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The Duel of Legacy
	The date is June 11, 1804, two of America’s most influential men in politics stand before each other with guns drawn. This is the day that goes down in history as “The Hamilton and Burr Duel”. Before the two founding fathers met, there was a lot that took place that caused these men to meet their fate. Therefore, to completely comprehend this groundbreaking event, one must study what happened before, during, and after the duel.

	Starting off with Alexander Hamilton, unlike America’s other founding fathers, he came from very little beginnings pertaining to wealth and family stability (American). In fact, Alexander wasn’t even born in the American colonies, he was born on the island of Nevis in the Caribbean (which was also controlled by the British Empire) (Chernow). His mother, Racheal Faucette, had a questionable reputation in the Caribbean throughout her lifetime. She was constantly haunted by her past relationship with an abusive husband that claimed Racheal had cheated on him with multiple men. With no documented evidence of this ever happening, it can only be inferred that Racheal was simply trying to divorce her husband with no repercussions. She fled to the island Nevis for safety and met a businessman by the name of James Hamilton. Racheal documented in her journal that they both fell in love and lived together, but never got married. However, she went by the name “Racheal Hamilton” anyway (McNamara). A few years pass by and Alexander is born on January 11, 1755 (Chernow). As Alexander grew up, he was surrounded by his father’s business work trading sugar cane, and rum. As a young boy, he knew a lot of the way his father performed his business, giving him a head start in what he would do later in his life. Unfortunately, around the same time that Alexander turns ten years old, his father leaves their family without any warning. To this day it is still unclear as to why James Hamilton left their family. It is believed to be because of debt issues in his business life (Chernow). Three years later, an unknown sickness swept over the island and caused Rachael to die due to a high fever, leaving Alexander orphaned with no parents for his care (McNamara). This heartbreak led him to the trading business where a fellow clerk like his father took him under his wing and taught him the basics of the trading industry. In just a few years, at the age of fifteen, Alexander Hamilton did such a fine job and left such an impactful impression on the clerk, that he was given the highest position for his trading business. It wasn’t before long that Alexander’s abilities were spotted by a Presbyterian Minister by the name of Hugh Knox. Knox was so impressed with his intelligence and ambition, that he went around the island and gained funding by some of the richest residents to send Alexander to America to go to college (American). 

	Aaron Burr’s beginning of life however, is just nearly the opposite of Alexander’s beginning. Burr was born into one of the wealthiest families in the thirteen colonies (Lewis). His father, Reverend Aaron Burr Sr., was the second president of Princeton College. Burr’s grandfather was even famous throughout England and known for his “fire and brimstone” types of sermons in church as he too was a reverend (American). As a result, Aaron Burr was raised very strictly due to the strong authoritarian influence of his parents and grandparents. However, as Aaron Burr grew older into his adolescence stage of life, he showed no interest in becoming a reverend, like his father or grandfather. In fact, Burr documents that during his years at Princeton College, his favorite activities were to spend time wooing women and socializing in local taverns. Burr documents: “They were drinking cherry rum when I entered the room, and I easily perceived that both Males and Females had enough to keep them in Spirits. The Females especially looked too immensely good-natured to say no to anything. And I doubt not the effects of this frolic will be very visible a few months hence.” (Lewis). Burr also alludes to his personal relationships at that time by documenting: “When a woman does me the honor to name me the father of her child, I shall always be too gallant to decline the honor.” (Lewis). This clearly shows that Burr certainly rebelled against his family’s agenda of being strict and very religious. Even with Aaron’s partying and lack of continuing family tradition, he still held the same benefits and golden reputation of being from the Burr family.

	Although both men came from very different backgrounds, they shared the same urge to put their schooling aside temporarily and to join the Continental Army of the American Revolution. Hamilton joined the army as a private just like everyone else but passed through the ranks very quickly. It wasn’t before long that he was given the rank of lieutenant. Alexander’s enthusiasm and ambition made him stand out in from others in the army, causing him to catch the attention of General George Washington. Washington soon made Hamilton one of his top aides due to his high intelligence and relentless energy to help with decisions (Geissler). At Valley Forge, Alexander Hamilton witnessed his fellow soldiers battle the awful conditions of cold weather and disease. He blamed the Continental congress for the lack of supplies given to the army during this tough time, and at the age of twenty-one, he began to publicly attack the congress for the loss of many men during their time at Valley Forge (Taylor). Seeing all the suffering that he did, and nothing being done about it, made Alexander’s view of human beings very dark. Hamilton records: “My friend, you cannot conceive how dreadful of a situation we are in. I hate congress, and I hate the army, and I hate the world, and I hate myself…” (Chernow). This being recorded shows how the war had such an important but dark affect on his life and how he viewed the world.

	Just like Hamilton, Burr enlisted into the Continental Army as soon as possible. His charm and intellect made him a very strong leader, resulting in him attaining a high officer rank over a group of men. Burr’s bravery was remarkable, and it made him one of the big heroes during the Battle of Quebec (Lewis). His higher officer was shot, causing havoc amongst the soldiers. Noticing this, Aaron Burr took lead of the remaining men and helped the Continental Army win the battle. Word got around about the battle and Burr’s part in it, causing him to grow fairly popular amongst the army in total. Many who met Burr at this point in his life, claim that he was a man meant for great things (Taylor). Only time would tell what Aaron Burr would do following the American Revolution.

	With the American colonists winning the war and gaining their independence, it left a lot of opportunity to be opened within law and politics. After the war, both Hamilton and Burr moved to New York City, so they could finish up their schooling in law. Once both men became lawyers, they worked on some of the same cases, socialized with many of the same people and both became very interested in politics (Taylor). However, even with Burr and Hamilton sharing a few similarities, they both had opposing goals in their ambitions. 

Aaron Burr was well in his desire to become rich and powerful. He believed that it was pointless for a man to not chase those two aspects of life. Something that made Aaron Burr stand out when compared to other politics of his time, was that he was one of the first politicians to pursue women’s rights. He most likely had gained this mindset due to his very talented and intellectual wife he married named Theodosia (Lewis). He wished for his wife and daughter (who was also named Theodosia) to be treated as equals when compared to men. Another aspect that pertained to Aaron Burr’s political career was that historians know him today as a “populist”. A populist is a public figure or politician that makes their decisions and views of a subject based on the most popular side of the debate. Aaron Burr would sit back and remain patient while congressmen around him would debate and argue over what should be done over a matter. Once the winning side of the debate became clear to him, he would then voice his opinion towards supporting the winning side of the conflict. Making him a well-known winner to the public eye often (Owen). 

Hamilton’s ambition in politics had different intentions than Burr’s. He pushed for a government set on the foundations of checks and balances to even out power at the federal level so no one man would be able to hold power. He also immensely pushed for a financial system regulated by the federal government that would also allow the American public the opportunity to become rich. This system would become known as “The American Capitalist System” (White). Alexander Hamilton was able to successfully implement his financial system into the American government once he was appointed by George Washington to become The United States’ first Secretary of Treasury (Taylor). Another big aspect to Hamilton’s political career was his personalized political disputes. With no influence of political parties at that time, the conflict between politicians often became very personal. Alexander would play this process often and he saw those who agreed with him as close friends, and those who disagreed with him and his policies as mortal enemies. This course of action caused Hamilton to make a lot of friends as well as enemies due to his aggressive push for what he believed in (Taylor). In desperate need of more allies to support him in congress, Hamilton tries to get his father-in-law (Phillip Schuyler) into the open senate seat for the New York. Little did he know that this move would spark the beginning between his and Burr’s fateful conflict.

	The conflict between Hamilton and Burr truly begins when Aaron Burr purposefully switches his political party to run against Phillip Schuyler and win the New York Senate seat. This made Hamilton furious, and as a result, he began writing to politicians of both political parties discussing how Aaron Burr was “an indecent man in both his public and private life” (Owen). Hamilton was not only mad because Burr ruined his plan, but he was also paranoid by the fact that Arron Burr had many political skills, but no principles to abide by. Thus for, making Burr a very dangerous man to be in political power (President). 

 The second milestone observed in Hamilton and Burr’s conflict is found in the Presidential election of 1800. In that election, Thomas Jefferson was the clear favorite to become President of The United States. To gain even more popularity, Jefferson chose Aaron Burr to run as his Vice President due to his popularity in northern states. Oddly enough, Aaron Burr openly campaigned against Thomas Jefferson and there became a tie between the two men in the electoral college. With the tie, the decision for President fell to the House of Representatives, which was controlled by Hamilton’s political party called “the federalists” (Taylor).  With Hamilton having a heavy influence on the Federalist Party, Alexander Hamilton decided to throw his support toward Thomas Jefferson. In a public response, Alexander states: “There is no doubt that upon every virtuous and prudent calculation, that Jefferson is to be preferred. He is a by far not so dangerous of a man, and he has pretentions to character” (Wilson). As a result of Hamilton’s support for Jefferson, Aaron Burr lost the vote to receive the Presidency. Although Burr had received Vice President after the vote, Jefferson saw Burr as an enemy and completely shut him all from all executive connections (Wilson). 

After both Alexander and Aaron remained in political exile for about four years until 1804 where Burr sought one last attempt to seek back political power. Aaron Burr switched parties again to become a federalist and decided to run for Governor of New York. Outraged, Alexander Hamilton took personal trips across the state of New York telling any federalist who would listen that they should vote for the devil himself before voting for Burr (American). Burr then did not receive the federalist nomination for the Governor race but decided to run independent anyway as a desperate attempt. Unsurprisingly, Aaron Burr finished last, his political reputation and career was then completely ruined (American). 

Aaron Burr then looked back over all the times in his political career that he has failed and noticed that Hamilton was connected to nearly all of them. Burr then used his last bit of pride left to publicly call out Alexander for negatively talking about him. He did this by cutting out an excerpt from the newspaper which showed that Alexander was talking bad about him and sending it to Hamilton as a letter demanding an apology (Taylor). This was Burr’s first letter: “Sir, I send for your approval a letter signed by Charles D. Cooper. You must perceive sir the necessity of a prompt acknowledgment or denial of the use of any expressions which could warrant the assertions of Dr. Cooper. I have the honor to be your obedient servant.” (Geissler). Once Hamilton received the letter, he wished to cut the dispute short of the dueling grounds as he had in the past, but he had too much pride to apologize to Aaron Burr for his actions. This lead to a very negative reply by Hamilton that stated: “The language of Doctor Cooper affirms that I have expressed some opinion "still more despicable," without however mentioning to whom, when, or where. 'Tis evident, that the phrase "still more despicable" admits of infinite shades, from very light to very dark. How am I to judge of the degree intended? I trust, on more reflection, you will see the matter in the same light with me. If not, I can only regret the circumstance, and must abide the consequences.” (Geissler). Hamilton basically replies and admits that he did say things about Burr but its not clear how bad the words he said are, but he finishes the letter saying he would abide the consequences (meaning accept the duel). Burr sends two more letters and Hamilton sends another letter, but nothing really changes between the two men as far as talks of peace. Thus, leading towards the men settling their conflict on the dueling grounds. 


On the morning of July 11, 1804, Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr set off rowing across the Hudson River to meet on the dueling grounds of Weehawken, New Jersey. This was their desired meeting place because although dueling was illegal at the time, the consequences for dueling were less severe if it took part in New Jersey (Chernow). Both men arrived at the dueling ground at 7:00 a.m. with their “seconds” which was basically a friend for observing and supporting you in the dueling process. The two men greeted each other and then began casting lots for which position to take. Once the guns were loaded, there became two separate accounts of Hamilton’s actions during the duel (American). Nathaniel Pennington (Hamilton’s second) claimed that prior to the duel, Alexander planned to not shoot Aaron Burr, but to shoot at the sky because it would be morally wrong to kill Burr. However, William Van Ness (Burr’s second) claimed that Hamilton had every intention of shooting Burr due to him sighting in the pistol and putting on a pair of glasses before the duel began (American). No matter what Hamilton’s actions were, both sides agreed that Hamilton fired first, and that Burr was left standing and untouched by any bullet. Burr then drew his pistol and shot at Hamilton. Hamilton almost instantly fell as the bullet was shot into his abdomen and lodged in his spine (American). Burr then vastly made his way over to Hamilton with a sense of regret, but then drew away from the dueling ground without saying a single word. 

Alexander Hamilton was then quickly rushed across the Hudson River and back to New York where he could get better medical attention. Meanwhile, Burr made his way back to his New York home. According to Burr’s maid, he first came home and ate a very heavy breakfast. He then went to his office and wrote Hamilton’s doctor a note, requesting the health status of Alexander. No answer was ever sent back to him (Lewis). Alexander Hamilton lingered for thirty-six hours in excruciating pain. As the doctor could do no more to help Alexander’s health, he requested his family to come in the room where he laid to spend remaining hours with him. Through his last hours, he calmed down his family and spouse and still retained his usual intelligent remarks which kept spirits high. Then at 2:00 p.m. on July 12, 1804, Alexander Hamilton died (Chernow).

 Given to all that took place before, during, and after the duel of Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr, it was neither men that benefitted from this conflict. Such a process that was designed to restore honor, only ruined it. Alexander Hamilton lost his life due to the duel, and Aaron Burr lost every ounce of respect the American people had for him. The only difference is that Hamilton’s legacy was that he was remembered for great things he created as a politician such as his great financial system, Aaron Burr however is known as “the man that killed Alexander Hamilton”. It wasn’t even until very late in his life that Aaron Burr made a documented comment on the duel between him and Alexander. Aaron Burr had always kept two different books in his office. One of which was from the European philosopher Voltaire which advocated a ruthless response to all insults. The other book was from Lawrence Stern titled “Tristin Shandi” which describes how a man is about to kill a fly, but suddenly stops, to instead help it out the window. Burr writes: “If I had read more Stern and less Voltaire, perhaps I would have realized the world was large enough for both Hamilton and me.” (Lewis). The deadly duel that took place on that day between the two men set their names into the history books without warning. Both will forever be accompanied as “the founding fathers that fought the duel”.
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