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Introduction

As a kid, I was a history buff and would have been called a nerd if the word had existed then. I loved fantasizing about what historical figures were really like as people and imagining what it would have been like to live during their times.

I first became fascinated with Alexander Hamilton’s world through a book called George Washington’s World.1 A 1940s classic, it has captivated generations of young readers because it takes an unusual approach for a history book. While centered on the life of George Washington (Hamilton’s friend and mentor), it is much more than a biography. Author Genevieve Foster provides context for Washington’s development, accomplishments, and character by providing vignettes about famous people and events that shaped his world. Reading about George Washington’s life in the context of his times was a revelation to me. What that book taught me has stayed with me through my entire life, and it has encouraged me to look at historical events and famous people in context, rather than focusing on them in isolation.

There is another aspect to my interest—some might say, obsession—with historical context. When learning about famous people, I’m always fascinated by how they lived. The details of daily living tell you so much about a person. I’ll take any detail I can get, whether it’s about their families, their taste in books, the phrases they liked to repeat, or most important for this book, the food they ate.

Alexander Hamilton is all the rage these days. His life and accomplishments draw us in. Whether you’re a history buff or just like a good story, Hamilton is the central character in a fascinating tale.

Despite the success of the Broadway play Hamilton, not everyone knows his story. Chapter 1 provides a summary of his too-brief and often tumultuous life. Using his life as a jumping off point, we will explore what Alexander Hamilton’s world was like, with an emphasis on food. The timeline at the end of Chapter 1 puts Hamilton’s life in context of the world around him, with each noted event in his life paired with a historical event and a food event or fact from the same year. Chapter 2 provides an overview of life in the 18th century West Indies and Colonial/Post-Independence America, the two places he lived. Chapters 3 and 4 go into more depth on the food, cooking, and dining in Hamilton’s world. Chapter 5 offers recipes from Hamilton’s time, both in their original format (from cookbooks of that era, except for one from a handwritten note) and in a modern version.

What might it have been like to dine with Hamilton at his own home or in places where we know he ate? What was it like to make meals for Hamilton and his family? What foods might they have eaten and what recipes were popular at the time?

Alexander Hamilton was born in the mid-1750s and was killed in a duel in 1804. His life spanned the colonial era into what is often termed the “early Federalist period.” We will call the roughly 50-year span of his life “Hamilton’s era” or “Hamilton’s time” for purposes of defining the period covered by our journey.

We do not know a lot about what Hamilton actually ate. While he wrote lengthy pamphlets and essays about current events, economics, law, and politics and he corresponded at length with friends and family, he didn’t seem to pay much attention in his writing to food.2

However, we do have descriptions of meals he ate as a guest, particularly when the dinner became part of American history. For example, we know what George Washington and Thomas Jefferson served at dinners to which they invited Hamilton (see Chapter 4). We also know enough about his family and where he lived to understand what dishes he likely ate and how they would have been prepared.

With a bit of imagination and the culinary equivalent of dramatic license, we will journey back to Hamilton’s era to learn about, and taste, dishes that range from simple breakfast foods to main courses at dinner and lovely sweets to end a meal.

These recipes in their original form are excerpted from cookbooks popular during Hamilton’s time. The modernized versions of those recipes bring the dish into the twenty-first century, using modern language, ingredients, proportions, and kitchen equipment.
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Portrait of Alexander Hamilton by John Trumbull



Alexander Hamilton was undoubtedly an extraordinary man; he was also an extra­ordinarily complicated man.3 His accomplishments are so many and varied that it is hard to believe that one man did all that he did in 49 years. He wrote poetry, reams of essays and other papers on political philosophy and economic theory, and he published political pamphlets and voluminous reports on the inner workings of government. A military hero and strategist, he was a talented lawyer who argued in front of the Supreme Court, and he created our financial system that has lasted for hundreds of years. He called for the establishment of a military college (West Point), ran a government department, was a trustee of a college that he left without graduating, and wrote The Federalist Papers, the pre-eminent exposition on the U.S. Constitution. All this while also being a devoted family man and maintaining friendships in an age when communication meant talking directly in person or writing a letter in longhand.

Yet Hamilton was flawed and inconsistent. He railed against slavery while benefitting from it, and claimed to be against duels while participating in them. He remained married to the same woman and professed great love for her, yet he deceived her and engaged in a torrid, long-term affair with a younger woman.

The Early Years

Hamilton’s early life would bring tears to the eyes of even the most hard-hearted reader.

His mother, Rachel Faucette, was of French Huguenot and British ancestry. At the age of sixteen, while living on the island of St. Croix, she married a Dane named Johann Michael Lavien. At least twelve years older than Rachel and apparently not a pleasant man (to put it mildly), Lavien had her thrown in prison after she refused to continue living with him. In 1750, after Rachel was released from prison, she fled to St. Kitts, a nearby island settled by the French and English, leaving her husband with their infant son.

On St. Kitts, Rachel, then in her early twenties, met James Hamilton, a thirty-something Scotsman who had arrived on the island about ten years prior. In short order they had two sons, James Jr. in 1753 and Alexander in 1755.4 Rachel was still married to Lavien during those years, so the boys were illegitimate.

After James got a new job on St. Croix and the family moved there, he abandoned them when Alexander Hamilton was about ten years old. Hamilton never saw his father again, although later Hamilton wrote to his father and regularly sent him money. As an adult, Hamilton even urged his father, unsuccessfully, to move to the United States.
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Birthplace of Alexander Hamilton, Nevis, West Indies



Rachel Hamilton managed as a single parent by running a grocery store, living above it with her two boys. However, less than 18 months after she settled into life as a shopkeeper, Rachel and Alexander both became horribly sick, and Rachel died. Their sickness and her death were made worse by the medical “cures” of the day which included emetics, medicinal herbs to help a patient emit gas, enemas, and bloodletting. Rachel had few possessions and even those did not go to the orphaned Hamilton boys after Lavien swooped in to claim them for the son she had left behind with him.

The two penniless, pre-teen boys ended up in the care of their uncle-by-marriage, a widower named Peter Lytton. (Peter’s wife, Rachel’s older sister, had died before Rachel.) Less than two years after Rachel’s death, Peter Lytton died too, apparently, a suicide. He left them nothing and Peter’s own father, who tried to help the boys, died a short time later. At this point, the brothers parted ways; James Jr. was apprenticed to a carpenter and Alexander, who had already begun to clerk in a trading house, left to live with the family of a merchant named Thomas Stevens. Hamilton formed a lifelong friendship with one of the Stevens’s five children, Edward, who later became a physician and who, in 1793, saved the lives of Hamilton and his wife during a yellow fever epidemic.

Why would a respected family take in a poor boy left alone in the world? And why take in one brother and not the other? Hamilton’s biographer Ron Chernow speculates that Hamilton might have been Thomas Stevens’s illegitimate son. Chernow found evidence of this possibility, including descriptions of a rather startling resemblance between Hamilton and his friend Edward Stevens. In any case, this turn of events was a lucky break for Alexander Hamilton.

Without family, funds, or formal education, Hamilton was truly a self-made man. A voracious reader even before his mother died, he continued to read prodigiously throughout his life. Hamilton learned French well enough that native French speakers complimented him. When it came to business matters, he was also a quick study. As a clerk at a trading house, Hamilton learned how to trade the local crops, sugar, molasses and rum, for timber, flour, and other supplies. When the head of the firm became ill and could not work for a period, he left Hamilton, still a teenager, in charge. Hamilton also began to write at that time. Beginning with poetry and then moving to a first-person account of a hurricane that struck St. Croix, Hamilton caught the eye of local power brokers when his writings were published in the local paper. That attention served him well, as in 1773 they took up a collection to fund his travel to the American colonies so that he could attend college.

Hamilton’s Move to the American Colonies

Once Hamilton arrived in the American colonies, he began his formal studies with energy and impatience. After a short time at a preparatory academy in New Jersey, Hamilton sought admissions acceptance to Princeton. When the school would not agree to accelerate his studies to suit him, Hamilton instead went to King’s College (which later became Columbia University). Hamilton intended to become a physician, but he became drawn to debating and political pursuits. In fact, he never graduated from college because the Revolutionary War intervened. After the war, he “read” the law instead of attending law school, learning the requisite materials on his own rather than through a formal school program. At both his undergraduate and law studies, Hamilton pursued an accelerated schedule. In the case of his law studies, Hamilton did the required work to pass the bar in about a year instead of the typical three years.

While at King’s College, Hamilton became a Patriot activist. He wrote, spoke, and took part in paramilitary actions in support of the Patriot cause. But perhaps even more notable was his action stopping an angry mob of Patriot students from attacking a teacher with Loyalist (British) sympathies. In that incident, saving the teacher even though he disagreed with his politics, Hamilton showed the physical and moral courage that would become a hallmark of his later years.

The Revolutionary War Years

At age twenty-one, Hamilton left King’s College (without graduating) and joined the Continental Army as an artillery captain. He was popular among his men, sharing their hardships, treating them respectfully, and staying cool under stressful combat conditions.

Once General Washington learned of Hamilton’s leadership skills and other talents first-hand during the retreat from New York across New Jersey to Pennsylvania, he promoted Hamilton to his own staff and made him a lieutenant colonel. In 1777, Hamilton began a mentor/friendship relationship with Washington that was to last until Washington’s death in 1799. Hamilton was Washington’s trusted aide, who spoke for him with authority and whom Washington trusted to write letters and communicate directly with others on Washington’s behalf. While their personalities were not always compatible (at one point Hamilton was so disgruntled that he left Washington’s staff), Washington remained a source of support for Hamilton throughout the next twenty-two years. At crucial moments when others doubted Hamilton or stood in his path, Washington stayed calmly by his side.

During the Revolutionary War, Hamilton distinguished himself in battle and remained with Washington during the grueling winters at Valley Forge and Morristown, NJ. Even when the conditions were difficult, officers had living arrangements that seem odd to our modern sensibilities. For example, during the war in the winter of 1779–1780, Martha Washington lived near Morristown, NJ, and Hamilton and other officers were treated to receptions and fancy dress balls featuring young women from nearby who came to socialize with them. Hamilton was known as a flirt, and he clearly enjoyed the social aspects of his military service. Martha Washington witnessed Hamilton’s charm first-hand when she entertained the officers on behalf of her husband.
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Portrait of Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton



Hamilton’s future wife, twenty-two-year-old Elizabeth Schuyler, came on the scene when she arrived in Morristown to live with her aunt and uncle, Washington’s personal physician. Within just a few months, Hamilton and Elizabeth, whom he called Eliza or Betsey, decided to marry.

Elizabeth came from a large, well-to-do and prominent family with strong roots to the Dutch community in Albany, New York. (Her parents both came from wealthy families and her mother was a Van Rennselaer.) Hamilton liked the Schuyler family and found that it provided him entrée into political and social circles throughout his life. Elizabeth did not have formal schooling. Contemporaneous accounts describe her energy and sparkling eyes but she was not considered a great beauty.

Alexander and Elizabeth married at the Schuyler home in 1780 when he was twenty-five and she was twenty-three. Hamilton had no family and only one friend in attendance at the small wedding.

The Hamiltons returned to the Schuyler home in Albany frequently throughout their marriage. Sometimes together, other times individually or accompanied by some or all of their children, Alexander and Elizabeth spent weeks, months, and, in one case, two years living at the mansion with Elizabeth’s family.
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Photograph of the drawing room of the Schuyler mansion, Albany, NY



After a short honeymoon, Hamilton returned to the war. Elizabeth soon followed and they lived in New Windsor, New York, where Elizabeth helped Martha Washington entertain the troops. Hamilton left Washington’s staff, disgruntled with his position there, but he remained in the military and personally close to Washington until the latter’s death in 1799, almost twenty years later. Hamilton served in the Continental Army throughout the rest of the Revolutionary War, and was leading troops at Yorktown when Cornwallis surrendered to General Washington in October 1781.

The Post-War Period

The Hamilton family moved back to Albany for two years after the war ended and their first child, Philip, was born there. Alexander Hamilton became a lawyer, writing his own 177-page, 38-topic study guide for the bar examination that was so impressive, others used it as their own study guide for years afterward. After joining the bar, he opened a law practice in Albany and wrote essays on economics, trade, and taxation on the side.

Hamilton soon became a delegate to the Congress of the Confederation in Philadelphia, the governing body of the United States after the states ratified the Articles of Confederation and before the Constitution created Congress and our current form of government.

In 1783, Hamilton moved his family to lower Manhattan where they lived for a number of years. Hamilton’s professional life must have seemed a veritable whirlwind. He participated in politics (including being a delegate to the Constitutional Convention in 1787), practiced law, founded the Bank of New York, and created and wrote the majority of The Federalist Papers.

The sheer magnitude of how much Hamilton wrote and the speed at which he did, is staggering. Hamilton authored fifty-two of the eighty-five essays that comprise that seminal explanation of the United States Constitution. He wrote twenty-one of these essays in a two-month period and on two different occasions, he wrote five of the essays within a week.

Hamilton: Husband, Father, and Friend

When he conceived and wrote The Federalist Papers, Hamilton was thirty-two years old. He had three children and a fourth on the way, and was working as a lawyer to support his growing family.

Serious, even single-minded when it came to his professional life, Hamilton was warm and tender toward his family. He enjoyed playing music with his daughter Angelica and gave advice on studying to his oldest son, Philip. Following up on his early interest in medicine, he often gave medical advice to Elizabeth on how to care for the children when they became sick. As their family grew, Elizabeth would take the younger children to Albany and leave the older ones with Alexander. Letters to Elizabeth reveal a devoted and demonstrably affectionate husband.

The Hamilton family must have been an active and rather boisterous household. In all, Alexander and Elizabeth had eight children in twenty years. On top of that, they took in other children who needed a home. In one case, the daughter of a fellow King’s College graduate and Revolutionary War veteran stayed with the Hamiltons for ten years after her mother died and her father fell on hard times. In another example, they took in the Marquis de Lafayette’s son while his father was imprisoned after the French Revolution. Although Elizabeth certainly shouldered the bulk of the family responsibilities, Hamilton also participated in the care of the family, in normal times and when sickness struck. For example, he nursed his oldest son Philip back to health after Philip almost died of a fever in 1798.

Hamilton had many friends of varied backgrounds. He kept up his friendship with Edward Stevens, from the family who took him in on St. Croix, and made new friends in New York, including an Irish tailor named Hercules Mulligan, who became a spy for the Patriot cause during the Revolutionary War, as well as fellow students at King’s College. During the War, he befriended the Marquis de Lafayette and a number of others with whom he served.

In the military he met John Laurens, the son of a wealthy South Carolinian, who died tragically at the end of the Revolutionary War, barely five years after their friendship began. His friendship with Laurens was particularly close, and they exchanged letters that have a frank and intimate tone. Both men developed a deep friendship with the Marquis de Lafayette. Historians and Hamilton biographers have wondered about the true nature of several of Hamilton’s relationships, including those with Laurens and Lafayette. But there is no definitive evidence that those men were anything other than close friends.

Another of Hamilton’s relationships that has drawn scrutiny is that with his wife’s sister, Angelica Schuyler Church. One year older than her sister Elizabeth, Angelica had already eloped with Englishman John Church before Hamilton met Elizabeth. The Churches were quite wealthy and spent a number of years living in Europe. At one point, John Church named Alexander Hamilton as his business agent in the United States.

Angelica Church and Alexander Hamilton were close, exchanging frequent chatty and even flirtatious letters, and visiting whenever they had the chance. Although some have speculated that the relationship was more than friendship, it does not appear that neither John Church nor Elizabeth Hamilton was concerned about the relationship between Angelica and Alexander. Indeed, not only were Angelica and her sister Elizabeth close, John Church and Alexander Hamilton did business together. In fact, John Church and Alexander Hamilton brokered a business deal with (ironically) Aaron Burr—a deal that ended badly. As a result, Burr and Church dueled in 1799, five years before the Burr/Hamilton duel, but they did not injure each other.

Hamilton had a reputation for being charming in social settings and both Alexander and Elizabeth enjoyed entertaining. Ron Chernow, author of an extensively researched Hamilton biography, describes their home as “elegant but unostentatious.” As hosts, they would have used the gold embossed porcelain tableware that they had received as a gift from the wealthy Churches. They also relished going to the theater and being guests at teas and fancy parties at the homes of the Washingtons; John Jay and his wife, the Binghams of Philadelphia; and others.

Hamilton and Slavery

Hamilton’s relationship to slavery was by no means straightforward. Growing up in the West Indies, he must have seen the incredible brutality and cruelty of the slave system up close. But even his very poor mother owned slaves. When he went to college, some of his fellow students, notably George Washington’s stepson, Jacky Custis, brought household slaves with them to school. Unlike Washington and Jefferson, Hamilton did not hold racist views, expressing the belief that “their [black people’s] faculties are as good as ours.”5

When Hamilton was barely thirty years old, he was part of a small group that founded the New York Society for Promoting the Manumission of Slaves. That group campaigned against slavery and promoted its gradual elimination. At the same time, throughout his life, Hamilton was the beneficiary of slave labor in direct and personal ways that must have been apparent to him. His inlaws, the Schuylers, certainly owned slaves, as did his sister and brother-in-law, Angelica and John Church. So too did the Washingtons, Jefferson, and probably everyone else in Hamilton’s social circle. He ate meals prepared by slaves and lived in an environment and an economy made possible only by slave labor, even in New York City.

The evidence as to whether the Hamilton family owned slaves is unclear, though Chernow speculates that they may have had one or two household slaves. In any event, Hamilton personally arranged transactions involving the purchase of slaves for the Churches. Regardless of his views on racial equality and efforts to eliminate slavery, Hamilton condoned it and enjoyed the benefits of the slave system.

Hamilton Serving the United States of America

Within months of becoming the first President of the United States, George Washington established the Treasury Department and named Alexander Hamilton as its head. Hamilton is well known for the visionary approach he took in creating the federal economic structure that exists even today. His administrative skills may be less recognized, but they were crucial to the success of the early years of the federal economic system. Hamilton took charge of the details of federal finances and operated the Treasury Department from 1789 to 1795 with incredible energy and attention to detail.
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