
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part V 

Courts Martial 
 

 



 
 

The Land Deals 
 
Thomas Machin spends most of the fall following the Yorktown campaign savoring the comforts of 
Philadelphia where now, as a man of unquestioned accomplishments he is invited to the best salons, 
accepted into the most rarefied social circles no doubt regaling them with his stirring accounts of his 
involvement with the chain, the Sullivan Expedition and finally his most recent stellar artillery 
performance at Yorktown.  He does not come without connections and is introduced to the powerful 
Wharton family by none other than Henry Knox.  Clearly he is being groomed to be a gentleman of 
some consequence.  No doubt he offered his services in his usual ingratiating manner to act as adviser 
and liaison regarding Joseph Wharton‟s convoluted real estate interests in New York.  He also 
maintains his old bonds with George Clinton by offering, while in Philadelphia, to look after his 
nephew Christopher Tappen, who has been conscripted into the artillery and that winter is stationed in 
the drafty Philadelphia barracks with a York volunteer company.414     

 
As his social circle expands, he begins to see enhanced value in some of his old comrades who have 
congregated in the Philadelphia area.  In September Machin looks up his fellow captain from the 2nd 
Artillery, his old friend from the Sullivan Expedition, Captain Andrew Porter who is, like Tappan, 
there mostly for some well deserved R&R and who like Machin has a mathematical bent.  Like 
Machin, Porter had also been instrumental in laying out the artillery lines out the siege of Yorktown.  
Porter‟s brother in law, Robert Parker was also there having been detached temporarily from Lamb‟s 
regiment to the 4th Pennsylvania Artillery which Porter was in line to command.  As all three men had 
participated in the Sullivan expedition and the siege of Yorktown there can be little doubt that the 
reunion in Philadelphia was the pretext for a good deal of celebrating.   
 
It was at this time Machin confides in Porter his intention to solidify his own apparently congealing 
patina of social respectability by getting married.  The following month we find Porter writing back in 
rather florid and highly „winking‟ tones to offer his services in this regard as go between.  “—my dear 
fellow you intimated an Intention to Wed & browse on the Luxuriant Protuberance of Matrimony; If 
you still continue of the same opinion, I shall endeavour to have a Lady provided; that on your return 
the Marriage Ceremony may be performed with expedition.”  The offer was probably taken up but 
then hit some snag.  Clearly Machin‟s business, personal or professional in Philadelphia was not at an 
end but in his ascent up the social ladder for some reason in what should have been an easy climb 
capping a brilliant career he had encountered a broken rung.415 

 

                                                 
414 Ibid., óPPGCô, vol. VI p. 589. 
415 ALS Andrew Porter to Machin, October 26

th
 1781. 



 
 

Whether it was his lack of erudition or some undocumented sexual exploit, his backing out of 
whatever marriage arrangements his fellow Captain, Porter had made for him clearly managed to invite 
the wrath of some influential person or persons in or around Philadelphia.  We can perceive that the 
general tone of correspondence and orders addressed to him by even his good friend Clinton changes 
from one of cordial familiarity to a rather pro forma curtness, even given the overly gentrified tone 
used in correspondence of that day.416   It is from thence we can discern the nascent stirring of 
antipathy that slowly form the outline of what only be described as a vindictively simmering and 
convoluted scheme to entrap Machin using his own greed which will be accomplished with the help of 
the powerful Philadelphia based Wharton family. 
 
Joseph Wharton was a prominent lawyer and scion of the influential and well respected Philadelphia 
family.  Thomas Wharton, his uncle, had been the head of the Philadelphia City Council and an 
intimate acquaintance of Washington.417  The family was well to do but in recent years had involved 
financial setbacks mostly due to his involvement with several questionable characters, most notable of 
them, Colonel George Croghan.  Croghan was a real estate entrepreneur and freewheeling Indian 
agent.  The Whartons along with William Franklin, the governor of New Jersey as well as John 
Hughes (Hugh Hughes brother) all had been heavy investors in several of these wildly leveraged real 
estate pyramid schemes which were soon to come crumbling down shortly before his death.   
 
The Quakers had snapped up a good deal of the desirable land in Pennsylvania by the 1760s. Wharton 
along with his uncle had been among those who had formed a company along with Croghan to request 
a patent from the British government for one and a quarter million acres of land to be located near 
Fort Chartres, Illinois.  This was made based on claims made by Croghan of deals negotiated with the 
Indian tribes and he had applied to the colonial authorities for a patent based on these deeds.  When 
the patent failed to materialize by 1765, Croghan himself went to London to attempt to convince the 
British Board of Trade to grant him equivalent property in the State of New York in recompense.  
Though he traveled to England at his own expense and even bought a good suit for the purpose, he 
failed in his attempt to convince the House of Lords of the validity of his claim leaving his investors 
holding the bag for the purchase price as well as the expensive 'presents' with which he had bribed the 
Iroquois chiefs to sign the deeds.419   

                                                 
416 Note Washingtonôs order to Machin, Furman and Swartout, May 24

th
, 1782. 

417 Such was the extent and reach of his Uncle Thomasô influence, that it was his express concerns, 
regarding the safety of Philadelphia that had compelled Washington to agree to encamp the 
American army at Valley Forge for the winter of 1778 so as to limit British predation in the area

.  
 

419 ñGeorge Croghan, Wilderness Diplomatò, Nicholas Wainwright, University of North Carolina Press, 
Chapel Hill, 1959, p.207. 



 
 

In all senses of the word, Croghan was equivalent to any modern day Wall Street arbitrager.  Though 
the House of Lords had rejected his claims, through appealing to the Provincial Governors, he 
managed to leverage his interests in the Chartres tract to purchase for himself the a large parcel around 
Otsego Lake in New York, which he promptly named, Croghan‟s Forest, and which he then used as 
collateral to secure further loans from his original Pennsylvania investors including Wharton.  This 
had left them holding the deed to a tract whose title was clouded by competing claims that the 
Provincial Governor had conveniently overlooked in granting the patent.  When he was in 
Philadelphia in 1781, Wharton had enlisted Machin to try and clear the title.  When Machin had first 
met Wharton while on an errand to Philadelphia for Henry Knox in September of 1781 Wharton 
cultivated him as a go-between for the real estate deals, because aside from his personal connection 
with Governor George Clinton, Machin had various connections in Albany which included Philip 
Schuyler and Joseph Young and with whom he maintained warm relations.   
 
When Croghan dies in August of 1782, Wharton‟s firm falls heir to the collateralized property which 
he will end up offering to Machin who has just lost his own bid for the thirty thousand acres near Lake 
Seneca at what seems to be a bargain price.420  He makes no efforts to conceal the competing claims 
which of course Machin would have been fully aware of from his previous dealings on Wharton‟s 
behalf but, if anyone should have been able to overcome a clouded title it would have been Machin. 
Wharton will fail in the attempt to unload the property and its attendant problems on Machin and in 
the end it will go to Andrew Craig and William Cooper who will go on to found Cooperstown.  
Machin eventually accumulate some fifty seven thousand acres of land but located in the less desirable 
region of Steuben and Oneida County.1     

                                                 
420 To give a vague idea how complicated the title to this land, it eventually resulted in a court case 

between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton as following quote conveys ñin the meantime, the 
remaining original members of the Burlington Company had sold their shares to Andrew Craig and 
William Cooper, both of Burlington, New Jersey. The latter was the father of James Fennimore 
Cooper, the novelist. To Cooper and Craig were assigned Franklin's mortgages on 40,OOU acres of 
Croghan's Otsego tract and on his Philadelphia property, together with Croghan's bond and the 
judgment foreclosing the mortgages.  Cooper and Craig, taking advantage of Franklin's situation, 
hastily proceeded in January, 1786, to arrange for the sale of the Otsego lands under the judgment 
of 1773 without giving any notice to either Franklin or to Croghan's executors. Appreciating the value 
of the prize they sought, Cooper and Craig engaged as their attorney, Alexander Hamilton, who 
secured the writ of fieri facias to issue to the sheriff. The other creditors of Croghan, his heirs and 
executors likewise realized what was at stake and to oppose Hamilton, they employed Aaron Burr. 
Burr obtained an injunction to stop the sale. In spite of this, the sale was held. It took place in the 
middle of winter in a remote locality. By such methods Cooper and Craig themselves purchased the 
Otsego lands for only £2700. An attempt was made by other creditors of the Croghan estate to pay 
their claims and take over the lands, but this attempt was unsuccessful. Cooper and Craig found 
their title complicated because Croghan had conveyed 6,061 acres in their tract to Prevost and 
26,634 acres to Joseph Wharton. To quiet these claims, they paid Prevost $1250 and Wharton 
$2000. ñGeorge Croghan and the Development of Central New York, A. T. Volwiler, The Quarterly 
Journal of the New York State Historical Association, Vol. IV, No. 1, 1923, pp. 21-40. 

1  ñSeven patents of lands in Oneida county, aggregating over 57,000 acres were granted to Thomas  
Machin in the years 1786, 1787 and 1788é Machin sold this patent and by sundry means and 
conveyances it passed into the hands of Charles Tillinghast. The intervening deeds were lost 
without being recorded and  on application to the Court of Chancery, an order was made by that 
court appointing trustees to receive from Machin a deed of the patent, for benefit of Tillinghast, to 
take the place of the lost deeds, and in 1804 such a deed was executed by Machin, as appears by 
Deed Book eleven in the county clerk's office; hence this patent is sometimes called in the deeds, 



 
 

Why would Wharton assume a lowly itinerant Artillery Captain might have the wherewithal to 
underwrite the purchase of the Croghan tract, something which, even at a bargain price represented a 
huge investment?  Had Machin exaggerated his personal wealth during the courtship of the 
mysterious „P‟ the preceding year?  In any case, Wharton knew that vast sums had passed through 
Machin‟s somewhat leaky fingers, not only for the chain project but in various other capacities.   
While the forge had been paid by the quartermaster direction Machin was responsible for the 
„artificers‟, the timbering parties who had cut the large logs to float the chain.  This was the payroll 
which Gates had disputed and as it now seems, with good reason.  Machin‟s labor costs it turns out 
had been padded with unpaid prison labor through his friends in Kingston who had charge of the 
prison fleet in Esopus Inlet, in particular, Captain Henry Benson, an associate of the merchant 
Jonathan Lawrence. 
 
Quartermaster Hugh Hughes‟ brother John, also would have had had a burning interest in seeing this 
particular parcel disposed of.  He had personally fared very poorly financially after the start of the war 
mostly due to continuing resentment against him for his pre-war role Stamp Commissioner of 
Philadelphia.  Even though he had enforced the provisions of the British tax rather laxly, the memory 
of the betrayal had resulted in his social ostracism and the refusal of any of the patriot merchants to 
deal with him.  His fortunes at a nadir he was forced him to move from a fashionable townhouse in 
Philadelphia to a cabin on the outskirts of Merion County.  He would have been eagerly the 
liquidation of the accounts of Croghan and particularly of this tract in which he, along with Wharton 
and William Livingston, as they had realized by now, had played the part of swindled investors.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Setting the Trap 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
"The Tillinghast tract". In 1786 another patent of 2,400 acres next west of the Tillinghast tract was 
granted to Machin. in 1787 he conveyed it to Simeon De Witt.. ñOur County and It's People,-A 
Descriptive work on Oneida County, New York edited by Daniel E. Wager. The Boston History 
Company,1896.  
 



 
 

The cost of production for the chain itself amounted to around ninety two thousand dollars (ten 
million in present day money).  The two frigates built to protect the chain had cost sixty-six thousand 
a piece.  There were other equally lucrative support contracts to be had, these to supply men and 
materials for those working on emplacing the chain and creating the floats and booms to stretch it 
across the river.  The intellectual and physical capital that was expended on this one project was 
mind-boggling.426  The major player in this drama as fate would have it was a man of unquenchable 
energy and questionable morals.  All in all it had the makings of a great story of graft and greed and 
indeed it had occasioned of fury of profiteering most of which has been prudently covered up.  The 
only thing mitigating against self righteous outrage was the fact that at the time all this self-serving  
extracurricular activity was in the day just par for the course. 
 
In April 1782 Machin is ordered by John Lamb, then in Burlington, to report to New Windsor to 
resume his recruiting duties for the 2nd Artillery.  This was once again a task that would once again 
allow large sums to pass through his hands.  Lamb had received the order from Washington to step 
up his recruiting a month earlier.  Evidently aware of past abuses, he now cautions Machin rather 
strongly not to recruit anyone that might be seen as unfit for duty for any reason.422  He is warning 
Machin that he is being watched.  The adamant tone of the warning would otherwise seem a bit 
unnecessary for someone to whom this activity was not new.  Machin‟s position as Captain of a 
company entitled, even required, him to participate in the recruiting service, an unspoken advantages 
of which were the promised land bounties.  He had been involved in the recruiting practice since 1779 
on and off.423 In May Washington writes Machin personally sending him (along with Barnabas 
Swartwout and John Furman) to Fishkill both with similar instructions regarding recruiting.424  
Lamb‟s warning goes unheeded. 
 

                                                 
426 As Jack Westbrook of Ballston Spa, New York put it in his óblogô,   ñ It (the chain) ... constituted not 

only a military and metallurgical success but also a triumph of ad hoc management involving mass 
production, numerous contractors and subcontractors, interchangeable parts, and quality control, all 
advanced concepts for the 18th centuryò 

422 Letter, John Lamb to Thomas Machin, April 1782, NYHS. 
423 Because of the astounding inflation of the Continental money, these bounties would be virtually 

worthless.  Machin would be among those petitioning the legislature to convert these certificates to 
land boutnies, a step which they eventually did take, resulting in the creation of what is called óThe 
Military Tractô, or as known in the present day, the Finger Lakes area.  This scheme was adopted by 
the New York State Legislature in 1781.  Apparently Machin missed the deadline for filing his claim 
for depreciation as he writes a letter to the legislature saying óyour memorialist is the only officer in 
Captain Lambôs regiment who has not received Certificates.ò  These certificates were later traded 
for land in the military tract. Memorial of Machin to the New York Legislature, March 24

th
, 1781.  The 

boundaries of the military tract were not settled until March of the following year.  In December of 
that year he petitions Philip Schuyler, then Surveyor General to exchange his certificates for all the 
land between Cayuga and Seneca lakes comprising essentially the Townships of Romulus and 
Ovid.  His claim was for thirty one thousand acres.  He eventually got 1,800 acres divided out by 
lottery as was the scheme arrived at for officers of his rank.  From the Oneida Historical Society 
Collection, Utica, New York Number 249, ALS Machin to Philip Schuyler, December 16

th
, 1782. 

424 ALS, Washington to Machin, Swartwout and Furman.  May 24 1782.  Again, the timing of this  
seems odd as two weeks earlier Washington had just received the recruitment reports and 
forwarded them on to congress. 



 
 

The scheme that now emerges, probably under Pickering‟s guiding hand, is one that most likely had 
been months in the making.  It is designed specifically to entrap Machin in a stew of resentment, to 
punish him not only for the current transgressions in his recruiting activities at New Windsor but also 
to let him know that those with financial responsibility for the chain had not been blind to past 
indiscretions and transgressions against the public purse, transgressions which it seemed could not be 
made public without peripherally casting dung on some fairly esteemed personages.  He was to be 
chastened, but not inordinately.  The plan was one that would satisfy both Pickering‟s moral account 
books; a plan, with Wharton‟s help, using Machin‟s own greed to trap him.   
 
Washington, well aware by now of Machin‟s acquisitive nature and would not have interfered with any 
such designs, especially if might benefit his old friends, the Whartons in Philadelphia, especially if the 
idea was suggested by someone as vindictive as Pickering, as it would in that case assuredly provide in 
addition some entertainment for all.425  Pickering will use Machin‟s own desire for social respectability, 
his desire to be a „man of substance‟ to entice him to attempt to quickly raise some large sums of 
money.  When Machin takes some moral shortcuts to accomplish this, he will „lower the boom‟.  The 
books will be back in balance.  Clinton would not protect him this time.  Machin has broken the one 
rule of a gentleman “Don‟t let anybody use you” and thus was now fair game. 
 
Ever since the twelve quires of paper, Machin had kept careful accounts.  Indeed he kept at least two 
sets of accounts, one for the United States and one for New York State.  The rule of thumb which he 
had learned from Hughes was that, so long as you could account for every dime spent by you on behalf 
of the United States of America, how you then used the connections engendered in the transactions to 
benefit your personal pocket was nobody‟s business.  This attitude was even mirrored on the coins of 
the day on which were emblazoned the motto „Mind Your Business‟.  Rampant examples of graft 
which permeated the purchasing practices of the day were not enough to give anyone the least pause, 
provided of course it was service performed in the name of liberty.   
 
This was how His Excellency George Clinton had conducted himself though in a far more subtle 
manner than most of his contemporaries427,-this was how the esteemed Robert Morris conducted 
himself and all the eminent merchants of Kingston who saw no compunction at participating in what 
essentially was a new sport; war profiteering.   Barring outright theft, why should Machin have been 
held to a higher standard.  No one would question from whence the services and goods provided by 
local contractors for the project were obtained or descry the fact that a large portion of these billed for 
were in fact goods confiscated from suspected Tories in the area.428  It was an open secret that most of 
the men who had gained by the contracts for supplying the army were those same men who also sat on 
the various committees created by the State Convention to ferret out Tories for sedition and also to 
then seize their goods under Courts of Inquiry.429 It was just „tit for tat‟.  A victimless crime.  These 
same few well connected individuals would become the superintendents of the prison fleet at Esopus 
which housed many of the suspected Tories imprisoned after their goods and lands were impounded 
which then in turn enforced on the unlucky wretches a servitude, to provide free labor for the first 
chain (which of course was then billed to the United States at the usual rate).   

                                                 
425 Washington, by this, lets Lamb know that it was he that personally had convened Machinôs Court 

Martial and to not interfere. 
427 Clinton never sought to profit directly from the transactions but he made sure that the lucrative 

carting  contracts were reserved for those to whom he had lent money and dispensed patronage to 
the wealthiest 



 
 

The names of these patriots so assiduous in ferreting out who amongst their neighbors had suspect 
loyalties formed the principals Kingston mercantile cartels that controlled the passage of almost all 
goods transported on or across the Hudson.  The labor and raw materials, aside from the iron, would 
be supplied mostly through this set of Kingston and Rheinbeck based merchants bound by strong 
familial ties who, like John Lamb, had been evicted from their comfortable New York residences when 
the British came to occupy New York and then had removed to Kingston.  Unlike Lamb, instead of 
becoming military officers, they became politicians, commissary agents and river traders all while 
holding nominal commissions in the militia.  Most successful of these were the aforementioned 
Jonathan Lawrence, the Newburgh merchant Melancton Smith, Jacobus van Zandt as well as Gilbert 
Livingston's cousins all of who had sat on the various commissions set up by the legislature to watch 
the public purse.  It was setting the fox to watch the henhouse and suffice it to say,--it was a family 
business.   
 
When they had learned from Hughes of the chain contract they had leapt to the opportunity.  They 
would be the ones to supply the goods and services needed for the workers in return for which they 
would receive cash payments or when inflation set in, barter goods in the form of bar iron produced by 
the Sterling Works.430 And „Pish Posh‟,-what was wrong with that?  In fact they were only following 
the lead of the army Quartermaster department under Hughes, which had leveraged its position in the 
ironworks to raise hard currency for the state—polity and profit stood proudly hand in hand.431  Did 
Machin aid them in this.  We can only assume so.  When he set about to create forgeries of British 
half pence at Machin‟s Mills after the war it was with tacit assistance of a silent partner on the monetary 
commission for New York State and former partner of Jonathan Lawrence, the ubiquitous Melancton 
Smith.297 

                                                                                                                                                             
families in the valley on a regular basis. 

428 Restitution of the confiscated property to Tories would in fact become a central sticking point in 
Benjamin  
Franklinôs backchannel negotiations with the British in 1782.    

429 The Committee to Detect Conspiracies.  There was a similar situation that evolved in New Jersey 
with the commissioners responsible for seizing Tory property also acting as purveyors to the 
commissary.  

430 Receipt from Machin for bar iron on behalf of Benson and Lawrence dated March 19
th
 and 

24
th
,Poughkeepsie.  Return by Peter Woodward of supplies to the firm of Benson and Lawrence 

dated  
June 2

nd
, 1778.  Both in NYHS collection.  

431 They apparently had some competition in the person of John Wiley who, with the help of 
his cousin Tillinghast, engaged in a similar enterprise, either in concert or in competition.  "Letter of 
Captain John Wiley, of the Revolutionary Army." Edited by E. B. O'Callaghan. Historical Magazine, 
2d Ser., 5 (March 1869), pp. 199-201.Events after the war suggest they were actually working 

together. "As this decision  A meeting of the Whigs was convened on the 13th of September, 1784.  
A committee was appointed, and an address to the people of the  state prepared and published by 
them. That committee consisted of Melancton Smith, Peter Ricker, Jonathan Lawrence, Anthony 
Rutgers, Peter T. Curtenius, Thomas Tucker, Daniel Shaw,  Adam Gilchrist, Jr., and John Wiley.ò 
Project Gutenberg's Memoirs of Aaron Burr, Volume 2., by Matthew L. Davis, Chapter III. 

297 Machin operated the private mint until the coinage of money was taken over by the newly 
established federal mint in 1792.  He made mostly counterfeit English pennies and one design with 
his benefactor George Clinton on one side and the image of a native American on the other.  
Though the mint was enacted in 1785, private contractors were tolerated and even encouraged up 
until the federal mint was fully functional.    These facts were probably communicated to Machin by 
Melancton Smith who had been on the congressional committee studying the minting of bullion 



 
 

The chain it seems provided an unparalleled opportunity to facilitate state sanctioned graft on a grand 
scale.  While Hugh Hughes, in setting up a black-market in pig iron may have had the purest and most 
patriotic of motives; to raise cash for needed purchases for the army, the iron trade carried out under 
the eye of Jonathan Lawrence with the collusion of Hugh Hughes assistant Charles Tillinghast and 
John Lamb‟s friend John Wiley burgeoned into a less idealistic and much more lucrative black market 
trade.  It would prove a lucrative source of ready cash for all concerned.  The iron, once shipped to 
Poughkeepsie .ostensibly for the use by the shipbuilders there once receipted by Benson Lawrence 
would then somehow find its way onward to the New England Markets under the auspices of 
Lawrence Smith.   
 
In fact, the shipyards themselves were in 1778 barely functioning after having been burned by the 
British the October previous and had little need for bar iron for frigates but they had been directed to 
build a flotilla of flat bottom boats to support the building of the chain and to serve later as gunboats.  
(These were the ones that had been specifically designed by General Parsons).  The iron, supplied at 
the rate now governed by the chain contract, supposedly destined for the now non-existent 
shipbuilding projects arrived in Poughkeepsie on these flat boats and then made its way further east 
where there was a hard currency market for iron at good prices driven by the newly arrived French. 
 
The front for this 'sub rosa' logistical operation was the firm „Benson & Lawrence‟, run not by 
Jonathan but by his brother, the former commissioner of the Poughkeepsie shipyards Augustus 
Lawrence.  He, along with Captain Henry Benson had been in charge of the Esopus prison fleet.  
Benson had not only helped by supply rivers transportation for the logs and the men handling them, 
but also supplemented this with prison labor culled from the prison fleet which he oversaw.  „Benson 
Lawrence‟ was later reorganized as „Smith Lawrence‟ with Jonathan Lawrence replacing Augustus and 
partnering with Melancton Smith, obtaining contracts not only for support of the chain, but eventually 
for supplying the entire army north of Poughkeepsie.    
 
It was a neat arrangement that really hurt no one and which at least initially injected ample amounts of 
hard cash into the New York quartermaster and commissary operations.  The idea of rampant graft 
eating away at the foundations of the purchasing systems seemed to bother no one very much at all.  
It was after all just payback for what they had lost to the British overlords.  Rather than rending the 
social fabric revolutionary war had the opposite effect.  The social and political connections formed 
before the war emerged strengthened and enhanced.   
 

                                                                                                                                                             
resulting in Machin setting up the mint to counterfeit the British coins.  Ibid., óJOCCô, Vol. 28, p. 
356-8. 
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The reach of the formerly local operations began to reach far from the natural conduit of commerce, 
the river.  As the war provided the advantages of faster communication between the states it likewise 
enabled the formation larger inter-state cartels between formerly mostly insular groups.  New 
synergies were created between formerly distinct social classes and families and they would have 
amassed great fortunes.  Following the war, (in 1792), Melancton Smith and Jonathan Lawrence, now 
wealthy men, would partner with John Lamb and four other individuals in the Watkins-Flint purchase 
for lands totaling some three hundred thousand acres in the Cayuga and Seneca Lake area around 
Watkins Glen one of the largest land deals in the history of the state.432 Despite the growing dissension 
in the country after the war emerging from the federalist anti-federalist debate, these social and 
economic ties formed during the conflict persisted strengthening the bonds of loyalty between those 
who had served and profited together.  Catherine Lamb, John Lamb‟s daughter, after marrying 
Charles Tillinghast would move to Reading Township, near Watkins Glen, and manage Lamb and 
Tillinghast‟s interests in the area while they and Lamb‟s old friend John Wiley remained in New York 
as members of the New York State Assembly, with Tillinghast living at Lamb‟s Cherry Street 
residence.    
 
While it is unclear what part if any Machin‟s played in facilitating the iron black market, acting as 
suppliers to the mercantile cabals, thanks to Hugh Hughes and the contract without fears of either 
shortfall or inflation, what is evident is that Machin and Lamb, unlike most of their fellow long serving 
officers had hefty sums of disposable cash at the end of the war and ready cash was the fuel that moved 
these now larger and somewhat more unwieldy social engines forward.433  To Machin, this was all 
knew but he took to it like a fish to water.  Having been apprenticed to James Brindley in England at 
age fourteen he lacked a formal education but he had survived through grit, determination and a fast 
wit.  What he craved most, what he had came to America in search of were the twin goals of social 
standing and financial stability but mostly the latter.  Despite his distinguished service, both his goals, 
to this point, had remained ever tantalizingly close, but always; it seemed, just out of reach.  Each 
triumph shortly rendered ephemeral, like the fabled copper mine.  Each promise of fortune 
beckoning just beyond the next hill, and in the Highlands, there were many such hills. 
   
Accomplished speculators and entrepreneurs like William Duer, Jonathan Lawrence and the 
aforementioned Wiley had another agenda; to make a quick killing, spurning the carefully engineered 
fabric of social and political connections they used their new positions to play a teeter totter game of 
market making.  While Lawrence relied more on his family connections, they both favored instability 
as providing an environment wherein they might leverage their interests to best advantage.  This was 
the signal lesson they had learned from the revolution; instability brings opportunity.  It was a 
dangerous game, a balancing act between patriotism and profit.  By 1794 Duer would be in debtor‟s 
prison and Lawrence urging a new war with the British. 
 

                                                 
432 The Flint-Watkins purchase was in fact the major impetus to the settling of western New York after 

the war. 
433 Even Machinôs former commander and then Governor Clinton turned to Machin after the war to  
        finance a joint land purchase with George Washington, this up in the area south of Oriskany. 
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Soon after Lamb‟s summons to New Windsor on August 22nd of 1782 Machin had married Susan van 
Nostrand, daughter of well to do Long Islander James van Nostrand.  Susan, a member of 
Huntington society was some ten years his junior.434  Already by this time we see the effect of the 
antipathy Machin has incurred in social circles as someone apparently lets it slip to his intended shortly 
before the wedding that Machin is in fact secretly married to a woman in Boston.  Machin hurriedly 
dispatches his good friend and future brother-in-law, Timothy Dunning of Goshen, to go to Boston to 
obtain vouchers for his character which Dunning obtains from a respected justice of the peace named 
Oliver Wendell.  Dunning, also of a well to do and prominent Goshen family had earlier married to 
Susan‟s sister Nicole and was therefore a logical choice for this delicate mission which required a great 
deal of discretion.  Dunning apparently returns with the requested affidavit or at least sufficient proof 
to put to rest any suspicions of Susan‟s on her part regarding Machin‟s qualifications as a proper 
spouse as shortly thereafter the couple is quietly wed, the nuptials conducted by Reverend Lockwood 
in Dunning‟s well appointed little house in near the quiet village of Florida, New York.435  
 
A few weeks later Machin receives an unexpected and somewhat puzzling letter from Joseph Wharton 
Esquire of Philadelphia offering some twenty seven thousand acres of land near Otsego Lake.  With 
Machin just married it seemed to was about to become at last what he had dreamed of since coming to 
America,-a man of substance.   
 
It is likely that Machin chose someone whose judgment he trusted to discuss the purchase.  It seems 
likely that this would have been either Charles Tillinghast, third signatory to the chain contract and 
Timothy Pickering‟s right hand man or Hugh Hughes.  The shrewd Wharton would have known this 
and most likely had already reached out to stir the pot and one of these would have been Pickering.  It 
was probably then that Pickering saw the opportunity to give Machin his long overdue comeuppance.  
Because his brother stood to benefit from the scheme, the suggestion to entrap Machin may have been 
first broached to Hughes.  Running true to pattern Hughes most likely would have declined.  It then 
would have fallen to Tillinghast, a fellow Yankee, a man to whom Pickering had often turned to handle 
delicate matters.  There can be no doubt that Pickering and therefore probably Washington therefore 
were both aware of Wharton‟s offer.  The Puritan Pickering had already no doubt formed some 
suspicion as to Machin‟s morals and this would provide a good test.  The trap had been set.    
 

 

                                                 
434 Sometime after August 15th.  They would have two children, Thomas Jr. and Phebe. 
435 Per Thomas Machin Jr. Pension request.  Curiously, there is no record of their marriage in the list 

compiled by OôCallaghan. Lists of Inhabitants of Colonial New York Excerpted from The 
Documentary History of the State of New-York (Baltimore: GPC, 1979). 


