The Phelps and Gorham Purchase

In 1877, Oliver Phelps and Nathaniel Gorham purchased the pre-emptive rights to approximately 6,000,000 acres of land in Western New York, at a cost of $1,000,000, in Massachusetts’s “script.” This acreage was comprised of all of the land west of Seneca Lake between Lake Ontario and the Pennsylvania border. Both New York and Massachusetts claimed the ownership to this land. After the 
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dual claim was settled and 

Phelps and Gorham purchased the land from the

Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 

Oliver Phelps       
Oliver Phelps, a native of Windsor, Connecticut was born in 1749. He was apprenticed to a merchant in Suffield, Connecticut and later accumulated a fortune in Granville, Massachusetts as a tavern keeper. Phelps was active in the American Revolution where he served in the commissary department and was commended by George Washington. Between 1787-88, Phelps and Gorham became partners in what is known as the Phelps and Gorham Purchase. Phelps then returned to Suffield where he bought the Hatheway House, which is where he opened one of the first land offices in America. He also opened one in Canandaigua, NY. Phelps was also considered to be the largest landholder in the country because of his additional land negotiations and holdings in Maine, Georgia and West Virginia. Phelps was a founder of the Hartford National Bank, where he was a significant stockholder. Phelps later moved to Canandaigua, NY where he endowed an academy and started a gristmill. During this time he was appointed the first judge of Ontario County and between 1803 and 1805, he served in the US Congress. 

Nathaniel Gorham
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Gorham was the eldest son of an old Bay Colony family. His family was of modest means and his childhood education was limited. At 15 he was apprenticed to a New London, Connecticut merchant, where he served six years before returning to his hometown of Charlestown, MA. He established his own mercantile business, which was successful and married Rebecca Call, with whom he had 9 children.

Gorham embarked on a political career, starting out as a public notary; however, he ran for and was elected to the Colonial Legislature (1771-75). He was a staunch member of the Whig party during the American Revolution. His other political credits are numerous, including the following: a delegate to the Provincial Congress (1774-75), a member of the Massachusetts Board of War (1778-81), a delegate to the Constitutional Convention (1779-80), he was a representative in both the Upper (1780) and Lower Houses where he served as the speaker in 1781, 1782, and 1785. 

During the Revolution, British troops destroyed most of the property Gorham owned. Through his other endeavors however, he was able to recoup most of his losses. He continued to be politically active, and when it was time to vote on ratifying the US Constitution, he supported the Constitution.

In 1788, Gorham speculated with Oliver Phelps to buy the lands referred to as the “Phelps and Gorham Purchase.”  Of the 6,000,000 acres, the two men were only able to clear Indian title to about 2,600,000 acres of land, which the two men were able to quickly sell to settlers.

Problems arose with the land purchase due to the fact that the purchase arrangements were based on the devalued Massachusetts scrip. As time passed, the value of the scrip increased, thus the value of the mortgage also increased. This coupled with a depressed land market put Phelps and Gorham into a stressed financial position. Both men were forced to default on the 1790 installment and the unsold lands reverted back to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

Oliver Phelps and Nathaniel Gorham both died financially broken men. Oliver Phelps died in 1809, at the age of 60, in debtor’s prison and is buried at the Pioneer Cemetery in Canandaigua, NY. The inscription on his stone reads: 

“Enterprise, Industry, and Temperance cannot always ensure success but the first of these will be felt by Society.”

Nathaniel Gorham also became insolvent, which led to his fall from the high society of Boston and from the ranks of political esteem. He died in 1779 at the age of 58. He is buried in Charlestown, MA, at the Phipps St. Cemetery. To his great credit, Gorham served his country well. Only the historical buff generally knows that Nathaniel Gorham chaired the Congress as its 8th President, a time that was one of America’s most difficult.

“On May 15, 1786 he (Gorham) assumed the Chair of Congress in the absence of President John Hancock.  On June 5th he was elected President of the United States in Congress Assembled.  He presided over the United States at a most perilous time in US History as the Articles of Confederation had failed to provide the Federal Government with the necessary authority to govern.”  www.virtualology.com
Both of these men served their country well during its birth, and both men were visionaries. Their demise was not that of poor speculation or poor choices, but that of a growing and changing financial market in a new and growing country. Both made great contributions and will be remembered for what they accomplished, not what they lost.

Only Oliver Phelps came to Canandaigua, NY to live. His home, built in 1792, was the first framed house built in Canandaigua, NY. His home, beautifully maintained, continues to stand on Main St., in Canandaigua. Today it serves as a well-known and respected Bed & Breakfast – The Oliver Phelps Country Inn is owned and operated by John and Joann Button.  Their web site is www.oliverphelps.com. They can also be reached at 800.724.7397 or 585.394.1650.

For further information on the History of Ontario County please check out the Ontario County Historical Society. OCHS is located at 55 North Main St., Canandaigua, NY. The OCHS web site address is www.ochs.org and their phone number is 585.394.4975.
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