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FACE-TO-FACE


One week before


On July Fourth, 1804, a boisterous Independence Day celebration took place at Fraunces Tavern, the convivial New York City watering hole where George Washington had bid an emotional farewell to his officers in 1783. Already nearly a century old, the brick building on the corner of Pearl and Broad had housed a tavern since before the Revolution, and was one of the most popular gathering spots in the city. Approximately seventy-five men crammed in around narrow wooden tables that ran the length of the tavern’s Long Room. There were lawyers and bankers, merchants and gentleman farmers. They all had one thing in common: in their youth, they had served as comrades-in-arms in the war that transformed their lives and gave birth to the new nation.


The occasion was the gala annual banquet of the Society of the Cincinnati, the organization founded by officers who had served in Washington’s army. The tables were soon cluttered with dishes bearing a sumptuous feast. Wine and rum punch flowed freely. No sooner were the dishes cleared away than the diners launched into a series of formal toasts. By tradition there were seventeen, one for each state. This was a night to let loose, an evening of “harmony and social glee,” according to the society’s minutes. Songs, jests, and shouts filled the air, and smoke from a dozen clay pipes curled toward the low ceiling as they celebrated the country’s twenty-eighth birthday.


Seated side by side in places of honor at one of the long tables were two men who served on Washington’s staff during the war, and whose destinies had been intertwined ever since: Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr.


The drink-fueled revelry went on late into the night, but the flickering candlelight that played upon Burr and Hamilton showed a marked contrast in their demeanors. “The singularity of their manner was observed by all,” commented artist John Trumbull, who was a special guest at the event. “Burr, contrary to his wont, was silent, gloomy, sour; while Hamilton entered with glee into all the gaiety of a convivial party, and even sung an old military song.”


According to one account, the song Hamilton chose to sing for the assembled gathering was “How Stands the Glass Around.” It was popularly known as “Wolfe’s Song,” because legend had it that British General James Wolfe sang the song the night before his great victory in the Battle of Quebec in 1759—a victory that cost him his life. A boisterous drinking song filled with spirited bravado, it possessed a certain poignant irony because of its connection with Wolfe’s heroic death.


 


Why, soldiers, why?


    Should we be melancholy, boys?


    Why, soldiers, why?


    Whose business is to die!


 


As Hamilton sang, Burr raised his head and gazed intently at him, seemingly lost in thought.


They had much in common, these two. Both were orphans, Revolutionary War heroes, lawyers, and politicians. In addition, they were two of the most well-known men in America. Burr, after all, was the sitting vice president, under Thomas Jefferson, just a heartbeat away from the presidency. Hamilton had served President Washington as the nation’s first secretary of the treasury, creating out of whole cloth the systems that formed the underpinnings of the nation’s economy. They were longtime rivals in the cockpit of New York politics, where they had sometimes worked together, but far more often battled each other with increasing loathing. Once they had been friends, but no shred of that friendship survived.


At any point in the evening, did a look pass between them? A grimace, a glare, a half smile? A clue to their innermost thoughts? The revelers celebrating around them had no way of knowing that the two men shared a dark secret, one they kept well hidden that night. Their differences had reached the point of no return, and they had come to the mutual conclusion that there was only one way to settle them:


In a duel, with pistols, in one week’s time.
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Seven days later, Aaron Burr woke up on his couch as dawn broke over Richmond Hill, his New York City mansion. He had slept in his clothes, over which he now put on an elegant black frock coat made of silk. It was a deliciously cool morning for July. The grounds of his house sloped down to the Hudson River, and it took him less than a minute to walk to the water’s edge. He was with a friend, William Van Ness, who was acting as his second—his representative in making arrangements for the duel. They were met by a small boat and rowed across the mile-wide Hudson by a single oarsman.


Their destination was a small beach at the base of the cliffs in Weehawken, New Jersey. From there, a narrow path led up to a rocky ledge about twenty feet above the water, opening onto a clearing about the size of a volleyball court. It was a secluded spot, surrounded by dense woods and heavy undergrowth. No trail led down from the heights, two hundred feet above. No houses were in view on that side of the river. In other words, it was a perfect spot for a duel, and a number of them had been fought there. Dueling was illegal in both New York and New Jersey, but New York was more aggressive about prosecuting duelists, so those determined to shoot it out often headed across the water.


The site offered a spectacular view across the Hudson, for anyone who took the time to notice. Far off to the right, barely visible in the morning haze, was Staten Island. Then New York City, still only covering the tip of Manhattan, its waterfront surrounded by a forest of ships’ masts. Woods and occasional farms stretched north of the city into the distance, covering most of the rest of Manhattan.


Burr and Van Ness stepped out of the boat and climbed up a few dozen steps to the ledge. They took off their frock coats and began clearing away accumulated brush to prepare for the encounter, which would follow the carefully prescribed rules of the Code Duello. This detailed set of dueling instructions had been drawn up in Ireland in the 1770s, after pistols had become the preferred weapon for dueling. Its provisions were well known to gentlemen in Europe and America.


Alexander Hamilton set out across the Hudson from a separate dock some time after Burr. He was accompanied by a slightly larger entourage that included his second, Judge Nathaniel Pendleton; his doctor, David Hosack; and two oarsmen. Since Burr was the challenger, Hamilton had the choice of weapons. Sitting at his feet in the boat was a wooden chest containing two ornate flintlock pistols, with lacquered walnut handles and brass barrels. The guns held a tragic memory for Hamilton, one that he undoubtedly reflected upon in the hour or so that it took to cross the broad expanse of the Hudson.


Hamilton arrived on the Jersey side of the river at about 7 A.M. He walked up to the ledge with Pendleton, while the oarsmen and the doctor remained at the boat to maintain plausible deniability in the event of a trial. Hamilton and Burr offered each other a strained greeting, while Pendleton and Van Ness made the final arrangements for the showdown. They measured the distance that would separate the two duelists—ten paces. Then they cast lots to see who would have choice of position, and whose second would give the final word—the winner was Hamilton on both counts. There was no talk of a last-minute apology to avert the duel. After years of mutual antagonism, neither man had the slightest interest in backing down now.


Burr and Hamilton took their stations. Hamilton, given the choice of position, selected the northernmost spot. It was an odd choice; the way the ledge faced the river put the rising summer sun in his eyes. The two seconds handed fully loaded and cocked pistols to the principals. The two-pound Wogdon dueling pistols were of a large caliber, capable of eviscerating an opponent at this range. Pendleton then explained the rules. He would ask if both men were ready. When they were, he would shout the word “Present!” After that, they could fire when they pleased.


Pendleton asked if both men were set. Burr’s gaze was fixed on Hamilton. “He caught my eye, and quailed under it,” Burr later commented. “He looked like a convicted felon.” Hamilton did seem unnerved by the moment. “Stop,” he called out. Heads turned quizzically toward him, looking for an explanation. “In certain states of the light,” Hamilton explained, “one requires glasses.”


As Burr watched with silent disdain, Hamilton aimed his pistol at imaginary targets in various directions, squinting in the light. Then he put on his glasses, and repeated the ritual. Finally, he decided he would wear his glasses for the duel. “This will do now,” he said. “You may proceed.”


Burr and Hamilton stood like statues, each holding his pistol at the ready. A light breeze rustled through the tree branches.


“Present!” shouted Pendleton.


The two seconds differed about what happened next, but they both agreed on one point. “Both parties took aim…”
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It is the most famous duel in American history. Two of the nation’s founders, shooting it out with pistols, within sight of New York City. But exactly why were they there? What so inflamed these two men, on this day, that they could think of no better way to resolve the issues between them?


Hamilton was a Federalist, a fervent supporter of a powerful central government as a check against the passions of the mob. Burr was affiliated with Jefferson’s Republican party, which feared placing too much power in the hands of the elite. (The conflict over this issue remains intense two-hundred-plus years later.) Their duel came at a time when the country was young and vulnerable. A real fear that political disagreements might literally tear the country apart was never far from the surface. Politics alone, though, only goes so far in explaining the animosity between these two.


Hamilton’s pugnacious personality is often cited as a factor. He reduced many leading luminaries of the day to spluttering anger with his abrasive attacks, while himself being hypersensitive to the slightest perceived slight. This combination of qualities involved him in as many as ten “affairs of honor” over the years. Yet all except this one were settled long before they reached the dueling ground.


History and popular culture have generally put the blame on Burr, making him the undisputed villain in this drama. He laid down the challenge, he fired the bullet that killed Hamilton, and he was later tried for treason. He must be the bad guy, the argument goes. End of story. Such a conclusion can only be reached by ignoring the complexities of Burr’s character, and in any case fails to unravel the many strands of this convoluted melodrama that was carried out on the national stage.


The Hamilton-Burr story is a murder mystery where the who is beyond doubt, but the why is endlessly fascinating. To search for clues, we must spin the story backwards, past the exchange of acrimonious notes that led to the duel, past the tumultuous 1800 election that turned on Hamilton and Burr’s private war, further and further, before the sex scandal that so damaged Hamilton’s career, and the other duels that litter this story, past friends and enemies such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and John Adams, not the myths, but the flesh-and-blood men, traveling back to a time before the first outbreak of partisan politics came in response to the Constitution that Hamilton so fervently espoused, and Burr coolly opposed, rewinding past the days when they were friends and colleagues, through the New York courtrooms where they both argued, back before they were law students, all the way back to the very first days of the American Revolution. The roots of their rivalry can be discerned in the complicated relationship each of them had with the august figure whose exploits were toasted at Fraunces Tavern one week before the duel: George Washington.
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FIRST SHOT


Twenty-nine years before


The first shot of the American Revolution was fired a few minutes before dawn, on April 19, 1775. British soldiers decked out in scarlet and drawn up in tight formation faced two ragged lines of colonial militiamen on the town common in Lexington, Massachusetts. A musket barked. A skirmish broke out. That led to a battle at the North Bridge in Concord, and then a brawling, bloody, running gunfight between retreating British regulars and angry colonial militiamen all the way back to the British lines in Boston. By nightfall, forty-nine colonials and seventy-three British soldiers had been killed. More than three thousand militiamen camped on the outskirts of Boston, penning the British inside the city. They were farmers, millers, wheelwrights, men of every description who had taken up arms to fight British tyranny. The War for Independence was now a fact. In the coming days and weeks, thousands more volunteers flooded into the camps from nearby colonies. By early June it became clear to the Continental Congress, meeting in Philadelphia, that this growing army needed a commander. They chose a tall Virginia planter who had served as a colonel in the French and Indian War, and whose stern self-control hid a storm of emotions raging just beneath the surface.


George Washington hurried north from Philadelphia to take up his new command. On June 25, cheering crowds lined Broadway as Washington rode through New York City in a majestic carriage drawn by four white horses. A company of militiamen marched alongside as an honor guard. Among the throngs of people cheering him on was an ambitious twenty-year-old who had arrived from the West Indies not long before. Alexander Hamilton was already making a name for himself, but he could hardly guess that within two years he would be one of Washington’s closest aides.


Hamilton was born in 17551 on the remote Caribbean island of Nevis, situated east of Puerto Rico, nearly two thousand miles from New York. He was the illegitimate son of James Hamilton and Rachel Faucette. John Adams, who was to become a bitter enemy of Alexander Hamilton, accurately but uncharitably referred to him as “the bastard brat of a Scotch peddler.” Hamilton was understandably circumspect about his early years. His father, the fourth son of a Scottish lord, came to the Caribbean to seek his fortune, but failed miserably as a merchant. His mother had fled an abusive husband on the island of St. Croix without ever getting divorced. James and Rachel had two sons out of wedlock before James abandoned his family.


Rachel moved back to St. Croix in 1765 with the two boys. She died three years later, leaving her sons as orphans.


Things went from bad to worse. Alexander Hamilton and his older brother were adopted by a cousin who committed suicide shortly afterward. Rachel’s first husband seized her estate, leaving the boys with virtually nothing. At this point, their lives diverged. James became apprenticed to a local carpenter. Little is known of his later life, spent entirely in the Virgin Islands; he died sometime after 1785.


At age thirteen, Alex began working as a clerk in a mercantile firm. Soon he was sending out commanding missives to ship captains and traders, acting with maturity far beyond his years. Shortly afterwards he was adopted by a family friend, Thomas Stevens. Hamilton was only fourteen when he wrote to his adopted brother Ned Stevens that he could not bear to think about “groveling forever as a clerk” because “my ambition is prevalent.” A poor orphan boy stuck on an obscure island, he nonetheless had his sights set high, and would “willingly risk my life, though not my character, to exalt my station.” At the end of the letter he expressed a striking sentiment. “I wish there was a war.” A war, he thought, might provide enough upheaval to take him away from the islands and give him a chance to show what he was capable of.


It was not a war, however, but a hurricane that blew Hamilton out of the West Indies. After the destructive storm tore through St. Croix in August 1772, Hamilton wrote a vivid letter describing the damage and reflecting upon its impact. “The roaring of the sea and wind, fiery meteors flying about it in the air, the prodigious glare of almost perpetual lightning, the crash of the falling houses, and the ear-piercing shrieks of the distressed, were sufficient to strike astonishment into Angels.” The letter was published in a local newspaper, both its prose and religious fervor impressing many. A minister took up a collection to send this prodigiously talented young man off to school in New York City. There he attended King’s College (renamed Columbia College after the Revolution2), and started studying law. In 1774, when the nineteen-year-old Hamilton gave a rousing speech at a mass rally for the Sons of Liberty, it turned heads. After the battles of Lexington and Concord, Hamilton joined a local militia company and began boning up on military strategy, while writing fiery pamphlets in defense of the patriot cause. Slight in stature with piercing blue eyes and red hair, he was already a manic overachiever, brimming with energy and restless impatience. Whatever the future held, he would make the most of it.








[image: ]











George Washington arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on July 2, 1775, to take command of the Continental Army. Only two weeks before, the colonials had been roundly defeated at the Battle of Bunker Hill. Washington’s job was to mold this motley collection of barely trained and poorly equipped citizen-soldiers into an army. He set up his headquarters at a stately mansion in Cambridge that later became the home of the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. In early August, two young gentlemen from “The Jerseys” presented themselves to Washington bearing a letter of introduction from none other than John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress. The letter said they were visiting Washington’s camp “not as spectators, but with a view of joining the army and being active during the campaign.” One was named Matthias Ogden. The other was a well-connected nineteen-year-old with a distinguished bloodline named Aaron Burr.


Burr’s maternal grandfather was the famous preacher and theologian Jonathan Edwards. His father, also named Aaron Burr, was the president of what would become Princeton University. Both his parents died when he was an infant, and he was raised by his uncle. Burr graduated from Princeton at sixteen, giving a senior oration in which he cautioned his fellow students against wasting their time on dreams and far-fetched schemes. Standing five feet six, with hazel eyes and a gentlemanly bearing, he was known affectionately to his classmates as “Little Burr.” He considered following in his grandfather’s footsteps as a minister, but eventually decided on a legal career. He had just begun his studies when the war broke out.


Washington was not ready to offer commissions to Burr and his friend Ogden, but he let them hang around as volunteers. Despite having come down with a fever, Burr volunteered to join an expedition being led by Benedict Arnold to seize Quebec City, a British stronghold. Later to become famous for treason and treachery, the headstrong Arnold was already a war hero for his role in helping to capture Fort Ticonderoga. He led a force of 1,100 men north to Canada, intending to link up with another army under General Richard Montgomery, and capture Quebec.


It was a brutal six-hundred-mile journey, much of it through unforgiving wilderness. Food ran low and hunger took its toll, as did the oncoming winter. Conditions were so miserable that three companies of volunteers simply turned back. Ogden feared that Burr, still weak from his debilitating bout with fever, wouldn’t survive. Yet the slender young man seemed to thrive under the hardships. He wrote a jaunty letter to his sister describing what he considered to be his outlandish outfit: a fringe jacket, a hat with a foxtail attached (to make him look taller, he joked), along with a musket, bayonet, and tomahawk. In a nod to the harsh conditions that prevailed, he told her that the one item he never let out of his sight was his blanket.


By mid-November, death and desertion had reduced Arnold’s force to 675 men, many of whom were on the verge of starvation. He made camp twenty miles from Quebec and sent Burr to find General Montgomery’s force. The message from Arnold praised the messenger as “a young man of much life and activity who has acted with great spirit and resolution on our fatiguing march.” Montgomery was impressed with young Burr, and appointed him to a position as a captain on his staff. Handsome, dashing, and with a flair for command, Montgomery seemed the romantic ideal of a general. He made a great impression on Burr, who quickly became an admirer.


Even for the combined forces of Montgomery and Arnold, Quebec would be a tough nut to crack. It was a fortress city on a high hill, with walls rising all around. To make matters worse, the two American generals did not have time on their side. They needed to attack quickly, as many of their men’s enlistments would run out on January 1, 1776. They planned a desperate New Year’s Eve assault. Under the cover of snow, each general would lead a column through the lower city, outside the walls, then link up for assault on the citadel that loomed overhead.


Instead of a gentle snow, however, Montgomery and his men faced a raging blizzard that slowed them down as they approached the darkened city. Everything looked deserted. Surprise seemed to be on their side. “We shall be in the fort in two minutes,” said Montgomery. At just that moment, Canadian militiamen concealed in a fortified building opened fire. Montgomery and two aides were mortally wounded. His second-in-command ordered the men to retreat. Burr and two others stayed behind to cover the movement. As musket fire rained down on them, Burr tried to carry the general’s body back, but was unable to do so. The attack fell apart. The column under General Arnold fared no better. Fifty colonials were killed, and hundreds captured. Arnold withdrew his forces outside the city walls, but continued to besiege Quebec with the remnants of his army.


In the aftermath of the battle, Burr described himself as “dirty, ragged, moneyless and friendless.” His hero, Montgomery, was dead. His friend Ogden, wounded in the fighting, had gone home to recuperate. War had lost some of its luster. Congress, he raged, must have been “drunk or crazy” to send such a small force to capture Quebec. At the same time, Burr was also aware that his own reputation was on the rise. He had acted with great bravery under fire, and people were taking notice. A friend in Philadelphia later wrote to him, “Tis said you behaved well… The gentlemen of Congress speak highly of you.” Burr was too proud to actively seek promotion, but felt his performance had earned it, and he waited impatiently for others to see it the same way.


Alexander Hamilton, in the meantime, was also advancing. Before the war, he had caught the attention of patriot leader Alexander McDougall, a fiery Scot who had spent years as a sea captain before prospering as a New York merchant. Now a colonel in the Continental Army, McDougall saw to it that Hamilton was appointed captain of an artillery company. Hamilton was thrilled with his new position. He went to work training his men and laying out a fortified position on Bayard’s Hill in Manhattan. The young man from the Caribbean was filled with patriotic fervor for his adopted country. “I was born to die and my reason and conscience tell me it is impossible to die in a better or more important cause.” Once upon a time he had wished for a war. Now the war was coming to him.
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The Battle of New York was the biggest clash of the Revolution. Because it was such a disaster for the Americans, it is also one of the least remembered. The British invasion fleet that sailed into New York Harbor in the summer of 1776 contained more than four hundred ships and transports carrying thirty-five thousand soldiers and sailors, the biggest British expeditionary force until World War I. Facing them was an army of twenty-five thousand men serving under an untested general, George Washington, who had never led an army into battle before.


From August until November of 1776, these two forces clashed in a series of engagements that ranged across Brooklyn, up the streets of Manhattan, into Harlem and Westchester, and finally across to New Jersey. The colonials suffered a crushing defeat. Washington lost more than three-quarters of his army. And on one critical day in September, Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr would find themselves in the same small corner of the war.


That spring Burr was still despondent, and harbored bitter thoughts that his friends had abandoned him in their own quests for advancement. His mood improved noticeably when Matthias Ogden, already promoted to lieutenant colonel, procured for Burr an appointment to the staff of General Washington. Here was a glittering opportunity, a chance to work directly for the man leading the fight for independence. Burr arrived in New York a few weeks before the British, in early June 1776. He joined Washington as he was preparing for the British onslaught. Washington’s headquarters was in the Richmond Hill mansion that would later become Burr’s own home.


The young hero of Quebec, however, felt anything but comfortable. He left Washington’s staff after only ten days, trading places with an aide to General Israel Putnam. As a combat veteran, Burr may have chafed at the duties of a lowly staffer to a great man, copying letters and running errands. With a battle looming, he may have yearned for a position closer to the action. It seems likely, however, that there was something more to his departure. His longtime friend Matthew Livingston Davis, who became his first biographer, wrote, “his prejudices against General Washington were immoveable. They were formed in the summer of 1776, while he resided at the headquarters.”


Perhaps the austere Washington failed to live up to the example Montgomery set of how a dashing general should act. Or maybe Burr felt Washington did not treat him with the respect due his experience on the battlefield. There may have been some sort of incident that turned Washington against Burr. In any event, what’s clear is that Burr’s decision to remove himself from Washington’s orbit was a pivotal one. The man who replaced him, Major Samuel Webb, soon became part of Washington’s inner circle. He rose to the rank of brigadier general, and officiated as grand marshal at Washington’s presidential inauguration in 1789. That could have been Aaron Burr. He chose a different path.
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A week after Burr left Washington’s staff, the British armada moved into New York Bay. Down in Philadelphia, Thomas Jefferson was putting the finishing touches on a document that would declare the colonies “free and independent states,” but the overwhelming British invasion force raised doubts that the Declaration of Independence would mean very much in the long run. General William Howe began the Battle of New York on August 22, landing fifteen thousand troops on Long Island, including German mercenaries known as Hessians. Washington’s corps was no match for them, and soon the general withdrew to Manhattan. He placed most of his troops north of the city, in what is now Harlem, but stationed five thousand men in lower Manhattan under the command of General Israel Putnam. This force included Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr.


On September 15, Howe launched his attack on Manhattan. British troops sailed up the East River and landed at Kips Bay, near what is now 34th Street. Five British warships launched broadside after broadside against American fortifications as the landing craft hit the beaches. Their eighty cannons provided “so terrible and so incessant a roar of guns few even in the Army and Navy had ever heard before,” wrote one British observer. The American militia manning the defenses fled.


Washington, who had expected the attack to take place up in Harlem, raced down on horseback to stem the retreat. He tried to rally his men in a cornfield north of where the 42nd Street New York Public Library stands today. Despite his efforts, the appearance of a small British contingent prompted the militia to turn and run up Bloomingdale Road, as the northern portion of Broadway was then called. From his horse, an enraged Washington lashed out with his cane at fleeing officers, to no avail. He flung his hat to the ground in disgust. “Good God!” he exclaimed. “Have I got such troops as these?”


General Israel Putnam’s troops in lower Manhattan were now at risk of being trapped, so Washington ordered Putnam to withdraw. Aaron Burr had settled in as an aide to Putnam, whom he called his “good old general.” He helped Putnam pull off the daring retreat in the face of the attacking British force. He knew the city better than his chief, and helped guide the troops to safety. In doing so, he may well have saved Alexander Hamilton’s life.


By late afternoon, virtually all of the American troops had abandoned Manhattan except for the men at Bayard’s Hill, a rough-hewn fort south of present-day Chinatown. The commander there, Colonel Gold Silliman, apparently had not received word to retreat. When Burr discovered that Silliman’s men were still manning the fort, he pleaded with the colonel to withdraw before he was surrounded. Silliman was stubbornly determined to fight it out “to the last man.”


According to Burr’s own account, he devised a clever ruse to convince the colonel. He rode off, waited a few minutes, and rode back, saying he now brought orders from General Putnam demanding that Silliman withdraw. As he led the men north, they ran into an advance guard of the enemy. Burr and several other horsemen rode directly at them, killing a few and driving off the rest. Galloping back, he discovered that Silliman’s men had taken a wrong turn. He led them through a woods to get back on the right road, and eventually reunited them with Washington’s troops in Harlem.


Hamilton’s artillery company was among those stationed at Bayard’s Hill, and Hamilton later wrote, “I was among the last of our army that left the city.” It seems almost certain that he was among the men that Burr led to safety, although neither man ever made mention of that fact. Had Burr not convinced Silliman to retreat, Hamilton’s fate would most likely have been grim. Many Americans captured during the Battle of New York perished amid squalid conditions on British prison ships. As it was, Hamilton and his men managed to bring two of the artillery pieces with them as they retreated up the island, although Hamilton lost all of his personal baggage. The British settled down to occupy New York, and it would be seven years before either Burr or Hamilton made it back to the city.


Two of the soldiers involved in the retreat that afternoon remembered that Burr’s “coolness, deliberation, and valor” gained him “respect from the troops, and the particular notice of the officers.” By some accounts, his feat was the talk of the army. Burr thought he deserved a commendation from General Washington. When none was forthcoming, Burr seethed at what he felt was an injustice done to him by the commander-in-chief.
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Washington’s army, a mere shadow of what it had been, retreated into New Jersey. On Christmas night, Washington famously led his men in a bold crossing of the Delaware River and a surprise attack on the hated Hessian troops in Trenton. It was a tiny battle, involving one-tenth of the men who had fought in the Battle of New York, but the victory proved a shot in the arm for colonial morale. In future years, it became a point of honor to have been one of the “band of brothers” that fought at Trenton. Burr and Hamilton were both there, as were two future presidents, James Madison and James Monroe, and a future chief justice of the Supreme Court, John Marshall.


Hamilton had come down with a fever, but he rose from his sickbed to take part in the battle, firing his cannon on the Hessians to help force their surrender. People were beginning to take notice of the red-haired artillery captain, described by one observer around this time as “a youth, a mere stripling, small, slender, almost delicate in frame.” One of those who liked what he saw in the diminutive officer was General Washington, who made Hamilton a lieutenant colonel and appointed him to his staff.


Hamilton would go on to serve the general for four years. He became Washington’s most important aide and his lifelong protégé. Washington relied heavily on his staff: “It is absolutely necessary… for me to have persons that can think for me as well as execute orders.” In young Hamilton he found someone with prodigious energy, a head bursting with ideas, and a passionate desire to prove himself. Although Washington had half a dozen young officers on his staff, Hamilton quickly became his “principal and most confidential aide,” as Washington himself put it.


Even at this early age, Hamilton showed a bottomless capacity for hard work. Like many other immigrants, he may have felt that he had to work twice as hard as everyone else to prove himself. A prolific and powerful writer, Hamilton drafted letters to congressmen, governors, and generals. He wrote out many of Washington’s field orders. Hamilton sorted through intelligence, interrogated prisoners, negotiated prisoner exchanges, and conducted sensitive missions for the general. An older aide bestowed on him the affectionate nickname the “Little Lion.” Once France came into the war on the American side, the bilingual Hamilton became invaluable as a translator and liaison. General Nathanael Greene remembered his presence at HQ as “a bright gleam of sunshine, ever growing brighter as the general darkness thickened.”


Hamilton was not the only one rewarded for his conduct in battle. At long last, Aaron Burr’s courage, daring, and fortitude drew notice from the commanding general. If Washington had been ill disposed toward Burr, he had clearly moved past it. In June 1777, he made Burr a lieutenant colonel and attached him as second-in-command to a regiment that had been raised by a wealthy New York merchant named William Malcolm. Since Malcolm did not spend much time with the regiment, Burr would be its de facto commander much of the time. It was the field command that Burr had long desired. Surprisingly, his response to it was anything but positive.


Instead of thanking Washington for the command, Burr complained that his promotion had taken too long, thus making him subordinate to officers promoted before him. “I am nevertheless, sir, constrained to observe that the late date of my appointment subjects me to the command of many who are younger in the service and junior officers in the last campaign.” Then, in words dripping with icy disdain, Burr questioned Washington’s motives. “I would beg to know, whether it was any misconduct in me or extraordinary merit or services in them, which entitled the gentlemen lately put over me, to that preference.” Burr contended he had been deprived of the rank that he deserved because of his diligence and attention to duty.


Many officers in the Continental Army were sensitive about issues of rank, but young Burr’s caustic tone, clearly communicating his cold fury, must have rankled the commanding general. Washington aide Tench Tilghman scrawled a single word on the bottom of it. “Unanswered.” The letter almost certainly soured whatever positive opinion Washington was beginning to form about Burr.


The British Army marched on Philadelphia. “Congress was chased like a covey of partridges,” wrote John Adams, a delegate from Massachusetts who had led the fight for independence that summer. The British took up residence in the city, and Washington’s army spent the winter of 1777–1778 at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, about twenty miles northwest of the city. The descriptions of the hardships they endured have become a staple of American history books. The snow was stained with blood from the soldiers’ bare feet. Hunger, disease, and misery became the lot of Washington’s men. Two thousand five hundred of Washington’s men perished that winter. Burr struggled to keep discipline among the Malcolms, as his unit was known. He was not alone. “I know not how we shall keep the army together or make another campaign,” wrote Hamilton.


Hamilton was burning the candle at both ends, staying up late at night to read about philosophy, history, and economics. He filled up a notebook with 112 pages of notes. He was beginning to develop a political philosophy that would guide him for his entire life. The young aide could see firsthand the ways in which Washington’s army suffered because the government did not have the power to levy taxes to finance the war or secure adequate supplies to carry it through. Washington was constantly pleading with the Continental Congress for help. Typical was a letter he wrote in 1780: “It is with infinite pain that I inform Congress that we are reduced again to a situation of extremity for a want of meat.” The root of the problem, as Hamilton saw it, was that the Articles of Confederation, under which the Continental Congress operated, did not grant it enough power. “The confederation itself is defective and requires to be altered; it is neither fit for war, nor peace.” His solution? A powerful central government, led by a strong executive. When a single man was in charge, he wrote, “There is always more decision, more dispatch, more secrecy, more responsibility.”


Hamilton formed close friendships with two other young officers serving Washington. One was John Laurens, whose father was a South Carolina plantation owner and a member of the Continental Congress. The other was a French officer who had outfitted a ship at his own expense to come to America and serve General Washington. His full name was Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, but he is better known to history as the Marquis de Lafayette. The three were inseparable. Lafayette later called Hamilton “my beloved friend in whose brotherly affection I felt equally proud and happy.” They would all be involved in an incident that would find Hamilton and Burr drawing opposite conclusions about the actions of General Washington.
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In June 1778, the British withdrew their army from Philadelphia back to New York. General Henry Clinton stopped his ten thousand men for the night in the town of Monmouth Courthouse, New Jersey. Washington called a council of his officers. Some thought he should simply let the British go, but Washington overruled them and decided to attack with his advance guard and follow up with the rest of his army.


The man Washington wanted to lead the attack was the person most strongly opposed to it. General Charles Lee, Washington’s second-in-command, was an eccentric, slovenly, temperamental officer who believed he should be in command instead of Washington. His verdict on the Virginian: “Not fit to command a sergeant’s guard.” Lee had served in the British Army before coming to the colonies, and had far more experience as a battlefield commander than Washington. Captured by the British in 1776, he had recently been exchanged after fifteen months of imprisonment. Hamilton was among those who questioned his loyalty, both to Washington and to the patriot cause.


Lee argued that it was foolhardy to attack the British, that colonial troops couldn’t stand up to British bayonets. Lee was reluctant to lead the charge, but when Washington threatened to assign Lafayette instead, Lee grudgingly went along. Washington’s orders stipulated that Lee should attack “unless there should be very powerful reasons to the contrary.”


June 28, 1778, was a scorcher. The temperature rose well into the nineties. Scores of soldiers on both sides that day dropped because of the suffocating heat, and many stripped off their clothes to fight bare-chested. Lee was supposed to attack the rear of the British column early in the morning, as it moved out of Monmouth Courthouse. Despite exhortations from Lafayette, he was hesitant to move against them. After some confused maneuvering and skirmishing, the British brought up more forces to face the attacking Americans. Fighting had barely begun when Lee ordered his troops to retreat.


Washington, bringing up the rest of the army, was shocked to find his advance guard making a pell-mell dash for the rear. Hamilton, who had been at the front, galloped up to Washington, leaped off his horse, and ran to his commander. “General! We are betrayed! General Lee has betrayed you and the army.” Washington’s fury overwhelmed him. By the time he reached Lee, Major Jacob Morton said Washington “looked like a thunder cloud before the lightning flash.”


“My God, Lee, what are you about?” Washington demanded. “I desire to know, sir, what is the reason for this disorder and confusion.”


Lee stammered to explain his actions, but Washington would have none of it. The general, who normally strived to display self-control, exploded in anger. Lafayette, who was there, heard him call Lee “a damned poltroon”—a coward. Another officer said Washington cursed Lee “until the leaves shook on the trees.” Washington eventually ordered Lee to the rear and undertook to rally the troops himself.


The Battle of Monmouth proved to be one of Washington’s finest hours. Riding his white charger, he personally led the troops in renewing the attack on the enemy. Soldiers dropped from exhaustion in the soaring temperatures, but Washington refused give up. He seemed to be everywhere on the battlefield. Under his leadership, the army staved off defeat and fought to a draw. The battle ended in mutual exhaustion. Lafayette was overcome with admiration, saying, “Never had I beheld so superb a man.” Said Hamilton, “His coolness and firmness were admirable… by his own good sense and fortitude he turned the fate of the day.”


Hamilton worked himself into a frenzy on the battlefield. He seemed to court death as he rode to and fro. As Washington was giving orders to General Lee, Hamilton exclaimed, “Let us all die rather than retreat!” In the fighting that followed, Hamilton’s horse was shot out from under him. Exhausted by the heat and injured by the fall, he had to be helped from the field.


Aaron Burr also had his horse shot out from under him at Monmouth. Burr was leading the Malcolms on the left wing. Finding himself in the thick of the action, he saw an opportunity to take on an isolated group of redcoats. He was held back when one of Washington’s aides ordered him to stay in place. Burr’s second-in-command was killed by a cannonball, and he himself was overcome by crippling heatstroke accompanied by severe nausea. He was laid low with migraine headaches, eye trouble, and depression. He told friends he was desperate to spend some time “remote from the noise of war.” Doctors today might diagnose him as suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).


The day after the battle, General Lee wrote to Washington complaining about “the singular expressions” Washington used on the battlefield. He believed that in withdrawing when he did, he had saved the advance guard from destruction. He suggested that Washington’s anger must have been “instigated by some of those dirty earwigs who will forever insinuate themselves near persons in high office,” likely meaning Hamilton, Laurens, and Lafayette. Lee was eventually court-martialed for disobeying orders, fleeing the enemy, and showing disrespect for his superior. He was convicted on all charges.


Hamilton thought Lee’s behavior “monstrous and impardonable” and testified against him at the court-martial. Burr thought Lee was being scapegoated for Washington’s blunders, and wrote him a warm letter of support. When Lee eventually went public with his criticism of Washington, Hamilton’s close friend John Laurens challenged him to a duel. Hamilton agreed to be Laurens’s second.


This was the first of many “affairs of honor” that Hamilton would be involved with over his lifetime. The practice of dueling was hundreds of years old, and it would continue in the United States up to the time of the Civil War. Duels were not necessarily fought with the idea of killing your opponent, but demonstrating your willingness to die in defense of your honor. Often a simple exchange of shots was enough. When the participants’ blood was up, however, duels could quickly become murderous affairs.


During the Revolution, there was a great deal of dueling in the army over matters of honor. “The rage for dueling here has reached an incredible and scandalous point,” wrote a French observer. Thomas Conway, another general who had been critical of Washington (and who may have been involved in a plot to overthrow him), was challenged to a duel by General John Cadwalader, who shot Conway in the mouth. Conway survived. “I have stopped that damned rascal’s lying tongue, at any rate,” Cadwalader boasted.


Laurens’s duel with Lee took place outside of Philadelphia. They fired at each other from five paces. Lee was hit in the side. The seconds rushed in to end the duel, but the wounded Lee waved them off. He wanted to go another round. Hamilton was scandalized. In his eyes, honor had already been served. By going forward, Lee was indulging in personal enmity toward Laurens. Lee at first insisted, but eventually backed down. Hamilton was pleased with the outcome. The point of a duel, after all, was not to kill someone, but to resolve a dispute in a way that left everyone’s honor intact.
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It took Burr months to recuperate from the Battle of Monmouth. Eventually he took up a new post in New York’s Westchester County. He was serving under Colonel Alexander McDougall, the man who had made Hamilton an artillery captain. Westchester County was a no-man’s land between British and colonial lines. Known as the “neutral ground,” it was plagued by guerrilla warfare, looting, and intimidation. Vigilantes on both sides sowed terror. It was the Tory “cowboys” against the patriot “skinners.” Their raids were more about profit and revenge than about the war.


Burr’s role was to try to keep order. He approached it with imagination and discipline. He instituted a register of names that categorized people’s allegiance, and the degree of their fervor, so he could track who was doing what. He mapped the countryside, identified hiding places, and recruited young men into an informal intelligence corps. The success of this systematic approach would inform his grassroots approach to politics in the future.


Burr, however, was unhappy with the assignment and eventually resigned his commission in February 1779. He cited his health as the reason, and indeed, he was still quite sick. “I was then so low as to be unable to walk 50 yards,” he wrote later, adding that he was “wavering between life and death for the next 18 months.” He was also angry over Washington’s treatment of Lee, and others who had criticized him. In addition, he clearly felt his own treatment at Washington’s hands had been shabby. He believed he should have been promoted faster and higher, and that he would be better off to be out of the army entirely.


Hamilton also had a falling-out with Washington, although it proved to be temporary. Thrown together in close quarters for four years, their relationship had grown testy. One day Washington upbraided Hamilton for making him wait. The hotheaded Hamilton, always touchy about presumed slights, bristled at the general’s remark and quit on the spot. Nor was he content to do so quietly. He wrote to a friend that his anger at Washington had been building for a long time. “For three years I have felt no friendship for him and have professed none.” Hamilton was piqued at not having been appointed to a field command or some other position of honor. As would happen throughout his career, his anger at the perceived injustice boiled over. Though he was still under twenty-five years old, he had made such an impression that there had been talk about sending him on a mission to France, or putting him in charge of the young nation’s sputtering finances. Nothing had come of either suggestion, but he was clearly a young man on the rise, no longer satisfied with being an aide. As he had said years before in St. Croix, he had little interest in groveling as a clerk.


While Hamilton and Washington were both clearly irritated with each other, the bond was never broken. Hamilton was smart enough to know that he still needed Washington’s friendship and guidance. Washington didn’t want to lose Hamilton’s energy and imagination. After four years working together so closely, they had an enormous reservoir of mutual respect to draw on. They continued to correspond, and in July 1781, Washington finally gave Hamilton what he wanted: command of a light-infantry battalion. Hamilton hurried to Yorktown, Virginia, in time for the final battle of the war.


General Washington, with the help of his French allies, had bottled up Lord Charles Cornwallis’s British Army. As Washington tightened the noose around Cornwallis, Hamilton, reunited with Lafayette, led his regiment on a dramatic nighttime bayonet attack against a British redoubt that made him a certified hero. Cornwallis surrendered on October 19, 1781. When the British troops marched out of Yorktown, their band expressed the shock that many felt by playing “The World Turned Upside Down.” The Battle of Yorktown was the last major conflict of the American Revolution, and proved decisive in bringing about an American victory.


Hamilton and Burr emerged from the war as heroes, but their experiences left them with sharply divergent perspectives. Hamilton had found a close ally in General George Washington. Burr felt alienated from the general, and perhaps a bit disdainful of those who flocked to his banner. Those differing points of view would come to color their political affiliations and personal interactions as they were thrown together in the city that was to become the center of America’s postwar rebirth: New York.
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