


Cornelius Vanderbilt grew up on the waterfront as the son  
of poor farmers. At sixteen, he borrowed $100 to buy a  

between Staten Island and New York City. 

inclement weather. During the War of 1812, he transported 

monopoly.  

steamboat business in the Northeast, offering unprecedented 

millionaire. 

 
 

California, and eventually, railroad  
 

in business, Cornelius sought  
 

 
 

 
he died in 1877, he had amassed  
a fortune of $100 million. 

Meet Cornelius Vanderbilt

Born on May 27, 1794  
in Staten Island,  
New York 

A shipping and railroad 
magnate who became 
the richest man in 
America

Called “Commodore” 
because of his work in 
the boating industry

Recognized as a central 
figure in America’s 
industrial revolution

A classic market 
entrepreneur whose 
tactics spurred 
innovation and made 
travel more affordable 
for his customers 

At-a-Glance
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Maligned as a “Robber 
Baron” by many modern 
historians

Died on January 4, 1877 
in New York, New York



Cornele grew up near the water at 
Stapleton on Staten Island. From 
their modest home, the family 
enjoyed views of the Narrows and 

observe a steady stream of boats 
traversing the harbor. From an early 
age, Cornele developed an eye 

distinguish among them. 

worked odd jobs on the water to 

In his small sailboat, old Cornelius 
 

Cornele learned to sail at an early 

most demanding labor to avoid 

pressure to make ends meet, 

help and did not insist on a formal 

At age twelve, Cornele was 

negotiating with the teamsters and 
ferrymen during the mission won 

who tended to and sold her own 

ruin with her hidden savings.  

A Humble Mooring 
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Just before his sixteenth birthday, 

not permitted to leave home until age 

Phebe would loan him $100 to buy his 
own sailboat and he would repay the loan 

required to earn the loan by plowing  

family farm. 

task in one month, enabling him to buy 

In addition to ferrying passengers, he 

working day and night. 

to his mother, plus an additional $1,000. 

earnings and half of what he earned at 

buy two additional sailboats, expanding 
his operation in the harbor. 

Cornele the Boatman 
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“I didn’t feel as much real satisfaction when 
I made two million in that Harlem corner as I 
did on that bright May morning sixty years before 
when I stepped into my own [boat], hoisted my 
own sail, and put my hand on my own tiller.” 

Cornelius Vanderbilt



Fierce Competition  

York waters was Robert Fulton. In 1807, his famous 
steamboat, the Clermont, hissed and spurted four 

less pay to learn the steamboat business from 

defying the monopoly, he was also breaking the 

the Bellona

Bellona would mysteriously 

on shore.  

the Fulton monopoly in Gibbons v. Ogden. In an 

Cornelius married Sophia 

year of marriage, propelling 
Cornelius to work even 

managing their household 
enabled him to reinvest his 
earnings in the business.  

Cornelius hired other 
boatmen to manage his 

his earnings by transporting 
their goods up and down the 

suggesting various innovations 

“Vanderbilt methods” and 
“Vanderbilt models.”  

By the end of 1817, Cornelius 

were appearing with greater 

future belonged to steam. 

Building a Business 
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DID YOU KNOW?
Historians have long debated the effects of 
entrepreneurs on American commerce. The steamboat 
industry offers a snapshot of how entrepreneurs 
responded to various challenges, and how those 
responses did, or did not, contribute to growth.

Political entrepreneurs such as Robert Fulton relied 
on government aid to build their businesses through 
monopolies, subsidies, price-fixing, vote buying, or 
stock speculation. As a result, politics and business 
became corrupted and made America less competitive. 
Since Fulton didn’t have to deal with any competition, 
he could raise prices on consumers, eating away at the 
money they worked hard to earn. 

Market entrepreneurs such as Cornelius Vanderbilt 
succeeded on their own by providing a superior 
product at a low cost. They enabled new technologies 
to flourish and services to improve. Steamboat builders 
were free to invent tubular instead of heavy copper 
boilers. Fuel costs were reduced by 50 percent when 
engineers discovered that anthracite coal worked 
well under the new boilers. Cornelius passed on these 
savings to his customers, lowering fares from seven 
dollars to three dollars. 

Full Steam Ahead 

two steamboats and went into 
business for himself, offering 

low rates. One of his largest 

them by slashing the fare to 

buying at least two dollars of 

offered to buy 
Cornelius out, 
giving him 
$100,000 plus 
$5,000 a year 
for ten years 

River for the next ten years. 

Cornelius invested his payoff 
money in bigger and faster 

 

rate in half. 
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many steamship operators sought federal 

building four luxurious ships, using taxpayer 

exorbitant, but 
with annual government aid of $858,000, only made two trips before he sold it at a 

huge loss. As a result, Congress revoked 

steamship operator. 

Subsidy on the Seas 

 
New York to California via railroad over Panama. 

 

California by 500 miles, Cornelius established a steamship 

government subsidy if he promised to stop running ships to California. In 1858, Congress 

To California!
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1850s, he began investing 

multiple railroad lines in the 
Northeast. 

After the Civil War, Cornelius 

New York Central railroad 
line extended over one 

Commodore Vanderbilt 

business interests until his 
death in 1877.

Sails to Rails

• 

• 
Dread, 

• 

• 
Vanderbilt

•  

Fill-in-the-Blank
1.   Cornelius Vanderbilt was born on __________________________ 

to poor farmers, Cornelius Vanderbilt and Phebe Hand. 

2.  At age 16, Cornele received a $100 loan from his mother to 
buy a _______________________, which launched his business. 

3.  
and only employer, __________________________. 

4.  _________________________ relied on government aid to build 
their businesses while _________________________ succeeded 
on their own by providing a superior product at a low cost.

5.  To compete with the government-subsidized California 
steamship lines, Cornelius built a canal in ________________ 
that shortened his route by 500 miles. 

6.  When Cornelius died in 1877, he was the _________________ 
man in America, worth $100 million.

Fascinating Facts  
About Cornelius
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Word Scramble
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1. TLARNIVDBE

2. TIPNACA

3. AEOTSBATM

4. TEENURPRREEN

5. PLOONYMO

6. ISTVNE

7. DARLIROAS

8. ESIDBSSUI

9. ATNOVIRNO

10. ARENSSEGSP

Help Cornele ferry passengers 
from Staten Island to New York City.

Lost at SeaThe Profits Add Up!
Help Cornelius calculate his earnings: 

1.  The Steamboat Association paid 
Cornelius $100,000 plus $5,000 a year 
for ten years to stop operating his 
steamboats on the Hudson River.  
How much did Cornelius earn?

2.  When Cornelius challenged the California 
lines, his competitors offered to pay  
him 75 percent of their $900,000 
government subsidy to stop running  
ships to California. How much money  
did they pay him?    



Glossary

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

The Myth of the Robber Barons: A New Look at the Rise of Big 
Business in America

Sources

• Entrepreneur
usually with substantial initiative and risk.

• Exorbitant  

• Inclement  
the weather.

• Magnate
business or industry.

• Malign
about someone.

• Monopoly

• Price-Fixing

• Subsidy

• Unprecedented

PragerU Educational Magazine for Kids  For more kids content, visit PragerUkids.com

FILL-IN-THE-BLANK KEY: 1–MAY 27, 1794. 2–SAILBOAT. 3–THOMAS GIBBONS. 4–POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS, MARKET ENTREPRENEURS.  
5–NICARAGUA. 6–RICHEST. 
WORD SCRAMBLE KEY: 1–VANDERBILT. 2–CAPTAIN. 3–STEAMBOAT. 4–ENTREPRENEUR. 5–MONOPOLY. 6–INVEST. 7–RAILROADS. 8–SUBSIDIES.  
9–INNOVATOR. 10–PASSENGERS.
THE PROFITS ADD UP KEY: 1–$100,000 + ($5,000 X 10) = $150,000. 2–PART I: WRITE 75% AS A DECIMAL. 75 / 100 = .75   PART II:  $900,000 X .75 = $675,000.


