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Alexander Hamilton, the man

ALEXANDER HAMILTON HAS ALWAYS BEEN
controversial. One of the major figures in the creation of

the American republic, Hamilton's bold actions and aggressive
style rarely went unnoticed. During his relative short life of
49 years, he experienced both great public adulation, and
vengeful public hatred.

There were certainly many reasons for Hamilton to be
disliked. Many considered him arrogant; he always felt that his
views were the only views worth noting, and he never altered
his views once his mind was made up. He was somewhat vain;
he spent quite a sum on fine clothing and luxuries, much to
the dismay of his wife, the keeper of the family budget. He

Text from a speech delivered by Joanne B. Freeman,
historian, to a meeting of the American Revolution
Round Table, at Fraunces Tavern, Dec. 5, 1989.

Engraving from the original painting by Alonzo Chappel, shows

Hamilton, the man, perhaps contemplating the forging of a new

nation. (library of Congress)

was volatile, flying into a rage at the slightest slur to his honor
or reputation; it was this great concern for his reputation that
led to his fatal duel with Aaron Burr. And he was always
charming with the ladies; several contemporaries grumbled at
the way Hamilton looked at their wives during parties.

Yet, even Hamilton's enemies could not deny his gifts.
His brilliance alone would have served him well; even as a
youth, he was recognized as a "man of genius." But this bril-
liance, combined with his seemingly endless energy, made
Hamilton an unstoppable force. Thomas Jefferson,
Hamilton's greatest political opponent, grumbled about
Hamilton that "without numbers, he is a host within himself."
And Jefferson, similarly, recognized that he was "disinterested,
honest, and honorable in all private transactions." Hamilton's
generosity of spirit earned him the devoted loyalty of a large
circle of friends. In his law practice, he was so prone to refuse
fees from clients of modest means that his friends chided him
that someday, they would have to pay for his funeral. Their
prophecy proved true.
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Hamilton's physical appearance told much of his per-
sonality. Of small build, he always stood ramrod straight, was
quick in his movements, and had an intense gaze which soft-
ened to quite another kind of gaze when there were ladies pre-
sent. With his strong personality, and his great ambitions and
energies, Hamilton lived an intense, crowded life.

He was born in the West Indies, into unstable and
sometimes unpleasant circumstances. Born illegitimate to a
Scottish father and a French Huguenot mother, he was
orphaned by the age of 13, without inheritance, and without
much hope for the future. As an apprenticed clerk in a ship-
ping company, Hamilton soon proved talented and precocious
to a remarkable degree. When Hamilton was only 16, his
employer left the boy in complete charge of the company dur-
ing an extended absence. Letters that have survived from this
period show Hamilton giving orders to sea captains more than
three times his age.

In true character, however, Hamilton craved advance-
ment. In a revealing letter to a friend, he confessed, "I con-
demn the grov'ling . . . condition of a clerk. . . to which my
Fortune... condemns me and would willingly risk my life tho'
not my character to exalt my Station . . . I wish there was a
war." He was not left yearning for escape for long. Friends
on the island recognizing his talents, raised money for the boy
to be sent to America for an education. Armed with letters of
introduction, Hamilton set sail for the Atlantic seaboard.

Shortly after his arrival in New York, Hamilton traveled
to Princeton, NJ. Characteristically impatient, he wanted to
be allowed to advance through his course of study as quickly as

possible. The College refused this unusual request, but King's
College, now Columbia University, granted Hamilton his
wish. He began his studies in 1773, with the intention of per-
haps becoming a doctor.

With the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, however,
Hamilton soon became an impassioned participant in the
colonies' struggle with their mother country, at first in print,
and soon thereafter in person, with his enlistment in the
army. Granted a commission as Captain of Artillery in New
York, Hamilton led a company of men who were a model of
discipline. Observers, however always remarked on the mere
boy who led them.

Sometime towards the end of 1776, this slight, proud,
energetic young man was brought to the attention of
Commander-in-Chief George Washington. Always desper-
ately in need of young men of ability who could write, General
Washington invited Hamilton to join his military family as an
aide-de-camp. Although increasingly anxious for a chance to
will glory on the battlefield, Hamilton served in this capacity
for four years, leaving only when he could no longer stand his
office-bound duties, although he returned briefly to lead a
command at Yorktown.

After the war, Hamilton qualified himself to practice
law in New York, preparing for and passing the bar exam in an
impressive three months. He was soon one of New York's
leading lawyers, along with an acquaintance named Aaron
Burr. Hamilton served briefly in the Continental Congress
and soon thereafter, in 1786, was named to serve in the
Annapolis Convention.

The town of Christiansted, St. Croix, where Hamilton spent the later part of his childhood and found work as a shipping clerk.
(Library of Congress)
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Alexander Hamilton's military commission as Colonel in the Armies of the United

20   January/February • Whole No. 247 • Paper Money

There, with the advice of James
Madison, he drafted the report resulting in
the Federal Convention of 1787, convened to
create a national government that was
stronger and more capable of governing the
new nation than the Articles of
Confederation had been. Throughout his
life, Hamilton remained an outspoken advo-
cate of a strong national government, capable
of uniting the American nation, and of earn-
ing the respect of foreign nations.

Hamilton was uncharacteristically
silent during the Federal Convention. He
was outvoted by the other two New York
delegates, John Lansing Jr. and Robert Yates,
both not particularly anxious for a stronger
national government.

Hamilton's major contribution to the
creation of the Constitution was The
Federalist, a collection of essays meant to
explain and defend the completed
Constitution. These essays, written by
Hamilton, John Jay of New York, and James
Madison of Virginia, are still considered the
finest commentary on the American
Constitution.

By 1789, with the ratification of the
Constitution, the new system of government
had to be put into effect. Washington was
the unquestioned choice for the position of
President. To serve as his Treasury
Secretary, he chose thirty-four-year-old
Hamilton. Hamilton took on the difficult
task of solving the new nation's financial
problems. Throughout his five years as
Treasury Secretary, Hamilton made bold and
controversial plans for managing the nation's
debts, both foreign and domestic; struggled
to create a national bank, encouraged domes-
tic manufacturing, and consistently fought to
strengthen what he felt was a dangerously States of America, October 28, 1783, signed by Elias Boudinot. (National Archives)
weak national government.

Above all, he desired stability, security, and honor for edge of the President. The members of Adams' cabinet
the nation, and lie viewed his establishment of a national eco-  repeatedly asked Hamilton -- a private citizen -- for advice on
nomic system as a method of achieving these goals. As he put matters ranging from foreign affairs to finance, and Hamilton
it, "Credit public and private is of the greatest consequence to was always more than happy to comply with the detailed
every country. Of this, it might be emphatically called the instructions. When Adams discovered Hamilton's influence,
invigorating principle. No well informed man can cast a ret-  he was outraged. Of Hamilton, he later said, "all sovereignty
rospective eye over the progress of the United States, from then existing in the nation was in the hands of Alexander
their infancy to the present period, without being convinced Hamilton ... I was as President a mere cipher."
that they owe in a great degree to the fostering influence of Although briefly serving as Inspector General under
credit their present mature growth." George Washington once again when war threatened with

Through sheer force of character and strength of vision, France, Hamilton's last years were mainly spent earning a sub-
Hamilton became the major architect of America's national stantial salary practicing law. By 1799, he had enough capital
identity. When he stepped clown from his position in 1795, to begin construction of a house in the country, located today
the United States could truly be considered a nation, and on 141st Street and Convent Avenue in New York City. By
much of the credit for this achievement goes to Hamilton. this time his family consisted of seven children, with another

Throughout the remainder of Washington's Presidency, soon to follow.
Hamilton continued to serve as an unofficial advisor; their But, although surrounded by his family, and successful
correspondence during this period was lengthy and frequent. in his law practice, Hamilton was far from content. Feeling
When John Adams became President, Hamilton continued to increasingly detached and distant from the country he had
serve as an unofficial advisor, but this time, without the knowl-  helped to shape, he despaired for the future of America -- a



//NW	 /dz./ .4r4rZt" 	PIO

r

.4.0e;) /20/ 4t

22  	 January/February • Whole No. 247 • Paper Money

e	 ..4.vez 1%* Yet.,it

A

■Zra, 	 e re:.97e ./ Ailey

,47,7, 	 .;"2,	 ,free .

• "e" 4' A ,e	 1C ..ze," 	 z —

future in which his influence did not seem to play a major role.
Anxious about his country's fate, Hamilton could not refrain
from speaking out against perceived threats to the public
good.

And, in the eves of Alexander Hamilton, Aaron Burr,
placed in any position of power, was a definite threat to the
public good. By 1804, frustrated after 15 years of opposition,
Burr found a means of challenging Hamilton to a duel.
Hamilton, concerned with his reputation, could not ignore the
challenge. The two men met on the dueling grounds of
Weehawken, NJ on July 11, 1804. Two shots rang out.
Hamilton fell, mortally wounded. After suffering in great
agony, he died the next day.

Alexander Hamilton, the myths

Within Hamilton's lifetime, many of his opponents
made great efforts to invent highly unflattering stories about
him. Even some well-meaning friends, lacking knowledge

about parts of Hamilton's life, con-
tributed to the many myths that exist
about him. Over the years, as
Thomas Jefferson has grown to
become America's god of democracy,
Alexander Hamilton, Jefferson's polit-
ical opponent, has been cast in the
role of the "villain," a man without
scruples, an elitist who hated "the
people." Hamilton's tendency to try
too hard, say too much, and push too
far alienated many, making these
myths more believable. But buried
beneath the legends and stories lies
the real Alexander Hamilton.

THE FIRST MYTH concerns
Hamilton's birth. Hamilton's child-
hood invites myth, because we know
very little about it. Hamilton himself
almost never referred to it. Myths
contend that Hamilton was black, or
Jewish, or the illegitimate son of
George Washington.

None of these suggestions is
true. Myths about Hamilton being
black or Jewish stem from confusion
surrounding Hamilton's mother.
Rachel Faucette was an independent,
strong-willed woman, born to French
Huguenot parents who had fled
France to settle in the West Indies.
Her birth in the West Indies leads
many to assume that she was black,
although she wasn't.

She was married at a young age
to a man named Levine, who was
probably Jewish. (This is at the heart
of Hamilton's supposed Jewish back-
ground.) Levine mistreated Rachel; he
had her imprisoned for whoring
(although we have no clue as to
whether Rachel was indeed guilty of

the crime). When she was released she fled Levine, moved to
another island, and soon met James Hamilton, the fourth son
of a Scottish lord. He had come to the West Indies to make
his fortune in trade.

Rachel and James lived together for many years in
increasing poverty. On one rare occasion, Hamilton describes
his father as being somewhat lazy; he failed miserably in his
attempts at business. Rachel and James had two sons, James
and Alexander; they may even have considered themselves
legally married. However, in the years following Rachel's
flight from her husband Levine, he had obtained a conditional
divorce that prohibited Rachel from remarrying. So if she had
married James Hamilton, it was not binding.

If she hadn't, the result was the same. Their two chil-
dren James and Alexander Hamilton, were illegitimate. The
elder James Hamilton later abandoned his family for unknown
reasons, and Rachel died shortly thereafter. Rachel's meager
belongings were claimed by the son of her first husband,
Levine, and the two boys were left with nothing. It is no won-
der that Hamilton was silent about his origins.

C.074.46., G. .t.Z.Oti,

George Washington to Alexander Hamilton, May 5, 1789. (library of Congress)
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Leaders of the Continental Congress, John Adams, Robert Morris, Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson. Engraved by A. Tholey.

(Library of Congress)

Regarding George Washington's supposed parentage of
Hamilton, this stems from Washington's presence in the West
Indies in the period that Hamilton was born. Washington,
however, was never in the part of the West Indies where
Rachel lived. This myth probably gained popularity because it
explained, in some people's minds, why George Washington
thought so much of the supposedly corrupt, self-serving
Hamilton. Hamilton was, after all, Washington's son. Others
might have looked wistfully toward this myth as a means of
endowing Hamilton with a "great man" for a father.

Although Hamilton almost never referred to his child-
hood or family during his lifetime, some few facts about his
origins did become common knowledge, much to his humilia-
tion. By the mid-1790s, when the Jefferson/Hamilton politi-
cal struggle was at its height, Jeffersonian newspapers were full
of descriptions of Hamilton as a bastard, and repeated highly
unflattering comments about his mother.

John Adams, who grew to detest Hamilton, often
referred to him as "the creole bastard" or the "bastard brat of a
Scots peddler." It is this truth -- the memory of his youth
spent in relative poverty, and the knowledge of his illegitimacy
-- that made Hamilton so sensitive about his status as a gentle-
man and led him to crave acceptance by high society.

MYTH NUMBER TWO once again involves George
Washington, who was perhaps the most significant figure in
Hamilton's life. During Hamilton's life and after, stories cir-

culated that IIamilton had palmed himself off on Washington,
flattering his way into Washington's military family, but that
Washington soon grew tired of the young man and threw him
out of his military family in frustration.

This myth stems from Hamilton's notorious fight with
General Washington. During the Revolutionary War,
Hamilton became extremely frustrated with Washington.
After repeatedly asking Washington for a command over the
course of a year, and repeatedly being turned down, Hamilton
grew frustrated and insulted at not getting what he felt he
deserved.

One day, Hamilton was on his way to deliver a dispatch.
Washington, meeting him on the stairs, told Hamilton he
needed to see him immediately. Hamilton assured
Washington that he would be right there, continued down the
stairs, handed the dispatch to another aide with his instruc-
tions, and was then accosted by the ever-earnest Marquis de
Lafayette. Lafayette burst into a stream of conversation,
which Hamilton later said he interrupted almost rudely, so he
could return to Washington.

Turning from Lafayette, Hamilton found Washington
glowering at him from the top of the stairs. Washington rep-
rimanded Ham ilton, saying, "Col. Hamilton, you have kept
me waiting at the head of these stars these ten minutes. I must
tell you, Sir, you treat me with disrespect." The touchy and
frustrated Hamilton responded, "I am not conscious of it, Sir,
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The certificate of Hamilton's official commission as Secretary of the Treasury, signed by

George Washington September 11, 1789. (library of Congress)
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but since you have thought it necessary to
tell me, so we part," and he left.

Washington soon sent an offer of
reconciliation to Hamilton, but Hamilton
took their minor disagreement as his
opportunity to leave what had become a
hated position. Still seething and resent-
ful, Hamilton sent back a stiff, cold reply,
stating that his resolution was "not to be
revoked," and that an interview with
Washington would be "mutually disagree-
able." After waiting for a replacement for
himself at headquarters, he left.

It is clear from this story that
Hamilton certainly did not leave at
Washington's request. He was actually all
that Washington could want in an aide:
he was quick; he wrote well; he spoke
French fluently; he could entertain visiting
dignitaries; and he was capable of taking in
the whole of the American campaign and
offering sound advice to his General.

What drove Hamilton to leave
headquarters was his craving for glory on
the battlefield. When Hamilton later
heard of this rumor of his being cast out of
Washington's family, he wrote to
Washington, asking him to correct this
falsehood in writing, and confessing "that this . . . hurt my
feelings." Washington replied, with admirable restraint, that
"your quitting was altogether the effect of your own choice."

Throughout his life, Hamilton was constantly being
accused of being completely self-serving, as the previous myth
seems to imply. He was certainly highly ambitious and always
concerned with himself, his importance and his reputation.
But he was also completely committed to the American nation,
and in his eyes his actions were, above all, for the public good.

Washington, when confronted by the accusation that
Hamilton was dangerously ambitious, replied, "By some, he is
considered as an ambitious man, and there a dangerous one.
That he is ambitious I shall readily grant, but it is of that laud-
able kind which prompts a man to excel in whatever he takes
in hand."

Indeed, it was blind ambition in Aaron Burr that led
Hamilton to fear and oppose him. Hamilton recognized in
Burr the same driving ambitions that he recognized in himself.
But to Hamilton, Burr only did what served Burr best. As
Hamilton put it, Burr "is for or against nothing, but as it suits
his interest or ambition. Determined to climb to the highest
honors of the State, and as much higher as circumstances may
permit, he cares nothing about the means of effecting his pur-
pose... I feel it a religious duty to oppose his career."

MYTH NUMBER THREE is perhaps the most
accepted myth concerning Alexander Hamilton: that he was a
monarchist, anxious to establish the equivalent of a king in
America. During the Federal Convention, Hamilton was out-
numbered in the New York delegation by two decidedly anti-
national delegates.

Rendered essentially useless by their opposing votes,
Hamilton remained uncharacteristically silent for much of the
convention. But on June 18, with the Convention seemingly
hesitating to create a strong national government, Hamilton

rose and delivered a marathon six-hour speech detailing his
thoughts on a new government for the American nation.

He openly professed his admiration for the British sys-
tem of government: its balance; its strength; and its structure.
He recognized, however, that the American people would only
accept a republican model of government, a government
deriving its authority from the people, and in which no one
would hold political office as a matter of right or ownership.

His pro-British statements were risky after America's
recent war against what was perceived as a tyrannical king. He
made matters worse by advocating the creation of an executive
who served for life; to him, this would promote stability and
would prevent the executive from having to continually pander
to the public to win re-election.

In later years, when Hamilton became a more contro-
versial political figure and a recognized advocate of a strong
national government and a strong executive, political oppo-
nents, and even friends, used this evidence, combined with
Hamilton's continued skepticism about the durability of the
American republic, to accuse him of being a monarchist.

Hamilton fought this perception throughout his life.
To him, if the executive was elected, could be removed by the
people's representatives, and could not pass his office on to his
descendants, he was not a monarch. And although he continu-
ally fought to strengthen the powers of the government,
Hamilton never felt that he had strayed from the principles of
a republic.

To his friends, he admitted having some doubts. He
once wrote, "I said that I was affectionately attached to the
republican theory. This is the real language of my heart,
which I open to you in the sincerity of friendship; and I add
that I have strong hopes of the success of that theory, but in
candor, I ought also to add that I am far from being without
doubts. I consider its success as yet a problem. It is yet to be
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Alexander Hamilton's circular to Collectors of Customs, Jan. 2, 1792, regarding receipt of
"Cash Notes" and "Post Notes" of the Bank of North America and the Bank of the United
States. (Library of Congress)
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determined by experience whether it be
consistent with the stability and order in
government which are essential to public
strength and private security and happi-
ness." Doubts he may have had, but he
never sought to do anything but preserve
the American republic, no matter what he
saw as its flaws.

MYTH NUMBER FOUR
involves two statements that Hamilton
supposedly made. The first one occurred
during the Federal Convention, after
Benjamin Franklin suggested that each
session begin with a prayer, a suggestion
on Franklin's part probably meant to cool
some rather heated tempers and put the
Convention's proceedings in perspective.
Supposedly, Hamilton rose at this point,
and opposed Franklin's suggestion, con-
cluding that "he did not see the necessity
of calling in foreign aid." James
Madison, although Hamilton's political
opponent, later denied that this ever
occurred and he was the Convention's
unofficial secretary, noting down all the
proceedings in his meticulous notes.

Hamilton, however, was certainly
capable of making scandalous and ill-
thought-out jokes. In a letter I recently
discovered in the Hamilton papers,
Hamilton is writing to Gouverneur
Morris, a friend who had a renowned wit,
which often strayed towards the scan-
dalous. Hamilton, when writing to
Morris, always assumed a witty, slightly
scandalous tone. In this particular letter,
Hamilton states that he is writing on a
Sunday, a day when he should be in
church. He then obviously proceeds to
make some sort of joking comment about
God, a comment which, unfortunately,
anxious Hamilton descendants ripped off the page to protect
his reputation for posterity.

Hamilton's other supposed comment is better known.
At one point in his career, in response to someone's comment
in favor of the "people," Hamilton supposedly responded, "the
people? Your people, sir, are a great beast!" This comment
has been cited as proof of Hamilton's desire to remove the
government from the reach of the people and as proof of his
interest in nothing but himself and the American elite.

Hamilton certainly considered himself to be of the
upper class, and his aristocratic tastes were apparent in his
clothing, his manner, and the company he kept. Unlike
Jefferson, he was never successful at communicating with the
"common man." But he always felt that his actions were in the
best interest of the nation at large. Although he was openly
concerned with the interests of the wealthy and powerful, it
was because he felt it necessary to attract their money and
power to support of the weak, new American government.

Even his constant struggle to strengthen the national
government, an effort that Jefferson considered as aimed at
removing the government from the reach of the people, was

rli 	 r	 ..6 eh'r rizine../2/,
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intended by Hamilton to promote a government strong
enough to protect the people's liberties, and prevent the
majority from crushing the rights of the minority.

Hamilton's comment about the people being a "great
beast" was actually first popularized by Henry Adams, a
descendant of John Adams. For generations, the Adamses had
persisted in a family hatred of Hamilton. Henry Adams was
predisposed to believe the story, but had very little support for
it. He got it from someone, who got it from someone, who
got it from someone.

MYTH NUMBER FIVE is the belief that Hamilton
was thoroughly corrupt, financially benefitting from his posi-
tion as Treasury Secretary and leaking Treasury secrets to his
wealthy speculating friends. As far as Hamilton's own finances
were concerned, not only did he never financially gain from
his position, but he actually resigned because his low salary as
Treasury Secretary had almost bankrupted him, and he needed
time to attend to his family's finances earning some money
while practicing law.

As Hamilton put it, "Our finances are in a most flourish
condition. Having contributed to place those of the Nation



Alexander Hamilton addressing three judges. (Library of Congress)
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on a good footing, I go to take a little care of my own; which
need my care not a little."

Hamilton often said far too much, and he might, on
occasion, have revealed too much while conversing with
friends. And there were, unfortunately, occasions when his
staff leaked information. But I have not seen any evidence that
Hamilton consciously gave his supporters illegal advice or
funding. Even Thomas Jefferson stated that Hamilton was
not a corrupt individual.

Hamilton was actually almost careless with his own
finances. His wife, Elizabeth, managed their household bud-
get, and as one friend said, deserved "as much merit as our
treasurer as you have as treasurer of the wealth of the United
States." Hamilton readily admitted to Elizabeth before their
marriage that "an indifference to property enters into my
character too much," and asked her if she were prepared to
"relish the pleasure of being a poor man's wife." A few days
after he retired as Treasury Secretary, he even wrote to his
bank admitting that he had lost his bank book, and didn't
know how much money he had in his account.

However, Hamilton didn't help his own case very much.
In 1792 Hamilton's ill-timed sense of humor led to an accusa-
tion that he was bribing a Congressman. A particularly can-
tankerous Representative named
John Francis Mercer was owed
money by the government for a
horse which had been shot out from
under him during the war.
Hamilton and Mercer did not like
each other at all, and most probably
Hamilton was somewhat slower in
filing Mercer's claim than he might
have been with someone else.

Hamilton, as I mentioned
before, was very conscious of his
own importance, and could not resist
putting others in their place. One
day, while on the way to dinner with
a group of friends, Hamilton was
confronted by Mercer on the street.
Mercer accused Hamilton of not
handling his request because of per-
sonal dislike. In a later account of
the incident, Hamilton reflected that
at the moment, he had two choices
before him. He could either be
greatly offended -- the more charac-
teristic response -- or he could make a joke and pass on.
Hamilton chose the latter course.

In response to Mercer's comment, Hamilton said,
"There is one expedient which will shorten the discussion very
much. If you will vote for the assumption tomorrow, or if you
will change the vote you gave upon the assumption today,
we'll make the thing very easy, we'll contrive to get your
account settled."

In Hamilton's later account of this incident, he
remarked that everyone laughed at this point, even Mercer
himself. However, Mercer began spreading stories about
Hamilton's attempt to bribe him, and eventually Washington
found out, and demanded an explanation from Hamilton, who
was forced to admit that he had made a joke, admittedly a poor
one. Mercer and Hamilton almost fought a duel over this

incident.
MYTH NUMBER SIX is the belief that Hamilton was

Washington's mentor, secretly running the government,
telling Washington what to do, and using Washington's repu-
tation to wipe away stains left in his wake. There is no doubt
that Hamilton was a prime force in the Washington adminis-
tration. NATashington trusted Hamilton and gave him far more
free rein than he did to Jefferson or other cabinet members.

But part of the reason for Washington's lesser involve-
ment in Hamilton's affairs is that Washington knew far less of
finances than he did of foreign affairs, Jefferson's realm. And
although Hamilton continually advised Washington on eco-
nomic matters and much more, Washington took his time
making decisions, weighed all sides of an issue, and came to his
own conclusions. One of Washington's greatest skills was his
ability to find and use men of great talent to counsel him.

When one looks carefully at Washington's relations
with his Treasury Secretary, one finds that, although
Washington followed Hamilton's counsel much of the time,
Hamilton most certainly did not have free rein. At one point,
Hamilton was accused of misapplying Treasury funds. His
defense, when confronted by a congressional investigation,
was that Washington had verbally agreed to Hamilton's

actions. Washington professed no memory of an oral autho-
rization, although he assured Hamilton that "I do not doubt,
that it was substantially as you have stated it."

Hamilton was quite wounded by what he saw as
Washington's lack of support. But even more worrisome to
Hamilton was the fact that Washington showed a marked
increase in attention he gave to Hamilton's financial dealings
after this point. Shortly thereafter, Washington asked
Hamilton if he had followed through on a recent request, and
Hamilton who had been making plans quite different from
Washington's original instructions, replied, "I had entirely
forgotten the existence of your ... instructions."

Hamilton continued to resist Washington's instructions,
and Washington was forced to insist that Hamilton comply.
So, Washington was not a sleeping President, and Hamilton
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An engraving depicting the duel between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton. (Library of Congress)
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was not the secret President,
at least not under George
Washington.

MYTH NUMBER
SEVEN involves women
and scandal. Hamilton was
always something of a ladies'
man, particularly noted for
his gallantry. Abigail Adams,
in keeping with her New
England Puritan back-
ground, was scandalized by
Hamilton's behavior at par-
ties; she described him as
entering parties and immedi-
ately scanning the room for
the most attractive women
to flirt with.

A scandalous rumor
states that Hamilton had an
affair with Angelica Church,
his wife's sister. Elizabeth
Schuyler, Hamilton's wife,
was a stable, down-to-earth,
unpretentious woman, the
perfect match for the high-
strung, unpredictable, emo-
tional Hamilton. Elizabeth's
sister Angelica was a noted
beauty, flirtatious, highly
intelligent, and a prominent
society figure.

The surviving corre-
spondence between Hamilton and Angelica shows that they
flirted quite a bit, even to the point that Angelica was prompt-
ed to tell Hamilton, in a very delicate way, to cool off. But no
evidence exists to suggest that they went any further. And sur-
prisingly, some of Hamilton's more flirtatious letters have
postscripts from Elizabeth on them, or passages written by
Elizabeth. No matter how foolhardy Hamilton was, he would
not have shown these letters to Elizabeth if he had any fear of
revealing a dread dark secretive affair with her sister. And the
two families were always the closest friends.

This is not to suggest, however, that Hamilton was not
capable of adultery. When, in 1791, the attractive Maria
Reynolds came to his office, pleading for help after her hus-
band had abandoned her, Hamilton gave her far more than
money. As he put it, "some conversation ensued from which it
was quickly apparent that other than pecuniary consolation
would be acceptable." He had an affair with her that lasted
over a year, involving the payment of blackmail money to
Maria's husband, who appeared on the scene shortly after their
first meeting.

Maria's husband later used these blackmail payments to
help Hamilton's political opponents accuse him of misusing
Treasury funds. To defend his public reputation, Hamilton
wrote a pamphlet in which he denied the accusations regard-
ing Treasury funds, and instead, confessed in great detail to an
"amorous connection" with Maria Reynolds. Years later,
political opponents were still referring to Hamilton as Mrs.
Reynolds' lover.

This sketch of Hamilton's life and the myths surround-

ing it is scarcely capable of portraying the true Alexander
Hamilton. For, besides being a pivotal historical figure who
took part in the creation of our Constitution, fought to
include New York in the new constitutional government,
saved the United States from financial ruin, and left his
imprint on the identity of the America nation, Hamilton was
also a man who kissed his children, talked too much, told bad
jokes, feared humiliation, worried about supporting his family,
and above all, was as unsure of the outcome of his actions as
we are of ours.

Myths dehumanize, removing the uncertainty, the
excitement, the ambiguities, and the emotions of the unfolding
of history. We seek to clearly identify the "good" and the
"bad." We try to create better, more logical reasons for the
events of history. We endow historical figures with more
knowledge, absolute confidence, and ulterior motives than
they ever possessed.

But what is truly fascinating about Hamilton,
Washington, Jefferson, and their contemporaries is that they
were real people, with their good and had sides, living during a
turbulent period, blessed with the talents to take part in the
creation of a nation, but like any other person faced with chal-
lenge, unsure of how to proceed and doubtful about the suc-
cess of their actions. The history of the United States is a
human story. To truly understand it, it is important to pre-
serve its humanity.

Editor's note: This article first appeared in Financial
History magazine, issues 41-42.
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