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I n t r o duc t ion

Getting to Know Gallatin

Al be rt  G a l l at i n, born in Geneva and raised in the Swiss and 
 French-speaking tradition, came to America in his youth and, in a 

lifetime of public service to his adopted country, contributed to the wel-
fare and independence of the United States as fully as any other statesman 
of his age. After a patrician upbringing in a distinguished family and the 
finest education that Europe could provide, Gallatin immigrated to New 
England, lived on the frontier, taught French at Harvard, and settled in the 
rough lands of western Pennsylvania. He entered local politics as a rep-
resentative of the common man and soon joined forces with the nascent 
Republicans, who were rallying to the leadership of Thomas Jefferson in 
the cause of states’ rights and individual liberty, inspired by the example 
of the French Revolution, against the Federalists, who favored a strong 
central government and the authority of the state on the British model. 
Gallatin was elected by his fellow Pennsylvanians to the legislature of his 
state, then by the legislature (as the procedure then was) to the U.S. Sen-
ate, then by his constituents once more to the federal House of Represen-
tatives. Capitalizing on a talent, rare among his peers, for the analysis and 
management of public finance, which he had displayed from his earliest 
days in the legislature, Gallatin proposed and partook in the founding of 
the Ways and Means Committee of the House, developed as a challenger 
to Alexander Hamilton as the country’s best expert in government finance, 
and acceded to the leadership of the Democratic-Republican Party in the 
House of Representatives. In the election of 1800, when Thomas Jeffer-
son had emerged as the clear choice of the people, but the election was 
thrown for constitutional reasons to the House of Representatives, Gal-
latin organized and implemented the plan that secured the presidency for 
Jefferson after thirty-six ballots. Jefferson rewarded Gallatin with the posi-
tion for which he was clearly most qualified, secretary of the Treasury. Gal-
latin systematized the government’s finances even more thoroughly than 



I n t ro du ct i o n

[ 2 ]

Hamilton had done, paid down substantial portions of the national debt, 
and financed the Louisiana Purchase, which doubled the size of the United 
States. When Jefferson, caught between the conflicting demands of Britain 
and France, insisted on an embargo of American shipping and, later, when 
Madison entered into the War of 1812, upsetting Gallatin’s prudent financial 
management, Gallatin nonetheless stayed on to manage the Treasury and 
finance the young American government through some of its darkest days. 
He then embarked on a new career by leading a mission, on behalf of Presi-
dent Madison, to settle, through diplomatic rather than military means, 
America’s disputes with Britain and to put an end to the War of 1812. After 
a two-year odyssey through European capitals and chancelleries, Gallatin 
steered the American delegation and its British interlocutors to an agree-
ment that was signed as the Treaty of Ghent. This was not an achievement 
only of diplomacy or international law but of statesmanship, for it permit-
ted the United States to stand for the first time as an equal to Great Britain. 
Thereafter, although for the rest of the nineteenth century the sun never set 
on the British Empire, the United States retained unquestioned mastery of 
its own destiny and its own hemisphere, free from British interference or 
control. Following this diplomatic triumph, Gallatin returned to Europe 
as American minister—now known as ambassador—to France, under the 
Bourbon Restoration of King Louis XVIII. As a senior statesman esteemed 
throughout Europe, the most seasoned American to act as an envoy of his 
country since Benjamin Franklin, Gallatin by his very presence enhanced 
the prestige of the United States even as he conducted largely laborious ne-
gotiations on the less earth-shaking matters of trade agreements and bor-
der definitions with the governments of France, The Netherlands, and Brit-
ain. After his embassy in France, Gallatin became minister to Great Brit-
ain and negotiated treaties with His Majesty’s government that reduced, 
prevented, or postponed further matters of dispute between Britain and 
the United States. Returning to America, he began an entirely new career, 
based in New York, as a public intellectual and independent elder voice of 
reason. Gallatin participated in the founding of New York University and 
was elected the first president of its council. He accepted the presidency 
of John Jacob Astor’s National Bank of New York and played an instru-
mental role in solving the financial panic of 1837. He became president of 
the New-York Historical Society and founded the American Ethnological 
Society, while achieving recognition as one of America’s foremost experts 
on Native American ethnology and linguistics. He spoke out in favor of a 
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more responsible management of America’s finances and economy, and he 
decried the expansion of American territory through conquest, protesting 
against the annexation of Texas by force of arms. All the while, Gallatin re-
mained devoted to his wife and family of a daughter and two sons, held fast 
to a small number of friendships—but of the highest level: Jefferson, As-
tor, von Humboldt, Lafayette, Madame de Staël, and others dating from his 
earliest youth, particularly Jean Badollet. He died in New York at the age of 
eighty-eight and was buried in his wife’s family vault in Trinity Churchyard 
at Broadway and Wall Street. Such were the vast achievements of but one 
man from his birth in 1761 to his death in 1849.

Th e I nspi r at ion for Th is Book

Edward Gibbon tells us that the idea of writing The History of the Decline 
and Fall of the Roman Empire came to him as he “sat musing amidst the 
ruins of the Capitol, while the bare-footed friars were singing Vespers in 
the Temple of Jupiter.”1 I can claim no such grandiose inspiration, but the 
idea for this book did germinate among monuments. I was walking in front 
of the White House in Washington, DC, and then in front of the building 
of the Treasury Department next door. On the Pennsylvania Avenue side 
of the Treasury building is the statue of Albert Gallatin depicted on the 
cover of this book. I looked afresh at the statue and read the inscription on 
the plinth; it set my mind to wondering more about the man. My family 
has Swiss roots, so I was aware of Gallatin but not well acquainted with his 
story. I turned and walked back toward Lafayette Park, noting the statues 
of Lafayette, Rochambeau, von Steuben, and Kosciusko in the four cor-
ners of the park. I realized that I was walking among America’s European 
Founding Fathers: French, Polish, Prussian, and, in the case of Gallatin—
in front of his Treasury building but within eyeshot of the square—Swiss. 
As president of the French-American Foundation, I participated in the 
celebrations of the two hundred fiftieth anniversary of the birth of Lafay-
ette in 2007. I attended the dedications of refurbished statues, I listened 
to authors present their books, and I gave a lecture at the New-York His-
torical Society titled “The Legacy of Lafayette and Lessons for the French-
American Relationship.” These occasions represented important oppor-
tunities to remind Americans that they and their country are historically 
and culturally rooted in Europe, to commemorate the contribution of the 
Europeans who helped to build America, and to reinforce relations, in a 
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world in which people have difficulty in keeping their bearings, between 
the two fundamental components of Western civilization, Europe and 
North America.
 Now I asked myself whether Gallatin’s own story would represent such 
an opportunity for remembrance and rapprochement. A bit of research after 
I returned to New York revealed that the two hundred fiftieth anniversary 
of Gallatin’s birth would occur on January 29, 2011, and that, remarkably, 
there had been no full-scale biography of Gallatin published and broadly 
distributed in the United States since the nineteen-fifties. I determined that 
I wanted to write a new biography of Gallatin in time for his two hundred 
fiftieth birthday. I took the idea to my friend Daniel Haener, then deputy 
consul general of Switzerland in New York, who was acquainted with the 
work I had done on Lafayette and is a true believer in the value of the 
European-American relationship. He at once grasped the potential of the 
book and of an anniversary project around it. So then did his colleagues.

Th e Qua n da ry of G a l l at i n ’s Obscu r it y

As we continued our discussions and as I pursued my research, an intrigu-
ing question came back again and again: Why had Gallatin been forgot-
ten? Why was he obscure? What had happened to make history lose sight 
of him? He had been a senator and a congressman, had served as secre-
tary of the Treasury under two presidents, had negotiated the end of the 
War of 1812 and secured for America its genuine independence, had been 
U.S. minister to France and to Great Britain, was present at the creation 
of New York University and the American Ethnological Society, had suc-
ceeded in banking, and had become an influential public intellectual at an 
age when most men retire and rest. He was prominent in his own time and 
deserves esteem in our day. Yet Gallatin passed into relative oblivion in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century after his death in 1849. On the surface, 
there were some fairly easy explanations for his absence from the assembly 
of honored Americans. He was, as his fellow Americans sometimes ma-
liciously reminded him, a foreigner; he had not been born on American 
soil, even before independence. He had a French accent throughout his 
life. Unlike certain contemporaries who immigrated to America, such as 
Hamilton, he did not have an English education; his was the erudition of 
continental Europe, heavily influenced by France. His specializations, fi-
nance and diplomacy, were poorly understood by the average American 
and his contribution in those fields harder to grasp; with the exceptions 
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of Benjamin Franklin and Alexander Hamilton, Americans have few early 
heroes who were not generals or presidents. Gallatin was intellectual in his 
approach; he was modest; he was content to let his accomplishments speak 
for themselves. It would have offended his dignity to boast. He therefore 
wrote no multivolume memoirs, nor did he author any weighty narration 
of his times. He left a voluminous correspondence but no autobiography. 
He sought neither fame nor glory from history, merely recognition from 
his peers and from his family, so he did not spend years fashioning an im-
age that he could bequeath to posterity. People would think of him what 
they liked; he knew what he thought of himself. He was compelling but 
not charismatic, persuasive but not personable, sincere but not sentimen-
tal. His was not the personality that through gaiety, gravitas, or magnetism 
would immediately change the atmosphere of a room; he might change 
your life in a quiet, one-to-one conversation, rather than a public perfor-
mance. His achievements were impressive, but they were complex; they 
could not speak for themselves. He was a European aristocrat of the eigh-
teenth century, reticent and refined; he was hard for Americans to relate to, 
especially in the twenty-first century.

Wh at Th is Book Se ek s to Ach i e v e

It was based on these observations that I decided to write this book. It is 
not designed to be an exhaustive recital of Gallatin’s every move from birth 
to death. I have not investigated the inner workings of the many techni-
cal matters with which he had to deal over the decades. I hope that others 
will. There is room in this man’s life and career for more doctoral theses 
than have been written about him. I have also excluded incidents that may 
have taken up much of Gallatin’s time but add little to the understanding 
of who he was. Rather, the book attempts to explore the elements of his 
life that are most revelatory and illustrative: the development of his career, 
his contributions as a statesman, his self-realization as a man of ideas—but 
also his hesitations, his shortcomings, his aimlessness, his blind spots and 
blind alleys, his moments of not being sure quite what to do next. I point 
out and discuss some of these instances in the text that follows, and I de-
scribe others without comment, for you to judge for yourself. For all his 
accomplishments, here is a man who was intensely proud and private but 
at the same time intensely honest and human. He was a first-class analyst, 
but he was also empathetic, with sensitivity to his own and others’ feel-
ings. The purpose of the book is to help him come alive, to bring his story 
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to a new audience in a new era, and to present him in such a way that his 
qualities as a man and his colossal contributions as a statesman may be rec-
ognized in our own day both as lasting, so long as we shall make the effort 
to remember them, and as relevant, so long as we shall have the wisdom to 
comprehend them.
 This book tells the story of Gallatin’s life and times in nine chapters that 
divide evenly into three sections: Gallatin’s rise to maturity (chapters 1, 2, 
3), his achievements at the pinnacle of power (chapters 4, 5, 6), and his 
accomplishments as a senior statesman (chapters 7, 8, 9). Within each of 
the three sections, in turn, the three chapters—and Gallatin’s life—follow 
a parallel pattern: the first chapter of each third of the book (1, 4, 7) traces 
an upward slope of Gallatin’s aspiration and achievement; the next chap-
ter of each third (2, 5, 8) sees Gallatin facing setbacks and uncertainty; the 
third chapter of each third (3, 6, 9) consists of Gallatin extricating himself 
from those dilemmas and ascending to an even higher level of accomplish-
ment. He rises, falls, and rises again. And he does that repeatedly. In the 
first set of three chapters, Gallatin receives all the benefits of his Genevan 
background and education, then seems to waste the opportunities of his 
youth and of America, only to emerge triumphant as leader of the House of 
Representatives and Jefferson’s right-hand man. In the second set of three 
chapters, Gallatin acquits himself with brilliance as secretary of the Trea-
sury under Jefferson, then endures enmity and frustration as secretary of 
the Treasury under Madison, only to emerge triumphant as the man who 
was of the essence in negotiating the end of the War of 1812 and offering 
America its genuine independence. In the last set of three chapters, Gal-
latin commences as an appreciated and effective senior statesman as minis-
ter to France, then miscalculates in domestic politics and takes on a rather 
desultory diplomatic assignment, only to emerge as a respected public in-
tellectual carving out a new career from the age of seventy onward. Even 
if Gallatin had not accomplished all he did, it is worthwhile merely watch-
ing the man progress from stage to stage, through ups and downs, doubts 
and misgivings, errors and strokes of brilliance, on an exceptional human 
journey that resulted in recognition in his own day but too little recollec-
tion thereafter. I am proud to make his story available to you now. I hope 
you will enjoy sharing in the adventure of his amazing life and agree that 
America owes Albert Gallatin recognition as its Swiss founding father.


