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Note on Money


DURING THE LATE eighteenth century, the British Empire used the old British system in which 12 pence equaled a shilling and 20 shillings equaled a pound. But in the Thirteen Colonies, money of any sort was rare. The most common coin was the Spanish piece of eight, commonly called the Spanish dollar. After the Revolution, the United States adopted the decimal system it has today, with 100 cents to the dollar. New York State declared the pound equal to $2.50; a shilling equaled 121/2 cents. The British pound (the pound sterling) was more valuable, worth over $3.

Conversion is guesswork. A decent guess is that the dollar in Hamilton’s lifetime (except for the period of wild inflation during the Revolution) would be worth approximately thirteen dollars today.





Introduction


FROM THE BEGINNING, the Fourth of July has been an occasion for interpreting, defining, and imagining America as well as commemorating it. On July 4, 1789, in New York City, the nation’s capital, the main oration of the day, and the most important interpretation, was given by a local politician and lawyer, Alexander Hamilton.

He spoke in St. Paul’s Chapel, an Episcopal church on Broadway, which still stands, like a toy at the feet of the World Trade Center. His speech was a eulogy for the Revolutionary hero General Nathanael Greene. The republic was already old enough to have buried heroes who were not martyrs in battle: Greene had died of sunstroke on the Georgia plantation he had been given as a reward for liberating the state in the last year of fighting. Hamilton knew his subject well: Greene had spotted him as a promising artillery captain in the early days of the war.

Hamilton had gone on to be a colonel on George Washington’s staff for four years. He had served in the New York State Assembly and in Congress. He had been a delegate to the Constitutional Convention and one of the Constitution’s ablest and most prolific advocates in the newspapers. In his spare time, he had passed the New York bar exam and established himself as a lawyer. In two months, he would become the first secretary of the treasury. He was thirty-two years old.

Hamilton had wavy chestnut brown hair, a classical nose, and deep-set violet eyes. People called him “little”—Fisher Ames, who admired him, called him a “great little man”; John Adams, who did not, called him “the little man.”1 He was five feet seven, not short by the standards of the day (Adams was three inches shorter). But he was slim when many men, including Adams, were stout. Strengthening the impression of littleness was something youthful about him, younger even than his years: lively, open, impetuous. The most famous portrait of him, by John Trumbull (the engraving on the $10 bill is taken from it), shows the hair, the features, and the stature. But the portrait his family liked best, by James Sharples, also shows an anticipatory crinkling at the corners of his eyes and lips. He looks as if he is eager to say something, probably something smart.

As an orator, Hamilton was not a spellbinder. His method, which could be just as effective, was to find the first principles of his topic, and tirelessly, even relentlessly, work out their consequences. “There is no skimming over the surface of a subject with him,” wrote William Pierce, a fellow delegate to the Constitutional Convention who had listened to him speak, sometimes for hours at a stretch; “he must sink to the bottom to see what foundation it rests on.” The foundation of his eulogy of Greene was a meditation on character and opportunity. “[T]hose great revolutions which occasionally convulse society,” he told the former revolutionaries assembled in St. Paul’s Chapel, “compensate for the evils they produce” by “bring[ing] to light talents and virtues which might otherwise have languished in obscurity, or only shot forth a few scattered and wandering rays. Nathanael Greene, descended from reputable parents, but not placed by birth in [an] elevated rank… must, in all probability, have contented himself with [a] humble lot… scarcely conscious of the resources of his own mind, had not the violated rights of his country called him to act a part on a more splendid and more ample theater.”2

This was certainly true of Greene, a son of Quakers, who learned about warfare from reading books in a Boston bookstore. But the revolution showed that the resources of his mind were spectacularly suited to the real thing, for in his last campaign, though he lost all the battles he fought, he managed to maneuver the British away from their base and to final defeat at Yorktown.

But Hamilton’s analysis of how convulsions churn society, bringing talents from obscurity to an ample theater, was even more suited to himself. Nathanael Greene came from nowhere special; Alexander Hamilton came from nowhere. Greene was born in Rhode Island, a future state, albeit a small one. Hamilton was born and raised in the sugar islands of the West Indies, and did not come to America until he was fifteen. Greene had “reputable parents,” and worked in the family business managing a forge before war called. Hamilton was put out to work as a clerk in a merchant house when he was nine. Greene’s parents were married. Hamilton was illegitimate—a “whore” child,3 as he was called in a court document—and his father deserted his family the year Hamilton went to work. Many of the leaders of the American Revolution were rich, powerful men—Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Hancock. None had come from so far back as Hamilton.

But the Revolution was over. How then could the experience of Greene, or Hamilton, be repeated? What made Hamilton’s rise in the world more than an episode, or a detail in a dramatic life, is that he had thought of ways to bring light to the talents of other men as well as himself: an interlocking system of law, finance, and work that would enable his countrymen to become conscious of their resources. He did not outline his plans to his Fourth of July audience; there were not many details yet to outline. But he had been thinking of the problem for years, and the rest of his life, especially his term as treasury secretary, would be devoted to it. Most men who make it provide for their families, thank fortune, and maybe give to charity. Some raise the drawbridge behind them. Hamilton, who had already come from the Caribbean to the pulpit at St. Paul’s, and would go on to more glittering prizes yet, wanted to generalize his experience. That is why he is a great man, and a great American. Americans like to think of themselves as self-made, even though few of us are. Hamilton was, and wanted to give others the opportunities to become so.

This is not what most people today know about Alexander Hamilton. He is by no means a forgotten man, but his reputation, though vivid, is skewed. He survives in our memory as a collection of sensational details—his birth (“the bastard brat of a Scotch pedlar,” as John Adams put it);4 a very public adultery, the first American political sex scandal; his death in a duel, shot by the vice president of the United States. These are interesting facts, but hardly inspiring, or even coherent.

He is also remembered as the money guy, the chief financial officer who took over the nation’s books when they were in bad shape, and balanced them. Americans speak disdainfully of the other republics in the hemisphere as banana republics—poor, therefore chaotic, therefore prey to dictators and radicals. Had Hamilton not done his job so well, the United States might have become a maple republic. That is certainly important, but nobody loves his accountant. “The discussion of such matters,” as Aristotle observed, “is not unworthy of philosophy, but to be engaged in them practically is illiberal and irksome.”5 There is a statue of Hamilton in front of the Treasury Department in Washington, D.C., and millions of tourists pass it on their way to the White House next door. But it is not a destination. Hamilton, we feel, belongs where he is, on the $10 bill, not on Mt. Rushmore.

There is a deeper layer of his reputation that is less flattering. According to this view, although Hamilton signed the Constitution, he did not believe in it, or the liberties it secured. He put up with republican government because he had to, while laboring to transform it, or even subvert it. At heart, he was an aristocrat and a plutocrat, who favored rule by an elite of the rich. James Madison, a colleague and coauthor who became an enemy, said as much in a left-handed tribute long after Hamilton had died. “If his Theory of Government deviated from the Republican Standard, he had the candor to avow it, and the greater merit of cooperating [in] a system which was not his choice.”6 For the sake of Hamilton’s achievements, we are willing to ignore his political preferences, in the same grudging spirit in which he swallowed America’s preferences. But he is not one of us.

The most lurid version of this view makes Hamilton a corrupter, as well as an alien, a serpent in the American Eden, forcing on us the dominion of big money or big government or both. When Thomas Jefferson, another enemy, reached the presidency on the ruins of Hamilton’s party and political hopes, he complained that he was in fact the loser. “When this government was first established, it was possible to have kept it going on true principles but… the ideas of Hamilton destroyed that hope in the bud. We can pay off his debts in fifteen years: but we can never get rid of his financial system.” The poet and economist Ezra Pound put it more bluntly: “[A]s for Hamilton… he was the Prime snot in ALL American history.”7 When I bought a nineteenth-century biography of Hamilton, by Henry Cabot Lodge, in a used bookstore, I found on the first page a penciled note: “Remember, in reading this book, that Lodge is greatly prejudiced in favor of Hamilton.” You wouldn’t find a warning label in a secondhand copy of Dumas Malone’s Jefferson and the Rights of Man.

Historians and biographers are not immune to extreme views. The partisan spirit of American politics during the second half of Hamilton’s career—one historian called the 1790s the “age of passion”—continues to inflect accounts of it two centuries later. “I am sorry to say,” wrote Dumas Malone in 1951, that “Hamilton comes out of my investigations worse than I had expected…. I cannot escape the conviction that he, more than any other major American statesman of his time, lusted for personal as well as national power.” This is more politely expressed than the slogans and editorials of Jefferson’s supporters—or of Jefferson himself, who in one outburst characterized Hamilton’s career as “a tissue of machinations against the liberty of his country”—but it is the same message. Present-day Jeffersonians still see the triumph of Jefferson’s party as the victory of truth and justice, and although their man has taken some hits in recent decades, chiefly on the issue of slavery, this hasn’t turned any of them into Federalists. Modern Hamiltonians meanwhile write as if they were still sourly waiting for the rural vote of the election of 1800 to come in. Until that happens, they abuse the winners. “It is difficult to resist the conclusion,” wrote one latter-day Federalist, “that the twentieth-century statesman whom… Thomas Jefferson” at the height of the French Revolution “would have admired most is Pol Pot.”8 (This fan of Hamilton didn’t try very hard to resist the conclusion.) Since the Hamiltonians are less numerous, Hamilton suffers both from the general tone of historical dispute, and from being outvoted.

This may account for the number of grassy-knoll–type theories that cluster around his life. Writers doubt his own account of his birthday; they wonder whether he had an affair with his sister-in-law; they accuse him of being a crook; they find secret hair triggers on his pistols, and argue that he intended to murder Aaron Burr in their final duel. (The fact that Hamilton’s shot hit a tree branch, and that Burr’s hit and killed Hamilton, presents an obvious difficulty to this theory, though not one beyond the ingenuity of its proponents.) These are arguments encountered in serious books or articles; on the Internet and its forerunners, Hamilton is variously described as gay, as a love child of George Washington, and as part black.

Many of these distractions and detractions contain slivers of truth. Hamilton’s private life impinged on his public career. His origins shaped his view of the world, by defining what he wanted himself and others to get away from. His love affair was a public event (made public by Hamilton) with political repercussions. His death was another public event, prepared by his political situation: he had been trading partisan shots with the man who killed him for twelve years before they traded real ones. Hamilton was concerned with many other aspects of public life besides money, but he did see getting and spending as one of the chief ways that men work out their destiny in the world, and as a key to national happiness and strength. Getting the nation’s finances right was not illiberal or irksome to him, but a vital matter for America and Americans. He was the friend of the rich (certain kinds of rich: he didn’t have much use for land speculators, or plantation owners). But he was also the friend of workingmen, and for part of his career, at least, workingmen knew it. He was a friend of the poorest Americans, its slaves, whom he wanted to free; the fairy tale of his black ancestry makes some emotional sense.

The charge of aristocracy is more complicated. In one of his last letters, he wrote that democracy was America’s “disease,” and a “poison.” Such sentiments were not unique to him. All of the founders wanted a government of checks and balances, not plebiscites. “The evils we experience flow from an excess of democracy,” said Elbridge Gerry, later made vice president by the Democratic party. Hamilton supported popular elections and popular sovereignty in a variety of contexts. At the same time, he clung to forthrightly antidemocratic rhetoric after it had become unfashionable; losing a series of elections did not make him more hopeful about the wisdom of voters. The counterpoint—like an insistent bass line—to Hamilton’s political professions was his political behavior. He repeatedly took his case to the people he sometimes condemned. He was “the most frank of men,” wrote his friend Ames; “in-discreet, vain and opinionated,” wrote another friend, Gouverneur Morris.9 From his teens on, he poured his opinions and indiscretions into a torrent of political journalism, greater in volume than that produced by any other founder, including Benjamin Franklin, who was a printer; he founded a newspaper—the New York Evening Post—which still exists. Though he deplored the people’s judgment when it went against him, he always appealed to it.

Scholars are right to be passionate about the careers of Hamilton and his contemporaries: they set the course for the rest of American history, and it is at least arguable that the course has not been entirely correct. The winners may not have won all the arguments. Even the crazy theories and the daydreams of popular mythology show an element of good judgment. They are the tribute that stupidity pays to greatness. We do not project our hopes and fears onto ciphers and timeservers.

This book examines Alexander Hamilton by telling his story and by probing his world. The next six chapters, and the last, survey the high points of his career, which begins at age fifteen (he was precocious as well as smart). “St. Croix/Manhattan” covers his youth and his second chance in America. “War” shows him on George Washing-ton’s staff. In “Laws,” he argues his first cases as a lawyer, and helps rewrite the nation’s fundamental law. “Treasury Secretary” examines Hamilton’s first three years in that job, the period of his greatest creativity: economics as soul craft. “Fighting” presents the steady crescendo of political opposition. In “Losing,” Hamilton encounters opposition from political allies and problems arising from his own misjudgments. The last chapter begins with a coda of retirement—though only by Hamilton’s standards, for he founded a newspaper and argued a landmark case concerning the freedom of the press. Along the way, Hamilton worked with or against other founders who were either great, or significant: Washington, Madison, Jefferson, Adams; Philip Schuyler, George Clinton, Timothy Pickering, Aaron Burr. We see him in different situations—war and peace, victory and defeat, on the national stage and embroiled in newspaper wrangles—and in different moods—steady and penetrating as a searchlight; noisy and destructive as firecrackers; dark and depressed.

The next-to-last chapters step outside the narrative to look at three themes that run through his life: “Words,” “Rights,” and “Passions.” The torrent of his words is set in the context of the journalism of his day. The American press never had higher highs or lower lows than it did at the end of the eighteenth century. The Federalist Papers appeared in the daily papers; so did the story of Jefferson’s dalliance with Sally Hemings. Hamilton’s theories of rights are at odds with modern rights talk. His thinking was preconstitutional, appealing to common law, the law of nations, and the law of nature. He gave as much thought to the rights of governments as to those of individuals. Often standing in opposition to Hamilton’s reasoning and his notions of rights are the passions of men. The passions that resonated in his career were ambition, licentiousness, and honor. Ambition was a subject of anxious debate in early America: How much was good? What was the right kind? Licentiousness—allowing one’s desires to overcome one’s responsibilities—was a political as well as a personal matter. Protecting America’s honor was one of the goals of his system, but defending personal honor was too often done on the dueling ground.

The thread that runs through every chapter, and every aspect of Hamilton’s life, is his identity as an American. Like that of many Americans after him, this identity was adopted. Hamilton’s immigrant origin was no bar to his advancement, though his enemies held it in reserve, along with his illegitimacy and obscurity, to throw at him in moments of anger: “brat of a Scotch pedlar” was as much an insult as “bastard.” Like other foreign or half-foreign leaders, from Catherine the Great to Churchill (and Hitler), Hamilton was a nationalist figure. When a native-born American of the period spoke of his country, he often meant his home state. (“It is a painful situation to be 300 miles from one’s country,” wrote Jefferson in Philadelphia after finishing the Declaration of Independence.)10 Hamilton always and only meant the United States. He looked forward to the time when his fellow citizens would consider themselves “a race of Americans,” and he either minimized America’s regional differences or worked to wear them down. He fore-saw the material shape of the country far more clearly than any other founder.

But there were times when foresight failed, and the identity did not fit, and he gave way to shame or despair. “I can never adopt the reasonings of some American politicians,” he wrote scornfully when he was still a new American. “Every day proves to me more and more,” he wrote more than two decades later, “that this American world was not made for me.”11 The one American activity he never quite mastered, though he spent years on it, was politics. Certain of his rivals—Clinton, Burr, Madison, and especially Jefferson—understood it better, which is why they beat him. His failure to be more like them is partly his fault, and partly to his credit. Hamilton characteristically accused his enemies of flattering the people—an art he was incapable of practicing. At their best, the best of them did more than that. But they also flattered.

A secondary thread is Hamilton’s identity as a New Yorker. New York gets short shrift in our memories of the founding, falling between the glory that was Boston and the grandeur that was Virginia. But Hamilton’s life, the life of a quintessential New Yorker, restores it to center stage. He went to college, joined the army, and practiced law there. His last house stands in Harlem; his grave is at the top of Wall Street. New York’s style—intense, commercial, go-getting—reflected his vision of America; New York politics—brawling and byzantine, stirred by mobs and newspapers and controlled by a handful of rich families—shaped his options and his agendas.

Hamilton did so much, it is hard to keep track, so another thread of even a distilled look at him must recover the careers that have passed out of popular recollection. Hamilton’s fondness for things military provoked suspicion from those who feared him as a Caesar—yet so little was he a Caesar that twice during his years in the army he personally tried to save Congress from hostile soldiers, both British and American. Hamilton’s feel for geopolitics won the praise of an old European fox, Talleyrand. Even more strangely, Hamilton’s career as a lawyer has fallen into obscurity. He was both an excellent (and well-paid) trial lawyer and one of the greatest American constitutional lawyers—not surprisingly, since he helped write the Constitution. If John Marshall was the father of judicial review, Hamilton was the grandfather. Years after Hamilton died, Marshall said that, next to him, he felt like a candle “beside the sun at noonday.”12 He deserves a statue in front of the Supreme Court almost as much as his statue at the Treasury Department.

Hamilton’s career as a journalist poses a special problem for this writer. Most biographers have the comfort of knowing that they are better than their subjects in at least one thing: Napoleon might be a greater general, or Beethoven a better composer, but their biographers are better biographers. It is sobering to reflect that Hamilton was a better journalist than I am. His biographers are a distinguished group, and they can show literary talents that he did not possess. But then, none of us has written a Federalist paper.

One of Hamilton’s favorite authors was the historian Plutarch; during the war, he copied passages from the Lives of the Noble Grecians and Ro mans into the pay book of his artillery company. This was not an eccentric preference—Plutarch was a fixture in American libraries. Early Americans read his Lives for the same reason Plutarch wrote them: to be improved by moral biography, by lives examined in moral terms. “The virtues of these great men,” Plutarch explained, “serv[e] me as a sort of looking-glass, in which I may see how to adjust and adorn my own life…. My method… is, by the study of history, and by the familiarity acquired in writing, to habituate my memory to receive and retain images of the best and worthiest characters.”13 Plutarch also wrote of his subjects’ vices, which he sought to learn from. Both virtues and vices—many virtues, some vices—appear in Hamilton’s character.

But Hamilton’s life is a mirror for politics as well as morality—for public as well as private life. We cannot always find the specific policies of today reflected in it: though some issues he dealt with remain current—trade, taxes—others have faded: there will never be a second discussion of the Louisiana Purchase. Hamilton’s positions fit no current political model. Modern conservatives would distrust his trust in government; modern liberals would find him lacking in compassion (one reason he wanted federal taxes was to make the poor work). But Hamilton’s methods and his goals are always news. How to appeal to citizens and what they need in order to fulfill themselves will be matters of concern, and dispute, as long as America lasts.

Moments of founding appear to later times to be bathed in a timeless glow: the face of Janus looks both ways, and all things seem possible, including great things. Then the moment passes, and founders become politicians once again. They were politicians all along, of course, but afterward their nature becomes inescapable. Founding fathers, unless they die (like Greene) just after the moment of victory, are also sons; they are us. Alexander Hamilton did what we do; he just did it earlier. Because he was a great man, he generally did it better. His life, and the lives of his peers, can guide and caution us.





Chapter One
     St. Croix/Manhattan


IN THE LATE eighteenth century, Bryan Edwards, a Jamaican author, inserted this description into a reference work on the West Indies. “The nights” in summer “are transcendantally beautiful. The clearness of the heavens, the serenity of the air, and the soft tranquility in which Nature reposes contribute to harmonize the mind, and produce the most calm and delightful sensations. The moon too in these climates displays far greater radiance than in Europe: the smallest print is legible by her light; and in the moon’s absence her function is not ill-supplied by the brightness of the milky-way, and that glorious planet Venus, which appears here like a little moon… cast[ing] a shade from trees.”1

When Alexander Hamilton was born, the Caribbean was as enchanting as it is now. It was also richer, thanks to sugar. At the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, when the British victors considered restoring some of their conquests to France, they seriously debated whether to return Canada, or the island of Guadeloupe. One sugar island weighed evenly in the balance with half of North America. Some West Indian planters made fortunes. They lived high in the islands, and when they returned to the old country. “Such eating and drinking I never saw,” wrote a visitor to Jamaica. “Such loads of all sorts of high, rich and seasoned things and really gallons of wine and mixed liquors. They eat a late breakfast as if they had never eaten before. It is as disgusting as it is astonishing.” “There was no such thing as a [seat in Parliament] to be had now,” an English lord wrote in 1767; rich West Indians “had secured them all at the rate of 3,000 pounds at least, but many at four thousand pounds, and two or three that he knew at five thousand pounds.”2

If war, disease, and hurricanes spared them, sugar planters could do well indeed. But there was little else to do in the West Indies. The sugar islands were floating agricultural factories, with few small farms, and small service populations in their ports. When young George Washington of Virginia (hardly an egalitarian society) took a trip to Barbados in 1751, he was struck by the material disparity he saw there. “There are few who may be called middling people. They are either very rich or very poor.”3

Beneath the poor whites were the slaves. Sugar farming was labor intensive; on plantations, slaves outnumbered their white masters by twenty to one. Their life was harsh. In 1755, Denmark decreed that masters in the Danish Virgin Islands could not punish their slaves by mutilating them, or putting them on the rack, though they might shackle and flog them. In spite of this lenience, the slaves of St. Croix planned a revolt in 1759. The free black man who revealed the plot ahead of time committed suicide, after which his body was hung, then burned at the stake. Slaves found riding or walking the streets of Christiansted, the main town, after eight o’clock at night were given 150 lashes at the fort, “at no expense to the owner.” Edwards, describing the British island of Nevis as a “beautiful little spot,” added that the population was 600 whites and 10,000 blacks: “a disproportion which necessarily converts all such white men as are not exempted by age and decrepitude into a well-regulated militia.”4 In the Second Amendment to the United States Constitution, the “well-regulated militia” would be a force for freedom. In the West Indies, it was a force for keeping the labor force in line.

Hamilton, who grew up in Nevis and St. Croix, never wrote a fond word about the Caribbean, and never made the slightest effort to return for a visit as an adult. The prosperity of the West Indies existed chiefly in its balance sheets, and made little use of human capital apart from muscle. With its barren riches and its lack of opportunity, it was a place to leave behind, and a model for what a happy country should avoid.

Hamilton’s early life and the lives of his family were set in the small islands—the Leeward and the Virgin Islands—that rim the northeast corner of the Caribbean. Hamilton’s mother, Rachel Faucett, was born on Nevis, but went to St. Croix, a twenty-hour sail with the trade winds, as a teenager. She followed one of her sisters, who had married a St. Croix planter named James Lytton. About 1745, Rachel married another planter, John Lavien, and a year later she bore him a son. Like many whites in the Caribbean, the families were a mix of nationalities, who had settled without regard to the islands’ formal owners: the Faucetts were Huguenots and the Lyttons English; Lavien was probably German.

Hamilton family tradition held that Rachel had “witnessed… family quarrels”5 as a girl. If so, she found a new set of them in her marriage to Lavien. They settled on a cotton plantation he owned, ironically named Contentment, but in 1750, he had her jailed in the town fort in Christiansted—the same place where curfew-breaking slaves were lashed—for refusing to live with him. When she got out, she returned to the British West Indies, where she met James Hamilton.

James Hamilton, the fourth son of a Scottish laird, had come to the Caribbean to make his fortune as a merchant. Fifty years later, Alexander Hamilton wrote a friend that “I have better pretensions than most of those who in this Country plume themselves on Ancestry.” This was an unusually defensive tone for him: Hamilton characteristically expected people to endorse his ideas and his actions because he had shown how right they were, not because he had a good pedigree. He went on to admit that his birth was “not free from blemish,”6 for Rachel had two sons with James Hamilton—James Junior and Alexander—without getting a divorce from John Lavien.

Illegitimacy may not have had quite the stigma in that century that it acquired under the Victorians in the next, but it was still shameful. A dozen years later, when Benjamin Franklin arranged for his illegitimate son William to be named royal governor of New Jersey, John Adams called it an “Insult to the Morals of America.” Rachel and James Senior seem to have tried to avoid the stigma: Alexander believed that his mother had gotten a second marriage, and the records of a christening on the Dutch island of St. Eustatius mention the presence of James Hamilton and “Rachel Hamilton his wife.” In the Danish Virgin Islands, however, Rachel was still Rachel Lavien—until 1759, when John Lavien divorced her for her “ungodly mode of life.”7 Since Rachel was the party at fault, Danish law did not allow her to remarry. Presumably, James Senior discovered this state of affairs when he moved with his family to St. Croix in 1765. A year later, he left them, never to return.

To support herself, Rachel opened a provision store in Christiansted. Alexander went to work as a clerk in a merchant house; his older brother worked for a carpenter. In 1768, Alexander and Rachel came down with a fever. The son recovered; the mother died.

These, and a few other dry details, reflected in scattered church and legal documents, are virtually all we know of Hamilton’s earliest childhood. They leave several puzzles. One is the year of his birth. Hamilton indicated, and descendants of his who wrote biographies of him stated flatly, that he was born in 1757, which would mean that he began working in a merchant house at the age of nine. But in settling Rachel’s estate in 1768, the probate court listed her illegitimate sons’ ages as fifteen and thirteen, which would mean that Alexander had been born in 1755. Biographers in thrall to documents tend to accept 1755; defenders of the later date point out that the clerk was not perfect, for he misspelled the name Lavien. The desire to add two years to Alexander’s age may also reflect an impulse, encouraged by the practice of assigning schoolchildren to grades, to discount the abilities of the gifted. Without being a Mozart, Alexander Hamilton was a very bright boy—and he was hardly unique. Benjamin Franklin was apprenticed to a printer at the age of twelve, and published his first journalism when he was sixteen. The future theologian Jonathan Edwards wrote an eloquent and observant essay on flying spiders when he was twelve, and entered Yale College a year later. One of the supporters of an “older” Hamilton inconsistently argues that his responsibilities as a clerk were not that great.8 If they were not, then it is all the more likely that a younger boy could have fulfilled them. Recognizing that even a younger Hamilton would not have been miraculous, and believing that a man is more likely to know his own birthday than a clerk in a probate court, I will accept 1757.

A more important question is the character of his parents. Since Hamilton’s relations with women played an important role in his public career, it would be interesting to know more about his mother. Hamilton described her to his children as a woman of “superior intellect,” “elevated and generous sentiments,” and “unusual elegance of person and manner.” John Lavien accused her in his divorce papers of “whoring with everyone.”9 Neither man was an objective witness. What is clear is that Rachel was a good businesswoman; when she died, the accounts of her store were in order, and she had only a few short-term debts.

It is also clear that James Hamilton, Sr., was a bum. He had other qualities—his surviving letter shows charm, and his decision to move from Scotland to the Caribbean suggests that he had a stock of youthful enterprise, or at least hope—but he was a bum nevertheless, and this would have been clear to his sons. When he left his family, he did not disappear, but went back to the Leeward Islands, where he lived a long and uneventful life. He and his famous son made sporadic efforts to keep in touch. In 1783, Alexander wrote to his older brother, who had asked him for money: “But what has become of our dear father?… Perhaps, alas! he is no more, and I shall not have the pleasing opportunity of contributing to render the close of his life more happy than the progress of it.” Ten years later, James wrote the secretary of the treasury from St. Vincent that he would take “the first ship that sails for Philadelphia.” But two years after that, Alexander wrote a friend that though he had “pressed” his father to come, James had decided not to, on account of his health. Perhaps he was reluctant to be so directly helped by the son he had abandoned. In 1799, the old man died. Afterward, Alexander wrote that his father had “too much pride and too large a portion of indolence—but his character was otherwise beyond reproach.”10 This was more generous than accurate. Pride and indolence are faults (Alexander inherited the first, though not the second). But they were not James’s only faults. If he had vanished, his lover and his children could have consoled themselves with romantic, even tragic, speculations about his character and his fate. But he simply moved over a few islands. James Hamilton walked away from a complicated situation, and made it plain that that was what he had done. When Alexander Hamilton became a husband and father, he dedicated himself (sometimes with very mixed results) to behaving differently.

Rachel left a modest estate—nine slaves, thirteen silver spoons, and thirty-four books. James Junior and Alexander received none of it. John Lavien appeared before the probate court and claimed everything for his and Rachel’s legitimate son. The Lytton family, into which Rachel’s sister had married, gave the Hamilton boys some help, buying back the thirty-four books at an auction. But the Lyttons were coming to grief too. Two of Alexander’s Lytton cousins had left the island as bankrupts; a third killed himself. James Lytton, their father, died a month later. Alexander was practically alone in a small world.

A year later, age twelve, he wrote his first letter that survives, to Edward Stevens, an older boy who had been sent to New York to attend King’s College, now Columbia University. “[T]o confess my weakness, Ned, my Ambition is so prevalent that I contemn the grov’ling and condition of a Clerk or the like, to which my Fortune &c. condemns me and would willingly risk my life tho’ not my Character to exalt my Station…. Im no Philosopher, you see, and may be justly said to Build Castles in the Air…. yet Neddy we have seen such Schemes successfull when the Projector is Constant I shall Conclude saying I wish there was a War.”11 St. Croix was a bigger island than Nevis, with more than twice the population—24,000, of which 2,000 were white—and as a merchant’s clerk, Alexander could observe its traffic with a wider world. But in the normal course of things, a local boy without a family could not expect to see the world, still less to exalt his station. Neddy Stevens might get away; not him.

Three factors altered the course of things. In 1771, the Reverend Hugh Knox, a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian minister, moved to Christiansted and noticed the ambitious boy. Knox was interested in education, and he had plans to teach the local slaves. He himself had been educated at the College of New Jersey in Princeton, at that time the finest school in the Thirteen Colonies. Jonathan Edwards had served briefly as president; Knox had studied with Edwards’s son-in-law, Aaron Burr. Knox could introduce Alexander to two new worlds—learning, and North America.

Hamilton’s employer, Nicholas Cruger, had even more extensive connections on the mainland, which would propel Alexander in that direction. The Crugers, originally a German family, had been New York merchants for three generations. Nicholas’s uncle had been the first president of the New York Chamber of Commerce. Nicholas and his three brothers were dispatched by the family to different centers of business: St. Croix, Jamaica, Curaçao, and Bristol, England. (The brother who went to Bristol ultimately became mayor, and a member of Parliament.) In Christiansted, Nicholas Cruger owned ships, warehouses, a general store, and a counting house, where Hamilton worked, on Kongensgade, or King Street. Cruger and other New Yorkers began trading in St. Croix at mid-century for its sugar, delivering it to the refineries of old New York families like the Roosevelts. In return, they brought the islanders the staples that were not produced locally. One of Cruger’s handbills advertised Albany white pine, pork, codfish, Madeira, and mules from Puerto Rico. Cruger was not a regular slave-trader, though in 1771 he did auction three hundred “first class slaves… just in from Africa.” In Virgin Islands dialect today, the phrase “the City,” when used without qualification, means New York, or America (the two are assumed to be interchangeable).12 There was no United States when Hamilton was Cruger’s clerk, but Cruger’s hometown had already become a pivot for the Virgin Islands’ dealings with North America, and the world.

The third factor in Hamilton’s change of fortune was the impression his abilities made on these men. In the fall of 1771, Cruger left St. Croix for four months on account of bad health, leaving his fourteen-year-old clerk to mind the store. In the letters he sent out during this period, Hamilton passed judgment on loads of flour (“realy very bad”), apples (“in every respect very indifferent”), and the captain of a ship the Crugers had hired (“I think he seems rather to want experience in such Voyages”). He suggested that Nicholas’s brother in Curaçao mount guns on the ship to protect it from the Spanish coast guard, and fretted when this was not done. “I begd Mr. Teleman Cruger to put some force upon her. How he came to neglect it I don’t know.”13

In 1772 Hamilton got to read himself in print. On the last day of August, a hurricane raked the island, killing thirty people and sweeping ships a hundred yards inland. Alexander wrote to his father describing the disaster; some local adult saw the letter, and in early October it appeared (“by a Youth of this Island”) in the Royal Danish-American Gazette. It opened with staccato description: “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.” Pious reflections followed, perhaps inspired by the Reverend Mr. Knox: “That which, in a calm and unruffled temper, we call a natural cause, seemed then like the correction of the Deity…. The father and benefactor were forgot [while] a consciousness of our guilt filled us with despair.” These were interesting thoughts to be addressed to a father, no benefactor, who had forgotten to return home. The last sentence, like a flash, prefigured the mature Hamilton: “Our General,” he wrote, of the Danish governor of the island, “has issued several very salutary and humane regulations, and both in his publick and private measures, has shewn himself the Man.”14 All his adult life, he would make confident judgments of the performance of superiors and subordinates. He was doing it at the age of fifteen.

His authority for doing so sprang from his own passion to perform well—he never criticized from the role of a detached analyst or a kibbitzer. Years later, Hamilton told one of his sons that clerking for Cruger had taught him “method” and “facility,” and that his years in the King Street counting house had been “the most useful of his education.”15 But method and facility would have been of little account without his will to see the job done right, by himself if necessary.

Later that month, the young author was put on a ship and sent to the mainland. Other foreigners who would come to America during the Revolutionary period, like Thomas Paine and the Marquis de Lafayette, were citizens of superpowers, who saw the new country as a haven of virtuous simplicity. Hamilton’s trajectory was different: he was coming from the fringes to the center.

• • •

Hamilton’s move to the mainland was a joint project of Cruger and Knox. The plan was to send him to the College of New Jersey at Princeton, after he had done the necessary academic catching up. Hamilton studied at a grammar school in Elizabethtown, New Jersey, reading in his room until midnight, and in the morning before school began, in a nearby cemetery.

Dr. John Witherspoon, the Scottish minister who had succeeded Aaron Burr as president at Princeton, made the college a republican seminary. But Hamilton was not destined to be one of his disciples. When Hercules Mulligan, a New York merchant tailor who knew the Crugers, took him to meet Witherspoon, the teenager “stated that he wished to enter… with the understanding that he should be permitted to advance from Class to Class with as much rapidity as his exertions would enable him to do.” Though “Dr. Witherspoon listened with great attention to so unusual a proposition from so young a person,” he turned him down.16 Hamilton made the same proposal to King’s College in New York, which took him on.

Hamilton’s formative American years were thus spent in a place that was like and unlike Christiansted: commercial and cosmopolitan, but vastly different in tempo and scale. The population of New York was almost 25,000, slightly more than the whole island of St. Croix; only a fifth of it consisted of slaves. The city was huddled on the southern tip of Manhattan, reaching only a mile up from the fortified Battery. (What is now Foley Square, lined with courthouses, was a deep pond, where people skated in the winter.) New York had already passed Boston in population, and was gaining on Philadelphia, then the second-largest city in the English-speaking world. Unlike the City on the Hill, or the City of Brotherly Love, New York had always been a commercial venture: first, a Dutch post for extracting furs from the interior; then, an English port. Commerce had exploded in mid-century: 700 vessels cleared the port in 1772, compared to 99 in 1746. The British mercantile system was supposed to reserve manufacturing for the mother country, but one visitor noted that New York had “plenty of mechanicks of all kinds,” working in rope and snuff factories, breweries, and an ironworks.17

“The inhabitants,” the same visitor went on, “are in general brisk and lively, kind to strangers [and] dress very gay; the fair sex are… said to be very obliging.” He claimed that five hundred prostitutes lived by St. Paul’s Chapel, near the entrance to King’s College. “This is certainly a temptation to the youth.” John Adams, passing through on his way to the Continental Congress, thought New Yorkers “talk very loud, very fast, and altogether. If they ask you a question, before you utter three words of your answer, they will break out upon you again and talk away.” There were fifteen churches, serving nine denominations and four ethnic groups—English, Dutch, German, and French—plus one synagogue (only Catholicism was forbidden). But religion did not unduly influence behavior. The “readiest way for a stranger to recommend himself,” wrote another visitor, was to “drink stoutly” and “talk bawdy.”18

New York was also a city riven by politics. After the Seven Years’ War (called the French and Indian War in North America), Britain tried to pay off its debts by taxing its colonies and tightening up its imperial system. Many in New York were willing to go along; later, they would call themselves Loyalists, and be called Tories. Merchants vacillated between resentment of economic restrictions and fear of disrupted trade. Radicals, like the Sons of Liberty, appealed to the mind—hand-bills, one resident noted, are “daily and hourly printed, published, pasted up”—and to the mob. “People here live… very Comfortable,” wrote a British officer, “did they chuse to be contented.”19 But they chose not to be. In the decade before the Revolution, there were twenty-some riots or other disturbances, ranging from ideological protests against imperial policy to disorderly British soldiers burning whore-houses. The Stamp Act Congress, the first colonial airing of grievances, met in New York; there was a showdown in New York with British troops before the Boston Massacre, and a tea party in New York harbor after the Boston Tea Party.

Alongside these issues of national and imperial import, old established families jockeyed for position, by any means necessary. In the elections to the provincial assembly in 1769, a member of one family faction, the Livingstons, boasted that “we have by far the best part of the bruisers on our side,” while the other faction, the De Lanceys, charged that one of their opponents “dances with, and kisses (filthy beast!) those of his own sex.” In 1774, Gouverneur Morris, a witty aristocrat in what is now the Bronx, memorably expressed the elites’ view: “The mob begin to think, and to reason. Poor reptiles! It is with them a vernal morning; they are struggling to cast off their winter’s [skin], they bask in sunshine, and ere noon they will bite.”20 Morris need not have worried about his position: the elites would find ways to manage popular biting for many years to come.

King’s College had three teachers, including its president, Dr. Myles Cooper, and about twenty students. Ned Stevens, who was still there, finishing his studies as a doctor, joined Hamilton in a weekly debating club with several other students, including Robert Troup, who became a lifelong friend. Hamilton was already fluent in French, thanks to his mother; we do not know what her thirty-four books were, or what books Hugh Knox had let him read, but King’s had a good library, well stocked with legal and political philosophers, and Hamilton worked his way through it. “He used in the evening to sit with my family,” Mulligan remembered, and “write dogrel rhymes for their amusement; he was all-ways amiable and cheerful and extremely attentive to his books.”21

Politics gave him the chance to write his first journalism in New York. In September and October of 1774, the First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia and proposed an embargo on trade with Britain, to be enforced by a Continental Association with power to proscribe uncooperative merchants. This provoked a spirited attack from Samuel Seabury, an Anglican clergyman in Westchester County. Seabury was an intelligent and principled man; after the Revolution, he would become the first bishop of the Episcopal Church of the United States. Following universal eighteenth-century polemical practice, he wrote under a pseudonym—A. W. Farmer—that was shrewdly chosen: despite the level of frenzy in New York City, most of the farmers in the surrounding counties were content, and suspicious of being forced to trade locally. Seabury stressed England’s power and the colonies’ weakness, and played on social and regional divisions: the Continental Association was a “venomous brood of scorpions,” while Bostonians thought that God “made Boston for Himself, and all the rest of the world for Boston.”22

Hamilton wrote two responses, “A Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress,” and “The Farmer Refuted,” which appeared in December 1774 and February 1775 respectively, and together ran to 50,000 words. He was as much a know-it-all as when he approved the measures of the Danish governor, only now he knew more. “Apply yourself, without delay,” he told the Farmer, “to the study of the law of nature. I would recommend to your perusal, Grotius, Puffendorff [sic], Locke, Montesquieu, and Burlamaqui. I might mention other excellent writers on this subject,” he went on, “but if you attend diligently to these, you will not require any.” In another place, he told Seabury, “What you say concerning the lumber that is exported from Canada is totally false.”
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“[A] wonderful portrait. . . . Mr. Brookhiser
has put his own intelligent stamp on the life of a great man.”

—James Grant, The Wall Street Journal
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