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The Financier of the Revolution

Robert Morris was born on January 31, 1734 in Liverpool, England, the son of Robert
Morris, Sr. and Elizabeth Murphet Morris. Robert’s mother died when he was two and he
was brought up by his maternal grandmother.

His father, Robert Morris, Sr., was born at Liverpool in 1700 and was an ironworker. He
immigrated to America and began building a successful career in Oxford, Maryland. He
came to Maryland about 1738 as agent for Foster, Cunliffe and Sons of Liverpool, for
whom he purchased and shipped baled leaf tobacco to England. He was the originator of
the tobacco inspection law, and had it passed over powerful opposition. He was
considered a mercantile genius, and was the first to keep his accounts in money rather
than in gallons, pounds, yards, etc. In 1750 Robert Morris, Sr. gave a dinner party on
board one of the ships of the company. As he left the ship in a small boat, a farewell
salute was fired from the ship and wadding from the shot burst through the side of the
boat and severely injured him. As a result of the accident, he died of blood poisoning on
July 12, 1750.

Robert Morris, the future signer of the Declaration of Independence, left Liverpool in 1748
at the age of 14 and joined his father in Maryland. Robert was tutored by the Reverend
William Gordon but completed only one year of formal education. Restless, he left
Maryland in 1748 to live under the watchful eye of his father’s friend, Mr. Greenway, in
Philadelphia. Young Robert flourished as a clerk at the merchant firm of Charles Willing
& Co. When Robert’s father died in 1750, he was left alone, without family, at the age of
16, in a new continent.

Robert set to work, and in his twenties he took some of his earnings and joined a few
friends in creating the London Coffee House, an institution which the Philadelphia Stock
Exchange claims as its origin. At one point during the Seven Years War (1756-1763)
Robert was sent as a ship captain on a trading mission to Jamaica where he was
captured by French Privateers. Fortunately he escaped with his crew and took refuge in
Cuba, where they scraped out a living. When an American ship arrived in Havana, he
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returned home to Philadelphia.

Around this time Charles Willing retired and his son, Thomas Willing, took over. Thomas
offered Robert a partnership position and they started the firm of Willing, Morris & Co.
with three ships, which they sent to the West Indies and England, exporting American
goods and importing British cargo. The firm also engaged in banking. Robert’s
relationship with the Company continued for nearly 40 years, and at the height of his
success, he was ranked by the Encyclopedia of American Wealth, along with Charles
Carroll of Carrollton, as the two wealthiest signers among the 56 signers of the
Declaration.

During the Seven Years War the Crown put an embargo on sending indentured servants
to America so the king could have more soldiers, and at the same time the Parliament
enacted laws encouraging the slave trade from Africa. Willing, Morris & Co. dabbled in
this business for a while, but ultimately lost money on it. As soon as they could bring in
workers from Europe they dropped the trade forever.

Shortly after the Seven Years War, Willing and Morris joined with other merchants in
response to new changes in tax policy. In 1765 the Stamp Act was passed, and Robert
led a street protest. He convinced the tax collector to give up the post and send the
stamps back. The tax collector later wrote that if he had not complied he feared his
house would have been torn down “brick by brick.” In 1769, Willing and Morris organized
the first non-importation agreement, which ended the slave trade in the Philadelphia
region for good.

Robert Morris married Mary White on March 2, 1769 and they had seven children. Mary
was a sister of William White, bishop for fifty years in the American Episcopal Church. A
year later, in 1770, he bought an eighty acre farm on the eastern bank of the Schuylkill
River where he built a home he named “The Hills” in an area that is now Fairmount Park.
This beautiful estate had a greenhouse where he grew oranges and pineapples, two
farmhouses, barns, and various other buildings.

View of “The Hills” on the Schuylkill River
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Morris was asked to be a warden of the port of Philadelphia, and from this position, in
1775, he convinced the captain of the tea ship Polly to return to England. By this action
Philadelphia avoided the kind of violence that occurred in the case of the Boston Tea
Party.

After the war began at Lexington and Concord, Morris’ company brought in weapons and
powder for the militia, while his shipping contacts sent him information about English
troop movements. So many supplies came into Morris’s wharf that the Congress posted
guards there at night. Robert became increasingly active in the patriot cause. He served
with Franklin on the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, and eventually became its
chairman. Later, he was elected to the Pennsylvania Assembly, and then to the Second
Continental Congress.

Robert Morris hoped his work would result in the English backing down from their
course, which was clearly against the British constitution. He did not wish to separate
from England because he thought Americans were not ready for self-rule and he feared
anarchy would result. He was also worried that the colonists were not really prepared for
a war with the superpower of the day. He argued for a peaceful resolution, speaking out
against independence.

However, Morris was appointed to the Model Treaty Committee following Richard Henry
Lee’s resolution for independence on June 7, 1776. This treaty proposed international
relations based on free trade, but did not rely on a political alliance. These instructions
were taken to Paris by Benjamin Franklin who transformed them into the Treaty of
Alliance which made possible the victory at Yorktown in 1781.

When the vote for independence was taken on July 2, 1776 Morris left the room so that
independence could pass without his dissenting vote.

There is some disagreement among scholars whether Morris was present on July 4 when
the Declaration of Independence was approved. But when it came time to sign the
Declaration on August 2 he did so, recognizing the value of unanimity among the
delegates. He said at this time that it was “the duty of every individual to act his part in
whatever station his country may call him to in hours of difficulty, danger and distress.”
From that moment forward, until peace was achieved in 1783, Morris performed services
in support of the war that would earn him the sobriquet of “Financier of the Revolution.”

While in Congress Morris was on the Secret Committee, from which he used his
commercial contacts as a network of secret agents for the cause. He was a member of
the Committee of Correspondence, which would later become the U.S. Department of
State. He served on the Marine Committee and was the only member of that Committee
for a time, and on the flag committee at the moment when Congress ratified the American
Flag during Marine Committee business. He sold his best ship to the Continental Navy
and it was renamed the Alfred, and sold a second one, which became the Columbus. He
later sold a third which was renamed the Reprisal and it was this ship that took Franklin
to France. Many captains who sailed for Morris became naval officers in the Revolution
including John Barry, Lambert Wickes, John Green and Samuel Nicholas, who became
the first Commandant of the Marine Corps.

Before the American victory at the Battle of Trenton, Morris supplied Washington’s army
with timely financial aid, weapons and blankets, while also communicating with American
agents in France and getting the ships safely to sea. After the British succeeded in taking
Philadelphia in 1777 Morris returned to Congress, sitting at York, Pennsylvania, and
signed the country’s first constitution, the Articles of Confederation. He was one of only
16 signers of the Declaration who signed both documents.

Morris retired from Congress in 1778 and rejoined the Pennsylvania Assembly. While in
that body he worked to establish checks and balances and to protect minority rights. For
this he was rewarded with a series of vicious attacks on his character and his honor. He
weathered the worst his adversaries could dish out, but even today some cling to these
false charges as if they were true.

In 1779 Thomas Paine and Henry Laurens delivered charges of fraudulent transactions
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against Willing and Morris. Morris demanded that a congressional committee examine
his books, and he was exonerated. The committee reported “that (Robert Morris)…has
acted with fidelity and integrity and an honorable zeal for the happiness of his country.”

The Continental Congress called Morris to service again, in 1781, appointing him the
Superintendent of Finance. This was the first executive office in American history.

Faced with a serious governmental financial crisis, Morris submitted the first national
funding proposal, On Public Credit, which served as the basis for Hamilton’s plan
submitted a decade later during the Washington Administration. Morris established the
Bank of North America with the help of two other signers—James Wilson and George
Clymer. Morris slashed governmental and military expenditures, personally purchased
Army and Navy supplies, tightened accounting procedures, and pleaded with the states
to contribute, a process he likened to “preaching to the dead.” Before he left office he
used over a million dollars in his own notes to feed and pay the troops, with most of
those notes to be repaid with loans from France. At the end of the war he took on the
mission of repaying the debt to France, but circumstances made that impossible and he
lost a fortune in the effort.

During this time he also became the Agent of Marine and took operational control of the
tiny three ship continental navy. He provided support for the Continental Army and
Generals Washington and Lincoln as they marched to Yorktown . He personally put up
1.4 million dollars for the effort and coordinated with the French to get French ships into
the Chesapeake, which made the planned evacuation of the British army impossible
.
Robert Morris sent the first American ship to China in 1784 which began the country’s
China Trade. At one point he had ships going as far as the Levant and India. Morris
confided to an old friend that he had lost over 150 ships during the Revolution, but had
managed to come out “about even.” This was mostly due to privateering, and selling
American goods to the French and Spanish islands in the Caribbean.

Robert Morris had become a strong advocate of a more powerful government and
attended the Annapolis Convention in 1786 to discuss amending the Articles of
Confederation. In 1787 he hosted George Washington as they both attended the
Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, and it was Morris who nominated Washington
to be Chairman of the Convention. Morris signed the new U. S. Constitution, one of only
two signers of the Declaration of Independence to sign all three basic founding
documents—the Declaration, the Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution.
(The other signer of all three documents was Roger Sherman of Connecticut.)

After ratification of the Constitution, Morris was elected Senator from Pennsylvania. He
wrote to Washington at Mount Vernon informing him that he had been elected President
of the United States. When Washington became President, he invited Morris to become
his Secretary of the Treasury. Morris declined to serve, but then made one of the greatest
casting recommendations in American history, recommending his friend, Alexander
Hamilton, for the post. Morris served on 41 senatorial committees and used his position
in the Senate to support and advance Hamilton’s financial policies, helping him to
establish the new Republic on a firm financial footing.

In 1794 he began constructing a palatial townhouse in Philadelphia designed by Maj.
Pierre Charles L’Enfant, but his fortunes were soon to take a serious turn for the worse.

Morris’s political enemies were pleased to see Morris leave office in 1795, and
recommenced their long unfinished investigations into his work on the Secret Committee
dating back to the late 1770s. They dismissed the settlement negotiated by their own
chosen agent in France, Mr. Barclay, and refused to accept the documentation of
expenses that Morris provided. In the end, they charged Willing, Morris & Co., over
$94,000. To pay this bill, Morris had to sign over his best remaining asset, his interest in
his shipping companies.

Robert Morris then plunged into real estate speculation and at one time owned the
western half of New York State, which, after making peace with the Six Nations, he sold
to the Holland Land Company. He used his new wealth to start an industrial revolution in



6/15/11 2:40 PMDSDI Descendants of the Signers of the Declaration of Independence

Page 5 of 7http://www.dsdi1776.com/Signers/Robert%20Morris.html

America and at one point owned a steam engine company, a glass factory, the first iron
rolling mill in America, a coal company and several canal companies. He launched a hot
air balloon from his back yard a few weeks before a more successful effort took place in
Baltimore. He became overextended when Napoleon’s French minister, Talleyrand, did
not pay for the 100,000 acres he purchased from Morris. His financial picture began to
darken. To make matters worse Aaron Burr, acting as the Attorney General of New York,
started a partisan lawsuit against Morris that deprived him of hundreds of square miles
of New York property in the process. Much of this land has subsequently become part of
the Adirondack State Park.

Partners of Robert Morris started buying up thousands of acres in Washington, DC and
entangled him in a massive losing venture. They arranged with a group of investors to
take over the properties, but after the deal was signed the investors reneged. At one
point Morris and his partners believed that they had a new loan from Holland and
exercised options for over 6 million acres. The loan failed to materialize due to the French
Revolution and the rise of Napoleon and Morris was blamed for a recession in the middle
states. His political enemies used this event as the basis for attacking his programs of
free market capitalism, and moved their agrarian agenda forward. Morris declared
bankruptcy in February 1798 and was taken to Prune Street debtors’ prison where he
remained in custody for three and a half years.

With Morris in debtor’s prison, and the Federalists weakened, Jefferson won the
presidency. Morris’s friend and ally, Senator John Marshall, helped pass a bankruptcy
law in 1801 and Morris was released. He attempted to restart his career, but the world had
changed and he was discredited. Gouverneur Morris invited him to spend some time with
him and provided Robert with an annuity for the rest of his life. Robert Morris lived
quietly with his wife for another five years.

Robert died of asthma on May 8, 1806 and was buried in the family vault of William White
and Robert Morris behind Christ Church in Philadelphia.

Robert Morris was 6 feet tall, well built, with sandy colored hair and piercing blue eyes.
He walked with a cane, but still managed to ride a horse when it was required. He also
suffered horribly from asthma that would sometimes incapacitate him for days at a time.
He was a street activist who was comfortable dealing with sailors, but often found
himself operating on the international stage. His direct manner would occasionally offend
the sensibilities of the more refined members of Congress, but he had a visionary’s
insight into men and their affairs. He was patient, but also a risk taker who would often
double up his bet when the stakes were high.

The Morris family was renowned for their sophistication and hospitality. Samuel Beck
wrote, “It was the pure and unalloyed which the Morrises sought to place before their
friends, without the abatements that so frequently accompany the displays of fashionable
life. No badly cooked or cold dinners at their tables; no pinched fires upon their hearths;
no paucity of waiters; no awkward loons in their drawing rooms.”

Robert and Mary Morris were greatly honored and respected by the Washingtons. From a
source in the Queens of American Society, we learn that “At Mrs. Washington’s drawing
rooms, Mrs. Morris always sat at her right hand; and at all the dinners, public or private,
at which Mr. Morris was a guest, that man was placed at the right of Mrs. Washington.
George Washington once asked a friend to buy things for him in France that Robert
Morris might wish for himself.

Robert Morris was described this way by the French Minister M. De Chastellux, “He was a
large man, very simple in his manners, his mind is subtle and acute, a zealous republican
and an Epicurean philosopher, he always played a distinguished part in social life and in
affairs (of state).”

John Adams had this to say about his role in the Continental Congress: “I think he has a
masterly understanding, an open temper and an honest heart…He has vast designs in
the mercantile way. And no doubt pursues mercantile ends, which are always gain, but
he is an excellent member of the body.”



6/15/11 2:40 PMDSDI Descendants of the Signers of the Declaration of Independence

Page 6 of 7http://www.dsdi1776.com/Signers/Robert%20Morris.html

While Morris never finished school, he helped to found, and is honored, by several
educational institutions bearing his name: Robert Morris College with seven campuses in
Illinois; Robert Morris University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Robert Morris Elementary
School in Batavia, NY; Robert Morris Elementary School #27 in Scranton, Pennsylvania;
and Robert Morris Elementary school in Philadelphia.

In Philadelphia there is a statue of Robert Morris between the Second National Bank and
Walnut Street, marked with a plaque and some highlights of his career. His house used to
stand at the corner of 6th and Market Street in the center of Independence Mall. The
mansion he began to build there was never completed, and came to be known as
“Morris’ Folly”, and was sold at auction in 1799. On that site now stands a memorial to
nine of Washington’s slaves, with no other mention of the significance of the site.

 

Morris’s mansion in Philadelphia

In Washington, DC there is a small park near the Washington Monument dedicated to the
signers, and one of the 56 granite blocks there is engraved with the name of Robert
Morris. Nearby, in the Rotunda of the National Archives, is the mural painting by Barry
Faulkner showing a number of the delegates, and Robert Morris is shown in the first row,
on the extreme left. In the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol hangs the famous 12 X 18 foot
painting by John Trumbull called “The Declaration of Independence”. Robert Morris is
shown in a group of ten seated figures to the left of John Adams. He is the one nearest
the viewer, in the yellow coat, seated at a table with a sheet of paper hanging over the
desk.

 

Robert Morris, descendant, 2008
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