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Historic Mount Vernon Returns Copy of Rare Book Borrowed by 
George Washington in 1789 to The New York Society Library

New York, NY – A small missing piece of American history came home on May 19 after 221 years:  a copy of 

a book borrowed by the first President of the United States was returned to the library from which he borrowed 

it in New York City.

In October 1789, The New York Society Library, New York City’s oldest library, shared a building with the 

federal government in Federal Hall, at Wall and Broad Streets in lower Manhattan.  The Library’s collection 

was used by Members of Congress, the Cabinet and the President himself.  According to the Library’s me-

ticulous borrowing records or what is called a “charging ledger,” President Washington took out The Law of 

Nations by Emer de Vattel on October 5, 1789. The book was not returned, nor any overdue book fine paid.

Earlier this year the New York Society Library completed restoration of its 1789-1792 charging ledger, which 

will be available to the public in a digital version on its website in the fall of 2010.  The ledger features the 

borrowing history of Washington, John Adams, John Jay, Aaron Burr, Alexander Hamilton, George Clinton, 

James Duane, and over 450 other New Yorkers.  The Library also conducted an inventory of books mentioned 

in the ledger and confirmed that the book checked out by President Washington was still missing.

Although this was a well-kept secret at the Library for years, it became public recently in an article in The New 

York Daily News. A few days after learning of the situation, staff at Washington’s home in Virginia, Mount 

Vernon, offered to replace Vattel’s Law of Nations with another copy of the same edition. To observe this 

auspicious occasion, the Library hosted a ceremony on May 19 at 11 a.m. at which Mount Vernon’s President, 

James C. Rees, and Librarian, Joan Stahl, presented the errant volume to Charles G. Berry, Chairman of the 

Library’s Board of Trustees and Mark Bartlett, Head Librarian. The event took place in the Members’ Room at 

the building the Library has occupied since 1937, 53 East 79th Street.



Mount Vernon’s kind gesture shows their appreciation for maintaining a library’s collection for posterity.  

They are in the process of establishing a library of their own: as the nation’s first and only center for amass-

ing and disseminating knowledge about Washington, the Fred W. Smith National Library for the Study of 

George Washington will safeguard Washington’s books and manuscripts, serve as a scholarly retreat, create 

educational outreach programs on Washington, and provide seminars and training programs with a special 

focus on Washington’s leadership. Construction of the 45,000 square foot facility is expected to begin in 

early 2011, with a completion date in 2012. 

The Donald W. Reynolds Foundation has pledged $38 million to Mount Vernon for the creation of this 

library. As the longtime chairman of the Donald W. Reynolds Foundation, Fred W. Smith has championed a 

number of projects related to George Washington. The Foundation’s gift is the largest in the history of Mount 

Vernon, which ranks as the oldest and most visited national preservation project in America.  

# # #

About The New York Society Library

Founded in 1754, the New York Society Library is the city’s oldest cultural institution and one of fewer than 
20 membership libraries in the country.  In the eighteenth century, an organization labeled "Society" indi-
cated that it was open to everyone throughout society. Today, we are open to all for reading, reference, and 
many events, with circulation and other services by subscription.  The Library is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit 
corporation supported by membership fees, charitable contributions and income from its endowment (built 
largely from bequests). Extensive information on the Library and its history can be found on 
www.nysoclib.org.

About George Washington’s Mount Vernon Estate & Gardens

Since 1860, over 80 million visitors have made George Washington’s Mount Vernon Estate & Gardens 
the most popular historic home in America.  Through thought-provoking tours, entertaining events, and 
stimulating educational programs on the Estate and in classrooms across the nation, Mount Vernon strives 
to preserve George Washington’s place in history as “First in War, First in Peace, and First in the Hearts of 
His Countrymen.”  The estate is located 16 miles from the nation’s capital. It is owned and operated by the 
Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, America’s oldest national preservation organization, founded in 1853. 
Admission fees, restaurant and retail proceeds, and private donations support the operation and restoration of 
Mount Vernon. For more information visit MountVernon.org.

About the Donald W. Reynolds Foundation 

The Donald W. Reynolds Foundation is a national philanthropic organization founded in 1954 by the late 
media entrepreneur for whom it is named.  Reynolds was the founder and principal owner of the Donrey Me-
dia Group.  When he died in 1993, the company included over 70 businesses, the majority of which were in 
the communications/media field.  Headquartered in Las Vegas, the Reynolds Foundation is one of the largest 
private foundations in the United States.  For more information, please visit online at www.dwreynolds.org.



 

 

 
 

The New York Society Library:  A Very Brief Introduction 
 

 Founded in 1754, the New York Society Library is the city’s oldest cultural institution and 

one of fewer than twenty membership libraries in the country.  In the eighteenth century, an 

organization labeled "Society” referred to a group of founders and members with similar 

interests, not to social position.   Today, we are open to all for reading, reference, and many 

events, with circulation and other services by subscription.   

 Our general collection of approximately 300,000 volumes has particular strengths in biography, 

literature, and New York City history and culture—the product of our members’ tastes over the last 

quarter-millennium.  Although it is primarily a library for the general reader, it has considerable 

potential for research, including several named special collections of rare books.  

 Our beautiful landmarked building, dating from 1917, includes handsome and comfortable 

reading rooms, spaces for study and writing, and ten stacks of books open to members.  It also features 

the Assunta, Ignazio, Ada and Romano Peluso Exhibition Gallery, offering rotating exhibitions of rare 

books, antiquarian documents, and book-related art 

We also offer an active 

Children’s Library, a wide range of print and electronic reference sources, and a variety of special events, 

discussion groups, and workshops for adults and children.   The Library annually presents the New York 

City Book Awards to the best new books about New York City. 

 The Library is a not-for-profit tax-exempt 501(c)(3) corporation supported primarily by 

membership fees, tax-deductible contributions from individuals and foundations, bequests, and income 

from its endowment. 

 Extensive information on the Library and its history can be found on our website, 

www.nysoclib.org.   
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The New York Society Library:  The Historic First Charging Ledger 

The first ledger is the record of the Library's circulation activity from 1789 to 1792, while the Library 
was in Federal Hall at Nassau and Wall Streets. We had over 450 subscribers at that time. The first 
ledger includes the borrowing records of John Jay, Aaron Burr, George Washington, DeWitt Clinton, 
James Roosevelt, Nicholas Fish, Alexander Hamilton, George Clinton, James Duane, Robert R. 
Livingston, Gouverneur Morris, Reverend William Linn and many other New Yorkers. The ledger 
contains over 350 pages of circulation activity. It is perhaps the most important historic item in the 
Library's archives. 

Examining the ledger, we learn that Burr was a voracious reader, making his way through Gibbon, 
Swift, and Voltaire; and that Clinton was a serious reader, with not one novel on his list of Hobbes, 
Buffon, Tasso, Herodotus, and Polybius.  About John Jay, William J. Dean remarked in his “Book 
Selections of the Founding Fathers” (New York Law Journal, February 8, 2007), “Chief Justice Jay must 
have had his own collection of law books, for few of the books borrowed by him from the New York 
Society Library are law-related. What stands out when examining the Library's charging ledger is both 
the breadth of his interests and his wide reading in literature, history, travel and science.” 

Thanks in part to the generous support of an anonymous donor and trustee emeritus Christopher 
Gray, the Library was able to contract with the Northeast Document Conservation Center to conserve 
and digitize the ledger from 2007 to 2009. The two volumes of the ledger are securely stored in the 
rare books collection and are brought out for special occasions.   

The ledger’s digital version is currently being incorporated into a website, which will be announced 
and made available to Library members, scholars and the public free of charge in the fall of 2010.  
The website will add profiles of notable members listed in the ledger, including biographies, birth and 
death dates, and portraits when available.  Most important is the transcription of the titles borrowed 
by each member and, when possible, comparison with the Library’s holdings of these items in the 
rare book collection. The Library is very excited to open the borrowing records of so many significant 
figures for the use of historians and students of history.   
 

In addition to the first ledger, the Library’s archives has more than seventy ledgers from the 19th and 
20th centuries, possibly one of the most complete set of book circulation ledgers in the country. 
These ledgers are also of great interest and value to scholars. They show, for example, the books on 
whaling that Herman Melville took out (and didn’t return for two years while he was writing Moby 
Dick). More broadly, they provide unique insights into the reading tastes of our early nation and 
many of its distinguished writers, who were among our members. 
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