becarr.e enga@;ed in a shoutin,s match with Sumuel 

White of Deleware after the latter blasted the proceedings as a "mock 

52 
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trial." A duel was averted only because Nicholas refused to be nudged 

to that extreme. The Virginian had retired from his Senate seat by 

the time of the trial of Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase, and his 

surviving papers do not reveal his attitude toward that affair.?
4

As for the other critical issue of his last session in the 

Senate -- the Louisiana Purchase -- Nicholas not only worked for rati

fication of the purchase, he also offered arguments to Jefferson on 

why the purchase was constitutional without the necessity of an amend

ment. According to this moderate Republican, the statement in Section 

3, Article IV of the Constitution that new states could not be formed 

from older states without their permission implied that the framers 

did not intend that all new states had to come from existing national 

territory. Thus, no amendment approving transactions such as the 

Louisiana Purchase was necessary. Nicholas also recommended that Jeff

erson avoid public revelation of his qualms about the constitutionality 

of the acquisition. Knowledge of this doubt would either cause the 

Senate to reject the treaty or allow political enemies to capitalize 

on the Republicans "wilful breach of the Constitution." When Jefferson 

submitted the treaty to the Senate for ratification without moving for 

an amendment, Nicholas happily voted with the strung majority approving 

the purchase on October 20, 1803. Like other leading Republicans, he 

too believed that the inhabitants of the new territory would be capable 

of self-government only after a period of preparatiun, and he helped 

54
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construct the system of government which eventually ruled the vast 

55 tract. 

Searching for a solution to his problem of increasing debts, 

Nicholas decided to resibn his seat in the Senate at the conclusion of 

the 1803-1804 session. Ile believed that his situation required a lucra

tive post in the federal government, but he experienced great hesitancy 

in openly seeking one. Virginia gentlemen simply did not trade posi

tions of public service for pecuniary appointments, and Nicholas fully 

realized that such a move could easily terminate his political career. 

Swallowing his pride and accepting the risk, he gine;erly approached 

Jefferson about the availability of the post as Collector of U.S. 

Customs at the port of Norfolk, Virginia. Sympathetically understanding 

his friend's acute embarrassment, the President replied that the post 

was open and that Nicholas could just as easily serve the nation in 

Norfolk as in the 3enate by aiding in "the republicanisin6 (oi] so impor-

55
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tant a place as Norfolk." This rationale allowed Nicholas to accept 

the appointment on more honorable grounds than the need of money. To 

friends and relatives he explained that he did not really want the 

post but had accepted it from a wish not to embarrass the President. 

In his letter of acceptance to Jefferson, he asserted that personal 

interest dictated a refusal, but Republicans around Norfolk had stressed 

their need for his party services. Furthermore, if he did not accept 

the appointment, Jefferson would be besieged with applications. The 

least he could do was to save Jefferson from this bother. Shielded 

by these nwnerous rationalizations, Nicholas accepted the job in May 

1804. 5
6

By the following November, Nicholas began to intimate to Jeff

erson his wish to resign. His acceptance of the collector's job had 

elicited more criticism from friends and relatives than he had expected. 

"In this office seeking age, I felt a pride in having my nearest friend 

independent," chided his brother John. Undeceived by Nicholas' smoke

screen of party service, John Taylor assured Nicholas that "I think you 

did right, if, as a pecuniary object, you conceived [it] to be necessary 

for you." Taylor's major objection, a co:nmon one, was "the unhealthyness 

of the place." Nicholas also discovered that the job demanded more time 

56Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, /,pril 27, 1Bu4, '..Jilson
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and effort than he was willing to expend. Initially, he had planned 

to devote only two or three months of the year at Norfolk, during the 

slack season at Warren, but he soon realized that he would have to 

remain in Norfolk for at least four months with two of those months 

coming during the busiest days of the Warren agricultural cycle. The 

fear of yellow fever prevented his family from accompanying him to the 

port city, and his own health was too delicate to flaunt before the 

dreaded disease. Admitting to Jefferson that he was "greatly ashamed 

of being so troublesome to you and of the appearance of so much unsteadi

ness," Nicholas was nonetheless determined to resign as soon as he could 

get the affairs of the office in order and as soon as Jefferson found 

an adequate replacement. That replacement was located by the end of 

April 1805. After less than a year of very uncomfortable service, 

Nicholas left the collector's office. He was never able to completely 

still the charge that he had once left public service for pecuniary 
57

advantage. 

For the next two years, Nicholas held no public office. He 

refused friends' requests that he allow his name to be placed in nomina

tion for governor and his brother Philip's urgings that he return to the 

General Assembly. Even Jefferson's request that he accept a diplomatic 

mission to Spain could not lure him from Warren. His retirement, however, 

57John Nicholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, June 17, and August 2, 
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did not entirely remove him from politics. From his many friends and 

relatives, he received letters detailing the paths of the Republican 

party on national and state levels. Especially distressing to Nicholas 

were the reports of intense intra-party divisions. His earlier hopes 

that factional and party divisions could be healed by a truly republican 

administration were crushed. Instead of fewer factions and less poli

tical strife, there were more of each. John Nicholas, who had moved 

to western New York in 1803 and had joined the pro-administration, anti

Burrite forces centered about Morgan Lewis, kept his Virginia brothers 

fully informed on the confusing factional splits in his newly adopted 

state. More upsetting than the Burr heresy was Samuel Smith's break 

with the administration in the spring of 1806 because Jefferson had 

not rewarded the Marylander with the diplomatic posts he coveted. But 

Nicholas was especially concerned over John Randolph's public denuncia

tion of the administration's handling of the volatile Yazoo claims issue 

during the same session of Congress. In all his communications on these 

events, Nicholas made it very clear that Jefferson could depend upon his 

support. "My attachment to the President is such," he im'ormed Samuel 

Smith, "that nothing could be more painful to me, than to refuse to 

comply with his wishes."58
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Hungry for such support in Congress, Jefferson appealed to his 

neighbor in April 1806 to return to the Senate.59 Nicholas demurred,

Jefferson tried to draw Nicholas forth again in February 1807 to 

replace his son-in-law, Thomas Mann Randolph, who was retiring from the 

House of Representatives. 

Never did the call of patriotism more loudly assail 
you than at this moment, [wrote the President). 
After excepting the federalists .•. and the little band 
uf schismatics, who will be three or four (all tongue), 
the residue of the House of Representatives is as 
well disposed a body of men as I ever saw collected. 
But there is no one whose talents & standing taken 
together, have weight enough to give him the lead .... 
were you here, the whole would rally round you in an 
instant, and willingly cooperate in whatever is for 
the public good. Nor would it require you to under
take drudgery in the House. There are enough, able 
and willing, to do that. A rallying point is all that 
is wanting. Let me beseech you then to offer yourself. 
You never will have it so much in your power again to 
render such eminent service.60 

Such a flattering appeal, couched in terms of the Virginia tradition of 

public service, could not be resisted. Winning the election almost 

routinely, Nicholas prepared to take his place in the House during the 

1807-1808 winter session. 

During his retirement from politics, Nicholas had decided to 

support Madison as Jefferson's successor if the squire of Monticello 

could not be persuaded to run for a third term. Madison's nationalistic 

stance during the battles over the federal constitution had never set 

59,., "W · C N. h 1 " '9 weeder, ilson ary ic o as, p. o , 
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well with men such as John Taylor, and when the Jefferson administra

tion later adopted policies which these men considered as inconsistent 

with good Republican principles, the baneful influence of Madison was 

branded as the cause. Not only did Nicholas warn Madison of these 

mutterinE;s, he also defended Madison's actions in his letters to state 

political leaders. Going one step further, Nicholas admitted to Taylor 

that he had always supported the notion that Republicans should woo 

"all the subalterms and privates of the federal party" as long as they 

adopted sound principles. Such a statement would have isolated many 

moderate politicians from the more dogmatic wing of the Virginia 

Republican party, but Nicholas managed to maintain friendly contact 

with important leaders of the group, and continue his interesting effort 

61 
to be a party unifier. Thus, when Nicholas returned to Congress, he 

did so with three major aims: to provide leadership in Congress for 

policies of the administration, to support Jefferson's choice of a 

successor in the 1808 election, and to unify as much as possible the 

disparate elements of the Republican party. 

Meanwhile, national attention had turned to aggravations on the 

high seas. Caught between the competing powers of Europe, the United 

States found its maritime riDhts ignored by both Britain and France. 

Britain, the traditional enemy of the Republicans, was guilty of a 

greater number of depredations, and most Republicans who wanted war had 
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picked her as the more probable target of American anger. Although 

Nicholas admitted that the United States certainly had excuse enough 

to declare war on France, he knew that war with both powers was 

impossible, and he inclined toward fiGhting Britain if American honor 

was not satisfied. When he reached Congress, he arGued for military 

preparations should war prove necessary. But Jefferson had another 

solution, and as a recognized administration spokesman, Nicholas supported 

and voted for the Embargo Act of December 22, 1807, just as his brother

in-law Samuel Smith (recently reconciled with the Jefferson government) 

62 
did in the Senate. 

In the election of 18o8, Nicholas aided Madiso�'s nomination 

and victory. Ever the cautious politician, he joined with William 

Branch Giles in planning smooth caucus nominations in Congress and in 

Virginia to show strong national support for Madison and to de-emphasize 

the notion that Madison was the Virginia candidate. Such careful planning 

was more crucial in the 1808 election than in previous contests because 

for the first time there was more than one serious contender for the 

Republican nomination. Especially serious was the threat from James 

Monroe who was allowing his name to be pushed for nomination by anti

Madison forces in Virginia because of his anger over the administration's 

rejection of the stillborn treaty he had recently negotiated with Great 

Britain. Nicholas and Giles developed a strategy basically desir::;ned to 

62Wilson Cary Nicholas to [Nicholas Cabell?] , November 20, 1807,
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convince Republicans, especially Virginia Republicans, that Monroe's 

bid was futile in the face of overwhelmingly strong national support 

for Madison. Carefully orchestrating the congressional caucus of 

Republicans on January 23, 18o8, the two leaders secured the nominations 

of Madison for President and George Clinton of New York as his runnirl8 

mate. They hoped that news of this choice would affect a similar caucus 

held by Republicans of the Virginia legislature in Richmond, but unknown 

to them, Virginians had made their choice two days earlier. Although 

Madison was the choice of party regulars, a separate caucus composed 

of Old Republicans and Monroe's personal friends nominated the dejected 

63 
diplomat. 

Despite the hopes of his old mentor Jefferson, Monrce refused to 

withdraw from the race. This refusal propelled Nicholas into a very 

uncharacteristic political mistake. In a signed circular letter to his 

constituents, he openly attacked Monroe's failure as a diplomat and 

charged that his rejected treaty with Britain had contained terms hwni

liating to the United States. Adding insult to injury, Nicholas embarr

assed Monroe by pressing him to repay a loan. The two old friends and 

neighbors were never fully reconciled. Exactly ,,hy Nicholns departed 

from his usual cabn and conciliatory temper remain� a m�stery. If he 

considered that Monroe was such a serious threat that drastic action wns 

required, then he must have been deserted by his usunlly reliable poli-
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tical sense because Madison won an easy victory in Virginia. Years 

later he maintained that he was completely mystified by Monroe's 

bitter reaction, asserting that his actions "wou'd have been justifi

able in a brother of Col. Monroe." As late as 181/S, Jefferson launched 

a delicate effort to reunite the pair. Althcush both men 6raciously 

asserted that the cloud over their relationship had long been forgotten, 

64 
they never resumed their former friendly correspondence or contact. 

Madison's victory in Virginia did not settle all problems for 

the state's slate of Republican electors. Althouc;h pledged to vote for 

Madison, they had made no pledge for Vice President and thus felt free 

to vote for whom they wished. The congressional caucus had nominated 

George Clinton of New York to continue as Vice President, but Clinton 

had ambitions for the higher office and had allowed his name to be put 

into opposition to Madison in Pennsylvania and New York. When Clinton's 

opposition netted him six electoral votes in the latter state, many 

Virginia electors considered taking revenge by casting their ballots 

for someone else. Before taking such a risky step, they decided to get 

Nicholas' advice.
65

Waiting until just before the electors' meeting, Nicholas replied 

64 
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that the whole vote of Virginia ought to go to Clinton. Any Virginia 

attempt to dump Clinton would be futile and only hurt the party and 

the state, Nicholas explained. If Clinton had actually consumated a 

deal with Federalists, as some suspected, then he could win the office 

without Virginia support. By rejecting Clinton, Virginia would deliver 

a crushing blow to the caucus system and would forfeit her influence in 

states where Clinton was popular. Thus, although there were legitimate 

grievances against Clinton, Virginia and the Republican party would 

have to pay too high a price to extract meaningless revenge. Nicholas' 

advice produced the desired effect. Some electors, relying upon hints 

from Giles, were considering dumping Clinton when Philip Nicholas 

produced his brother's letter for the meeting to consider. His argu

ments won the day, and the Virginia electors cast a unanimous vote for 

both Madison and Clinton.
66 

With the election over, Nicholas could be content that the 

nation would continue to be guided by Republican hands. But big trouble 

was brewing over the unsuccessful embargo which was hurting America more 

than the nations at which it was aimed. Nicholas' businessmen-relatives 

in Maryland initially supported the measure as necessary, but their 

letters through the spring and surrmer of 1808 warned of its increasing 

unpopularity and suggested that Jefferson might be forced to repeal it 

after the next session of Congress. Nicholas was especially concerned 

66 
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with threats of disunion issuinc; from New England Federalists, a conduct 

which he termed "wicked and disgraceful." Recalling strategy that had 

worked so effectively in Virginia's past, he urged Madison to write a 

report to the people justifying in the most impressive terms the 

embargo and the privations it was causing, But there was little chance 

that such a pamphlet could succeed in overcoming the growing hostility 

toward the embargo, and one was never penned. Less than a month before 

the new session of Congress was to meet, Nicholas suggested to Jefferson 

in a very carefully worded letter that a substitute for the embargo 

might have to be found, Although he promised to support the embargo as 

long as there was any hope it might work, he recommended that Republi

cans should give it up voluntarily rather than be forced to abandon 

it by failure abroad or by political enemies at home. Only in the 

former case could the administration have control over alternatives.67

Although Nicholas and the Republican majority on December 2 

easily voted down a Federalist motion to repeal the embargo, it was 

becoming obvious that support for the embargo among Capitol Hill 

Republicans was rapidly corroding. The Virginian's correspondents in 

Baltimore now reported that the embargo was unenforceable and likely 

to produce at worst a civil war or at least Federalist victories, 

67wnliarr. Fatterson to Wilson Cary IHcholas, t'fay 11 and June 3,
1808, ',Hlson Cary Nicholas to (.2:zekiel] Bacon, Jun<? 22, 1808, �·iCII-LC; 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Madison, April 11, lt.08, James Madison 
Papers, LC; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, October 20, 
1808, Thomas Jefferson Papers, LC. A copy of this letter dated October 
19 can also be found in WCN-LC. 
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Discouraged by these reports, Nicholas quietly attempted to discover 

Virginia's sentiments. To Joseph Cabell he hinted that he was fast 

losing faith in the embargo but was in too delicate a situation to 

reveal his disenchantment openly. "I have my own opinion," he wrote, 

"but I wish to hold myself free to cooperate with others in any measures 

that are approved by the majority, -- as long as the asserting the 

rights of my country is the object, and the means afford a rational 

prospect of success." By this rather oblique statement, Nicholas was 

admitting his willingness to take a step he had not before considered 

to break with the administration if it revealed a determination to main-

68 
tain the embargo with no meaningful changes. 

Realizing that repeal was only a matter of time, Nicholas 

decided to follow his own advice that Republicans had to maintain the 

initiative in Congress. On January 24 he moved that Congress repeal the 

embargo on June 1 and issue letters of marque and reprisal against 

vessels of Great Britain and France unless those nations ceased their 

violations of American maritime rights. The June 1 date of repeal was 

unsatisfactory to many Republicans in the House, and they joined the 

Federalists in voting for repeal on March 4 instead. John Randolph led 

a successful move to reduce the letters of marque and reprisal provision 

to a meeker authorization permitting defensive arn,ing of merchantmen. 

Repeal of the embargo without a replacement was complete surrender, 

68\Hlliam l'atterson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 1 and 10,
1808, WCN-LC; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Joseph C. Cabell, December 23, 
1808, Joseph Cabell Papers, UVA. 
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thought Nicholas, and he was mildly encouraged by the Senate's passage 

of a non-intercourse act coupled with a power to issue letters of 

marque and reprisal and power for the President to renew trade with 

whichever nation halted its violations. But a majority in the House 

once again struck down reprisal, and the final bill simply repealed 

the embargo on .March 15 and replaced it with a non-intercourse act which 

allowed Presidential discretion in reopening trade with non-offending 

nations, Although Nicholas accepted the bill as all that could be 
69 

obtained, he was never satisfied with it. 

When Madison assumed the direction of the executive branch, his 

early actions indicated that he would follow Jefferson's lead in 

relying heavily on Nicholas' political skills in Congress. In arran

ging his new cabinet, Madison had decided to bestow the State Depart

ment upon the energetic and able Albert Gallatin who had served as 

Secretary of the Treasury for the past eight years. Rumors of this 

choice stirred Gallatin's enemies to action. William Branch Giles, 

who coveted the post himself, warned Madison that the Senate would not 

confirm Gallatin. Apparently aware of Giles' ambitions and therefore 

somewhat skeptical of the Senator's assessment, Madison asked tHcholas 

to quietly check the validity of the warninG. Nicholas' poll confir�ed 

Giles' assessment. Only ten Senators would vote for Gallatin's 

69Mr. Nicholas' Motion, January 24, 180S:, (Wu2hinr;ton, 1809);
',../ilson Cary Nicholas to James Madison, February 6 and 14, 1809, James 
Madison Papers, I£; Brant, James V�dison, IV, 477-80; Cassell, 
Merchant Congressman, pp. 140-4 3. 
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nomination, he reported, while seven were doubtful and seventeen -

exactly half the Senate -- were opposed. Among the opponents was 

Nicholas' brother-in-law Samuel Smith, who had feuded with Gallatin 

for over fifteen years in Congress and who held the Swiss-born Penn

sylvanian largely responsible for the nation's rr1ilitary weakness 

because of his drives for economy. Still loyal to the administration, 

Nicholas unsuccessfully tried to dissuade Giles and Smith from their 

opposition. Convinced that Smith had to be won over, Madison suggested 

that elevating Robert Smith from the Navy Department to the Treasury 

would secure the Marylander's approval of Gallatin as Secretary of 

State, but Gallatin objected that Robert Smith would mangle the affairs 

of the Treasury. With the paramount objectives of keeping Gallatin in 

the cabinet without antagonizing the Smiths, Madison offered the State 

Department post to Robert Smith. Gallatin remained in the Treasury, 

and Giles got nothing. Madison probably assumed that Robert Smith 

could do less harm in the State Department than anywhere else because 

Madison could oversee his activities. Also Smith was more malleable 

than strong-minded politicians such as Giles. If Nicholas was angry 

70 
that no cabinet posts had been offered to him, he never revealed it. 

After his return to Warren following the adjournment of' the 

1808-1809 regular session of Congress, Nicholas was attacked by his 

70Wilson Cary Nicholas to James Madison, March H309, Rives ?apers,
LC, microfilm, WA; Cassell, Merchant Congressman, pp. 145-47; Brant, 
James Madison, V, pp. 22-25; John S. Pancake, "The 'Invisibles': A 
Chapter in the Opposition to President M.adison," Journal of Southern 
History, XXI (February, 1955), 27-28. 
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old enemy rheumatism, So painful was the attack that he was prevented 

from attending the opening of the special session of Congress beginning 

in late May 1809. Although bis illness was adequate reason to keep 

him home, Nicholas began to experience doubts in Madison's determina

tion to uphold American rights against the marauding European powers 

doubts which dampened his enthusiasm to serve as an administration 

spokesman in the House, In a letter to Jefferson, he revealed his 

optimism over the Erskine Agreement which would ease tensions between 

the United States and Britain if it were accepted by the British 

government. But he attributed this success to measures instituted 

by Jefferson, not Madison, and the sage of Monticello was quick to 

catch the implication. Urging Nicholas to journey to Washington to 

aid the administration as soon as his health permitted, Jefferson 

explained that Madison deserved credit for measures passed during his 

own administration. "our principles were the same," he added, "& we 

never differed sensibly in the application of them." Apparently, 

Jefferson's appeal produced results. Nicholas avowed in a June letter 

to his friend Joseph Cabell that he would really like to retire from 

Congress but had decided to stand for another term. The approaching 

crisis demanded that every man serve his country, explained Nicholas, 

and he held an influence with other members of C0ne:;ress that would take 

a new man too long to build, Therefore, he would remain in Congress 

as long as that body determined upon "an honorublc arnl r:,anly str�Gle 
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,,71
for the rights of my country. 

However, Congress did not live up to Nicholas' expectations. 

Driven by motives of economy and a wish to avoid war, Congress reduced 

the already nccli0ible sums for defense spending. Then, at the end of 

July, news arrived that the Erskine Alreement had been rejected by the 

British ministry. Madison responded by proclaiming that non-intercourse, 

which had been suspended on June 10 to meet the terms of the agreement, 

was restored against Britain. Nicholas soon lost all hope that either 

Congress or the administration would uphold American honor. The time 

when embargoes or non-intercourse acts could be effective was over, 

he felt. Any move short of war was submission, and he would have no 

hand in that. Believing that his hawkish views were too unpopular to 

win support in Congress and facing increasing pain from rhewnatic 

attacks, he decided to resign his seat in the House of' Representatives. 

Very few men accepted his public explanation of ill health at face 

value. Even Jefferson gently chided his neighbor for withdrawing at 

such a critical time. "A temporary malady was not a just ground for 

permanent withdrawing," he 

entitled as yet to decline 

scolded, "and you 

bl. d t· ,,7
2 

pu ic u ies. 

are too young to be 

But Nicholas remained firm 

7
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Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 25, 1809, Thomas Jefferson Papers, 
LC; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Joseph Cabell, June 23, 180S,, Joseph Cabell 
Papers, UVA. 

72wilson Cary Nicholas to the Governor of Virginia [John Tyler, Sr .J ,
November 27, 1809, Calendar of Virginia State fapers, X, 77; Wilson Cary 
Nicholas to St. George Tucker, December 14, 1809, Tucker-Coleman Papers, 



-417-

in his determination, and he never again participated in national poli

tical affairs. 

Although he disagreed with Madison's weak responses to contin

uing British maritime offenses, Nicholas did not publicly break from 

the administration after his retirement. As late as the winter of 1810, 

he counselled leaders such as Giles to rally behind V�dison despite 

minor errors caused by Madison's attempts to placate public opinion. 

As long as Madison continued to exhibit his great talents and patrio

tism and did not compromise his Republican principles, Nicholas advised, 

he deserved liberal support. Both Nicholas and his brother Philip 

were distressed by Madison's dismissal of Robert Smith in March 1811, 

but their chief complaint was that .Madison had replaced Smith with 
73 

.Monroe. The breach between Nicholas and Monroe had not healed, and 

W&M; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 16, 1809, 
Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, XII, 340-
41; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Thomas Jefferson, February 4, 1810, 
Thomas Jefferson Papers, LC. James .Monroe, ever sensitive to real 
and imaginary slights, suspected that Nicholas' resignation announce
ment was timed to coincide with a trip that Monroe was taking to Loudoun 
and Caroline Counties. Thus, Monroe wrote to a friend, he was unable 
to enter his name in the mid-December special election in time to pre
vent Nicholas' seat from going to Thomas Mann Randolph. This election 
maneuver might have been designed by the friends of the Madison admini
stration, thought Monroe, because certainly Jeffer::;on knew of it and 
had not been candid with Monroe about it. However, from the dates of 
the Nicholas-Jefferson correspondence on the resignation issue, Jeffer
son probably did not know of Nicholas' intent until at least a week or 
two after Nicholas had tendered his resignation. 1ho�as �ann Randolph 
to !,:ajar Ellis, December 14, 1809, 6llis Far.iily Pepers, \11£; Jar.:es 
Monroe to Dr. Charles D. Everett, (December J 28, JC.Os;, and to Richard 
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73 
;.,Tilson Cary Nicholas to William Branch Giles, December 25, 

1810, E-R Papers; Philip Norborne Nicholas to Samuel Smith, April 3, 
1811, Samuel Smith Papers, LC. 



-418-

the former was shocked that Madison would reward party disloyalty by 

giving such an important post to a man who was playing political 

games for his own selfish advancement. Despite his political acumen, 

Nicholas simply could not understand the astuteness of Madison's move. 

Perhaps he was disappointed at not receiving the post himself. At 

any rate, by the fall of 1812, Nicholas privately revealed that his 

confidence in Madison had fallen so drastically that the only reason 

he could vote for the President's re-election was that he was a better 

choice than a Federalist or DeWitt Clinton who was tainted by Federa

list support. As far as Nicholas was concerned, Madison was the 

lesser of two evils by only a narrow margain . 

. • . there is and has been for some time, [ he wrote], 
an end to all the ties of' a personal nature between 
Mr. Madison and myself, as individuals we are proba
bly separated for ever. I have no scruple either in 
confessing to you that if I was to nominate a Presi
dent he is one of the last men in America I wou'd 
select •... In most things he has been feeble in some 
things childish and in almost every instance dis
covered a want of practical knowledge. 74 

Madison was worried about the loss of support from his longtime 

ally. Because Nicholas had not publicly criticized the administration, 

Madison was not aware of the depth of Nicholas' resentment. Assuming 

that Nicholas' detachment was due to the 1811 firine of Robert Smith, 

he asked Jefferson just how upset Nicholas was over the incident. Only 

partially aware of IJicholas' feelings but seeing an opportunity to 

reconcile his two friends, Jefferson wrote early in 1813 that Nicholas 

74 'tlilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, October 27, 1812, WCN-I.C. 
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held no grudge over the Smith firing "and that his friendship for you 

has never felt a moment's abatement." Jefferson suggested that 

Madison could assure himself of Nicholas' full attachment by promoting 

the military career of his eldest son, Robert Carter Nicholas. Such a 

move would be especially effective because Nichulas had neither 

requested nor expected it. Furthermore
) 

he told Madison, the act 

"would remove all scruples & anxieties on both sides, by manifesting 

to him the state of your mind, & strengthening your conviction of his 

, ,,75 I dispositions toward you. The following month, Tricholas sun was 

promoted to the rank of major, and in August 1814 he rose to a lieutenant

colonelcy. If the timing of this advancement resulted from acceptance 

of Jefferson's suggestion, the strategy apparently worked. When Nicholas 

was nominated by the Republicans in 1814 to succeed James Barbour as 

Governor of the Old Dominion, he promised Madison his entire cooperation 

in bringing the war to a successful conclusion.76

During his years of retirement, Nicholas had repeatedly been 

approached by state Republican leaders for political advice. This he 

was willing to give, but he rejected pleas that he take 3 more active 

role by standinc; for election to the House of Delegates. Then in the 

fall of 1814, Joseph C. Cabell obtained Nicholas' cunscnt to place his 

name in nomin3tion as Governor. Why Nicholas accepted is unknown. 

75Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, February 21, 1813, Ford, ed.,
The Writings of Thomus Jefferson, IX, 378-80. 
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Perhaps the post was deemed more flattering than a House seat despite 

the lack of power wielded by Virginia's chief executive. It is highly 

doubtful that Nicholas saw the office as a possible launching pad for 

greater things because a long political career seemed to hold little 

attraction for him after 1810. After his death, political enemies 

charged that he accepted the office for the sole reason of being able 

to control the legislative caucus in 1816 to prevent Monroe from 

receiving its endorsement as a presidential nominee. However, no 

evidence has ever surfaced to substantiate this accusation, and Nicholas 

ultimately threw his support to Monroe in the race. Whatever the reason, 

there was little challenge to his election. Even some of the state's 

Federalists voted for him, a fact which led to good-natured teasing 

from some of Nicholas' Baltimore connections.
77 

Nicholas' initial task after asswning the Governor's chair was 

defense of the state during the last days of War of 1812. News of the 

peace in February allowed him to turn to more constructive tasks. The 

war had convinced Nicholas that both the national and state governments 

should turn their attention to developing national strength politically, 

economically, and militarily, Specifically, he desired a stronger Navy, 

encouragement of manufacturing, an adequate educational system, and 

77Joseph C. Cabell to Wilson Cary Nicholas, January 30, 181!+, WCN
LC; Joseph C. Cabell to Thomas Jefferson, September 17, 1814, Nathaniel 
Francis Cabell, ed., Ear� Histor of the UniversjLv of VirRinia as 
Contained in the Letters of Thomas Jefferson and Jose h C. Cabell Rich
mond, 1 5 , p. 27; Letters on the Richmond Party, p, 30; Arranon, 
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internal improvements. The last two he considered the especial concern 

of the states, not because he believed that a constitutional amendment 

was necessary for federal aid, but because the refusal of states to 

cooperate unless each got a proportionate share of funds would stifle 

any federal attempt to carry out the projects. With this general scheme 

in mind, Nicholas called meetings of prominent state leaders to discuss 

his plans of action for Virginia. His suggestions called for a compre

hensive network of canals and turnpikes to link all sections of the 

state into one viable economic as well as political unit. On February 

5, 1816, he delivered a message to the General Assembly on the necessity 

of immediate state funding for improvements in transportation facilities, 

and the legislature responded by creating a permanent reserve of money 

for such projects. Although the plans finally approved by the General 

Assembly did not match Nicholas' comprehensive chart, Nicholas was 

78 
pleased that a start had been made. 

Nicholas' major achievements in the area of education were 

enlargement of the Literary Fund and approval of a state college which 

evolved into the University of Virginia. Financed by money from fines, 

penalties, and forfeited estates, the Literary Fund had been created in 

1810 to help educate the children of the poor. Largely through Nicholas' 

efforts, the General Assembly assigned a large proportion of the debt 

owed to Virginia by the United States govern�ent after the War of 1812 

78
Littleton Waller Tazewell to Wilson Cary Nicholas, April 23, 1815, 

WCN-UVA; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Littleton Waller Tazewell, May 15, 
1815, WCN-LC, and August 26, 181'.;i, Tazewell Papers, VSL; '.-leeder, "Wilson 
Cary Nicholas," pp. 116-17. 



-422-

to the Literary Fund so that by the end of 1816 its coffers held almost 

a million dollars. As the president of the ·board which administered 

the Literary Fund, Nicholas directed the committee which drew up a 

comprehensive plan of state supported schools from elementary schools 

to a state university. Based almost exclusively on the suggestions of 

Jefferson, the plan met defeat in the state Senate. But Hicholas did 

appoint the Board of Visitors of Central College which the Assembly 

had authorized in February 1816, and this institution became the 

University of Virginia in 1819.
79

Nicholas had not found his two terms as Governor very much to 

his liking. Most of his programs had met only partial acceptance in 

the General Assembly, and the salary was not helping to reduce his 

debts at all. Like most Vir8inians, he indulged in talk about wishing 

only to be a simple tiller of the soil. "I shall soon again become a 

farmer & be settled at Warren," he told his friend John Hartwell Cocke 

in November 1816. "The office I am in suits me as little as I suit it," 

As if to prove his stated intent, he agreed to serve as the vice presi

dent of the re-created Virginia Society for Promoting Agriculture in 

1816 and became a member of the Agricultural Society of Albemarle 

County in May 1818. Not that he treated these positions as mere window 

dressing. His correspondence on agricultural topics with planters 

throughout Virginia as well as in North Carolina demonstrated his sincere 

7�Ibid., PP• 111-15.
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80 
interest in bettering Virginia's agricultural economy. 

But Nicholas' ever-present debts caused him to seek some lucra

tive non-farming position with which he could support his large family 

while he attempted to sell all his lands including the Warren estate. 

The Second Bank of the United States had been chartered by Congress in 

1816 and was in the process of establishing branch banks in major cities 

across the nation. Although he had no experience whatsoever in banking, 

Nicholas decided to seek the presidency of the Richmond branch. Perhaps 

he felt that years of puzzling through his own complicated debts had 

trained him in financial matters. 

Richmond Republicans were intent upon controlling the new insti

tution, but they did not wish to exclude Federalists, especially wealthy 

merchants. The list of men nominated for the board of directors was 

drawn up by the merchant Joseph Marx, Dr. John Brockenbrough, Fresident 

of the state-chartered Bank of Virginia, and Nicholas' brother Philip. 

These three Republicans nominated Wilson Nicholas as president and 

divided the twelve directors' positions equally between Republicans 

and Federalists, or as Marx phrased it "between the Righteous & Unright-

II T eous. wo of the nominated directors, one from each party, declined 

80 
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the positions, and the delicate balance was maintained by adding 

Philip Nicholas and the Federalist merchant Thomas Rutherford to 

81 
the list. 

Once again Nicholas' hopes did not reach fruition. The salary 

of the office was small, and Joseph .Marx reported from Philadelphia 

that "there was not the smallest prospect of any encrease." Most of 

the branch presidents were wealthy capitalists or merchants, Marx 

added, for whom "compensation is no consideration." Furthermore, 

Nicholas found it impossible to sell his lands which meant that his 

debts were becoming more rather than less ominous. When the bank under 

his direction began to run into trouble, Nicholas must have felt the 
82 

world about to cave in on him. 

81 
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The failure of the United States Branch Bank in Riclunond cannot 

be attributed to Nicholas alone. The parent bank under the direction 

of Jones had allowed and even encouraged overexpansion of credit and 

had not maintained assets that even approached liabilities. In the 

early days of his Branch presidency, Nicholas had fallen victim to the 

lure of expansion and had encouraged a policy of easier, longer credit 

for his own customers. As the recession of 1818 began sweeping the 

country, bankers all over the country, including Nicholas, realized 

that they had overextended themselves. Out of necessary self-preser

vation, the parent bank in Philadelphia began a process of contraction. 

Nicholas was very uneasy as he well should have been. Speedy contrac

tion would not only bring ruin to many debtors, but the impossibility 

of collection in hard times would endanger his own bank. By August 

1819, his worst fears were realized. In May his brother-in-law's firm 

of S. Smith and Buchanan had failed in Baltimore with a crash that shook 

not only the city but the entire east coast. Three months later, a 

deficit of $60,000 was discovered in the Riclunond Branch Bank, and 

the bank collapsed. Completely disgraced and blamed by many for the 

bank's failure, Nicholas resigned immediately and turned over his entire 

estate to trustees charged with settling his oppressive debts. Even in 

the most charitable estimate, he was a ruined and broken man.
83

81wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, December 19, 1817, WCN-lNA;
Wilson Cary Nicholas to Samuel Smith, November 28, 1818, Samuel Smith 
Papers, LC; Thomas Jefferson to James Monroe, August 17, 1819, Thomas 
Jefferson Papers, LC; Weeder, "Wilson Cary Nicholas," pp. 122-23; 
Bray Ha:mr.ond, Banks and Foli-t:.ics in America Fro:r. the Revolutian to 
the Civil War (Princeton, 1957), pp. 257-62; Cassell, I,:erchant Congress
�, pp. 222-24. 
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Little more than a year later, Nicholas died at Tufton, the 

home of his son-in-law Thomas Jefferson Randolph. The last year of 

his life was a miserable period of court battles against relentless 

creditors. He had no time for political activities, and it is highly 

doubtful that anyone would seek political advice from a man thus 

disgraced. Such a fall must have been especially crushing to a man 

so powerful in politics that his enemies could label him the Talleyrand 

of Virginia, and, comparing Nicholas to the famous puppet master 

Falconi, refer to him as "the arch-magician who pulls the strings and 

,,84 
makes the political puppets dance. 

84 
Letters on the Richmond Party, pp. 12, 19; Philip Rootes

Thompson to Sally [Thompson], January 18, 1819, UVA. 





EPILOGUE 

The Nicholas family had surrendered its position of influence 

in state and national politics some years bei'ore the death of Wilson 

Cary Nicholas in the fall of 1820, but his passing symbolized the demise 

of the family's political prestige. Of the five sons of Robert Carter 

Nicholas of Williamsburg, only Philip Norborne Nicholas of Richmond 

remained to keep the family name involved in the politics of the Old 

Dominion on even a minor scale. A judge of the General Court of Virginia 

from 1823 until his death in 1849, Philip Nicholas was a leader of the 

Jacksonian forces in Richmond. His sole participation in state assemblies 

after 1820 was his service as a delegate in the constitutional convention 

of 1829-30, where, as one observor noted, he "never succeeded after his 

first two or three speeches, in obtaining the ear of the house." Neither 

his sons nor his nephews nor anyone else bearing the family name added 
1

their voices in Virginia's political affairs. 

Virginia received no public service beyond the local level from 

the great-grandsoIBof Dr. George Nicholas because most either left the 

state to seek their fortunes elsewhere or were too occupied with the 

mundane necessity of providing for their families to afford the luxury 

of political participation. The sons of Wilson Cary Nicholas offer a 

�homas Perkins Abernethy, "Philip Norborne Nicholas," Dictionary of 
American Biography, XIII, 481.i-85; Hugh Blair Grigsby, ":3ketches of Members 
of the Constitutional Convention of 1829-1830," \TMHB, LXI (July, 1953), 324. 
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good example. After a brief stay at the College of William and Mary, 

the eldest son, Robert Carter Nicholas, journeyed to Baltimore to live 

with his uncle Samuel Smith while training for a mercantile career in 

one of the Smith firms. Exposed to all the facets of a mercra nt 's life, 

he was eventually sent to Italy in 1809 where he served as the Leghorn 

representative of the firm S, Smith and Buchanan for over a year. After 

his return to the United States early in 1811, Robert Nicholas seemed 

temporarily disenchanted with a business life and turned to helping 

oversee his father's various farms, such as the Green Bottom tract, for 

lack of anything better to do. The War of 1812 came along just in time 

to relieve his boredom. Joining the army in March 1812 with a captain's 

commission, he rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel in little more 

than two years and was honorably discharged in June 1815. At the close 

of the war, Robert Nicholas decided to return to Leghorn f'or S. Smith & 

Buchanan despite his disappointment in not receiving the position as 

American consul in the important port city. Unhappy in Europe, he intended 

to remain only as long as it took to make enough money to fund a career in 

America, The failure of S. Smith & Buchanan in 1819 abruptly terminated 

Nicholas' stay in Leghorn. Returning to Virginia with only a few thousand 

dollars, he joined his brother-in-law John Spear Smith in a partnership 

to operate 3 sugar plantation in Louisiana with Smith supplying the cc1pital 

and Nicholas providing personal direction of U.e enterprise. Thus, this 

eldest son finally turned to the planter's life which he had been avoiding 
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for so long. Robert Carter Nicholas proved to be a very successful 

planter in Louisiana. He also achieved more prominence in politics 

than any of his brothers or cousins with the possible exception of 

Samuel Smith Nicholas, son of George Nicholas of Kentucky. A Jacksonian 

Democrat, he was appointed to the United States Senate in 18j6 to fill 

the unexpired term of Charles E. A. Gayarre, and from 1843 to 1846, he 

served as Louisiana's Secretary of State. Although he held prominent 

state and national offices, he never commanded the political influence 

of his father or uncles. 
3

Of Wilson Cary Nicholas' three sons, only the second son Wilson 

decided upon a farmer's life with little hesitation. After his stay at 

William and Mary, he most likely could have received the same legal 

training that his father afforded his cousin Nelson had he not chosen a 

quieter life at Warren instead. Nicholas introduced his second son to 

farm management in a gradual manner. When he sent Wilson to Riclunond in 

the fall of 1812 to pick up $6000 needed for expenses incurred on a pork 

2 
Smith, Calhoun & Co. to Wilson Cary Nicholas, December 2, 1803, 

George Stevenson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 25, 1815, WCN-UVA; Agree
ment of John Spear Smith and Robert Carter Nicholas, January 1, 1820, 
Wilson Cary Nicholas to anonymous, [ ? ] 181:;, Carter-Srr.i th rapers; Margaret 
Srni th Nicholas to Jane Nicholas Randolph, it.a:.,' 27, [ 1819 J, E-R Papers; 
Receipt of Jarr:es E3rnes to Robert Carter Nic:--.olas, April 25, 1811, WCN-LC; 
Samuel Smith to '../ilson Cary Nicholas, January 13, 1810, E-R Additional 
Pap�rs; Wilson Cary Nicholas to Ja�es Madison, July 28, 181J, James 
Madison Papers, LC; Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, July 15, 
1815, Thomas Jefferson Papers, LC; Robert Carter i'licholus to Jnmes f. 
rreston, August 23, 1817, "Letters From Old Trunks," VMIIB, XLVII (July, 
1939), 239-43; Heitman, Historical Register of the United States Army, 
p. 491.

3James L. Harrison and others, Biocrra hical Director of the American
Congress. 1774-1�49 (Washington, D.C., 1950 , p. 1615; Richmond Whis and 
Public Advertiser, January 27, 1837. 
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contract, Nicholas asked his friend James Brown to withdraw the money 

from the bank and personally give it to Wilson "just as he is ready to 

leave Richmond" because the trip was "his first expedition from home 

except to school [ and ] he is entirely new to the world." Three years 

later, in 1815, when his father moved to Richmond, Wilson assumed full 

4
direction of the Warren farm and the Green Bottom tract. 

During his adult years in Albemarle County, young Wilson was 

appointed to local offices similar to the ones held by his father at 

the outset of his political career. Before he reached his twenty-first 

birthday, Wilson received a commission as a lieutenant in the Albemarle 

County militia, and soon thereafter, he was appointed a justice ol' the 

peace on the county court. If he had been able to spend his lii'e in the 

county of his birth, he probably would have earned recognition as one 

of Albemarle' s leading citizens. But this was not to be. In 1819, faced 

with the sudden realization that his father had no estate to leave him, 

Wilson talked of seeking his fortune in Louisiana, but as his mother 

remarked, "He, poor fellow, has no means of going or settling himself 

anywhere." After his father's death, he remained two more years in 

Virginia attempting to settle the complicated affairs of the estate. 

Wilson joined his brother Robert in 1822 to help �anage the sugar planta

tion on the Mississippi River near Donaldsonville, Louisiana. There he 

J-iWilson Cary Nicholas to James Brown, October 13, 1812, Wilson Cary 
IHcholas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, Jr., June 12, 1818, WCN-UV A.
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. 
) 

died in 1828 at the young age of thirty-four. 

The career of Nicholas' third son John was much more stable, 

Declining the college education enjoyed by Robert and Wilson, he decided 

upon a life at sea and in 1815, after his i�ther's requests to friends 

in the Madison administration, accepted a midshipman's commission in the 

navy. His career was unexceptionable. Although he remained in the navy 

until his death in 186S, he received no important commands and rose only 

to the rank of captain, When not at sea, he made his home in Baltimore 
·�-

rather than in Virginia and thus typified the exodus from the Old

Dominion of many of the sons and grandsons of Robert Carter Nicholas of 
6 

Williamsburg. 

The choices of occupations by these three brothers reveal an 

interesting change in the life style of the riicholas family. Althow,;h 

Dr. George Nicholas had been a town dweller and a member of a respected 

profession; he would not have felt out of place at Warren. For three 

generations; Nicholases had been important local leaders with a large 

stake in the soil of the Old Dominion. Even when Wilson Cary Nicholas 

of Warren turned his back on Albemarle County and moved to Richmond, his 

5 
Albemarle County Order Book, 1813-181), pp. 340, 523, and Order Book, 

1820-1821, p. 12'), microfilm, VSL; '...Jilson Cary Nicholas, Jr. to Wilson Cary 
Nicholas, June 12, ltHS, WCN-UV1\; Margaret Smith Nicholas to Jane Hicholas 
Handolph, May 20, 1EH9, E-R Papers; Robert Carter Nicholas to John Spear 
Smith, flut.sust 27, 1822, Samuel Smith Papers, 1£, microfilm, UV.Li; Sjmuel 
J, Hollins to Dabney S. Carr, July 13, 1828, Carr Family Papers, UVA. 

bAlexander J. Dallas to Wilson Cary Nicholas, May 1, 1815, Wilson 
Cary Nicholas to Alexander J. Dnllas, May 25, 1815, WCN-UVA; Genealogy 
and Bio ,ra h of Leadin Families of the Cit of Baltimore Count Mar -
land New York, 1897, pp. 71-72; Callahan, List of Officers or the 
Navy, p. 405. 
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widespread reputation as a progressive farmer made him a natural choice 

as an officer for the new Virginia Society For Promoting Agriculture.
7 

But new patterns began to emerge during the next generation. A mercan

tile life becan:e more attractive than either the farm or the profession, 

and prospects of pecuniary success in other states pruved stronJer than 

any attachment to Virginia. John's preference for the navy and Baltimore 

was symbolic of the shift. In one stroke he abandoned everything the 

Nicholases had represented for so long -- positions of leadership in a 

rural society, dependence upon the land for income, and political 

service to the Old Dominion, 

An important factor in the decline of the Nicholas family was 

loss of wealth and land. Dr. George Nicholas had understood the necessity 

of both as requirements for social and political success in colonial 

Virginia, and the message was clearly transmitted to his sons and grand-

sons. But the Williamsburg physician had threatened his entire estate by 

unwise investments in iron manufacturing, by ever increasing debts, and 

by delusive optimism in the face of pessimistic realities. When similar 

traits surfaced among his grandsons, ruin invariably resulted. Of' the 

4200 acres which Dr. Nicholas had accumulated on the banks of' the James 

in central Virginia, fewer than lbOO acres in Duc/ingham County remained 

in family hands after li:320. Even these rern:iininG acres had been so 

7Jarnes M. Gurnett to Wilson Cary Nicholos, October 3, 1817, W. H.
Pleasants to dilson Cary Nicholas, July 10, l<.H::i, George Washin6ton 
Jeffreys to '.-/ilson Cary Nicholas, June 17, 181:,,, WCN-UVA. 
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subdivided among male heirs that no one member of the family could have 

been termed a large landowner. Whether because of financial ruin or 

continual divisions ) the lack of large land inheritances drove many 

fourth-generation Nicholases out of Vir6inia in search or greener 

pastures. tmibration often meant automatic decline in political influence 

because one could no longer benefit from a long history of familial ties 

arnon� Virginia's elite. 

The decline of the importance of the Nicholas family paralleled 

the waning influence of Virginia in national affairs. A few Nicholases 

found political success on the state level in New York
) 

Kentucky, Loui

siana) and Maryland, but never again did one of the family serve as a 

significant leader of a national political party. Wilson Cary Nicholas 

and John Nicholas had been able to do so in the early years of national 

politics because of the influence of the Old Dominion in the new nation. 

When other states began to surpass Virginia proportionally and absolutely 

in population and wealth, her early eminence became only a proud memory. 

Such was the fate of the Nicholas family. Descendants could proudly 

recount the long history of public service of the family and recite the 

valuable deeds of men like Robert Carter Nicholas of Williamsburg, but 

they could add few new laurels to match those earned durin0 the hundred 

years before 1820. 

,r 
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