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FOREWORD

SHOCKER!

It was a shocker! News of the publication spread far and wide, sparking gossip and disbelief among both the general public and the political class. By his own hand, the secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton, had admitted in print the sordid details of his sexual affair with a married woman. The Founding Father and hero of the Revolutionary War had hoped his lengthy pamphlet written with forthright candor and in vivid prose would nullify the charges of financial misconduct being leveled against him. But rather than defending his character, the infamous essay ended up being his undoing. Not only was it one of the first highly public sex scandals in America, but the affair marked the beginning of the end of Hamilton’s political power. Yet, this unusual and fascinating publication offers a window into both the temperament of the man at the center of the maelstrom and the state of political intrigue in the early days of the new republic.

It all started with a surprise visit by a twenty-three-year-old woman named Maria Reynolds. The attractive blond showed up one summer day in 1791 at Hamilton’s residence in Philadelphia distressed and begging for help. He was, at the time, thirty-four and serving as the secretary of the treasury in George Washington’s Administration. As she told it, her husband, James Reynolds, was abusive and had departed the city and abandoned her. Now destitute, the tearful Mrs. Reynolds needed legal assistance, money, and a place to stay.

The handsome, charismatic politician with a reputation for enjoying the company of attractive, young women happened to also be alone, his wife and children having gone back to their native New York for an extended vacation. Hamilton greeted Mrs. Reynolds but claimed he was busy that day. He did, however, offer his assistance and promised he would obtain the money Maria needed and deliver it later that evening. Foolishly, Hamilton went to the Reynolds residence claiming that nothing “other than pecuniary consolation would be acceptable” to either of them. But they both had other interests. She invited him to join her in the upstairs bedroom and the two began a torrid affair.

The sexual relationship continued through the summer and fall of 1791. However, James Reynolds returned to the city in December. On the fifteenth of the month, Hamilton received an emotional warning from Maria, who wrote in a marginally literate letter, “I have not tim[e] to tell you the cause of my present troubles only that Mr. has [w]rote you this morning and I know not w[h]ether you have got the letter or not and he has swore that If you do not answer It or If he dose not se[e] or hear from you to day he will write Mrs. Hamilton.”

In a state of panic, Maria also told Hamilton that her husband had “Gone oute.” Noting that she was alone, she begged Hamilton to “Come to her one moment that you May know the Cause then you will the better know how to act.” Being caught by her husband appears to have unnerved Maria and prompted concern about her lover’s career. She confessed, “Oh my God I feel more for you than myself and wish I had never been born to give you so much unhappiness.” Nevertheless, the two continued their affair.

A PROPOSAL AND A PREDICAMENT

The letter from Mr. Reynolds arrived two days later. It charged that the affair had ruined a happy marriage. Of “the injury done me,” Reynolds claimed, “there is nothing that you Can do will compensate for it.” In the late eighteenth century, it was not uncommon for men embroiled in a lover’s triangle to settle matters on the dueling grounds, but Reynolds proposed a different resolution for the predicament. Despite his earlier claim, apparently there was a way to compensate him. Literally. He wrote, “I have this preposial to make to you. [G]ive me the Sum Of thousand dollars and I will le[a]ve the town and take my daughter with me ….”

Reynolds played on Hamilton’s guilt, baiting him by claiming falsely, “Its true its in your power to do a great deal for me, but its out of your power to do any thing that will Restore to me my Happiness again for if you should give me all you possess would not do it. [G]od knows I love the woman and wish every blessing may attend her, you have bin the Cause of Winning her love, and I Don’t think I Can be Reconciled to live with Her …” Hamilton paid the bribe.

However, Reynolds did not leave town; nor did Hamilton end the affair. Both matters allowed Reynolds to further entrap the famous Founder. In fact, Mrs. Reynolds appears to have become complicit in the scheme. Maria continued to invite Hamilton to her bed, writing, “With tears in my eyes … I shal[l] be miserable till I se[e] you … My breast will be in a state of pain and woe.” She closed the letter: “P.S. If you cannot come this Evening to stay just come only for one moment as I shal[l] be [a]Lone …” Hamilton did not resist. Mr. Reynolds soon began requesting small payments of thirty and forty dollars to guarantee his silence.

The bizarre arrangement may have continued if not for two developments. A professional swindler, Reynolds was also involved in a shady plan to purchase Revolutionary War veterans’ pensions. The scheme eventually caught the attention of the law. In November of 1792, he was charged with forgery and jailed. From his cell the opportunistic businessman asked Hamilton for help, but the request was denied. Angry and desperate, Reynolds then informed Hamilton’s political opponents of the affair and the arrangement for hush-money payments. The crook even inaccurately insinuated that Hamilton was the source behind the war pension speculation and forgery cabal.

As one of the leaders of the Federalist Party since its inception, Hamilton was an inviting target for Anti-Federalists (also known as the Democratic-Republicans or simply “Republicans”). Sure enough, Republican members of Congress visited Mr. Reynolds in his jail cell and Mrs. Reynolds at her home. Armed with the shocking details of the affair and Reynolds’s nefarious claims, two of them—James Monroe and Frederick Muhlenberg—confronted Hamilton with the evidence in December of 1792. They even produced the steamy letters he had written to Maria.

Monroe and Muhlenberg assured Hamilton they would be discrete and, for the time being, the affair remained a secret. But Monroe’s mentor was Thomas Jefferson, who happened to also be Hamilton’s bitter rival. As the two most influential members of George Washington’s cabinet, these two men squared off on nearly every issue, with Hamilton usually besting the secretary of state. Monroe informed Jefferson of the details of the affair. The secretary of state was eager to settle several scores with Hamilton.

In 1797 the story finally broke. The timing was critical—the competition between the two political factions was heating up, Hamilton and Jefferson had recently resigned their cabinet posts, and Jefferson was pursuing the presidency. The embarrassing and damning details of the affair were published by the muckraking newspaperman, Republican attack dog, and Jefferson ally James Thomson Callender. Hamilton was portrayed in the story as a home-wrecker, seducer, and the mastermind behind Reynolds’s financial crimes. His career, marriage, and all that he had worked for was in jeopardy.

THE PRIDEFUL ORPHAN

As Lin Manuel Miranda’s hit Broadway musical Hamilton raps in the opening act, the Founder was the “bastard, orphan, son of a whore, and a Scotsman dropped in the middle of a forgotten spot in the Caribbean.” Born on January 11, 1757 (some historical accounts suggest 1755) on the small island of Nevis in the West Indies, Hamilton’s upbringing was filled with difficulty, frustration, and tragedy.

As a teenager living in St. Croix, Hamilton’s mother, Rachel Fawcett, was pushed into a marriage she never wanted to a Danish-German Jew named Johann Michael Lavien (sometimes listed as Lavine). Lavien appears to have been abusive and the couple suffered financially after he misspent Rachel’s inheritance. As the marriage fell apart, a scandal erupted—the young bride was imprisoned for multiple acts of adultery. After being freed, she fled both her marriage and the island. Soon thereafter, she met James Hamilton, a down-on-his-luck Scotsman. The two could never marry, however, because Lavien had not granted Rachel a divorce before fleeing the island amid a debt controversy and women living in the eighteenth century could not legally initiate a divorce. Hamilton moved in with Rachel and the couple had two children out of wedlock. The youngest was Alexander.

James Hamilton abandoned the family when Alexander was only a boy. A few years later in 1768, Rachel succumbed to a disease that swept through the island, leaving young Alexander orphaned and homeless. Stuck on a small island plagued by disease and hurricanes as well as by slavery and pirates, the young boy’s future looked bleak. But he was brilliant, pugnacious, and possessed a magnetic personality as well as a gift for oratory and the written word. Therein would be his salvation. When a devastating hurricane hit the islands in 1772, young Alexander penned an article about the disaster. It was written with a poet’s vocabulary and the observations of a scientist. The essay caught the attention of newspapers and would eventually help secure his passage to New York in 1773 (some records suggest 1774).

This painful upbringing hardened the teenager, who developed not only the determination to survive and an extraordinary capacity for work, but a proverbial “chip on the shoulder.” For all his gifts, Hamilton had an exaggerated sense of pride, one that lacked perspective and bordered on combativeness. He also became increasingly compulsive and reckless. These traits would eventually catch up with him.

Arriving in America, the teenager received a scholarship to King’s College (now Columbia) and began writing essays against British rule. When the fighting started, Hamilton volunteered and repeatedly distinguished himself through bravery on the battlefield. He eventually caught the attention of General George Washington. Hamilton was invited to join the commander’s staff in 1777, where he rose quickly to the rank of colonel and assisted Washington with every facet of the war, including helping to win the pivotal victory at Yorktown. The ambitious orphan also managed to marry far above his station, wedding Elizabeth Schuyler, the middle daughter of one of New York’s most influential and wealthy men.

He would risk all this in his response to the Maria Reynolds scandal.

THE RESPONSE

Hamilton claimed that Jefferson and Monroe were behind the leaked story about his affair. However, the historical record is not clear, even if Jefferson certainly had the motivation. The year prior, Hamilton savaged the former secretary of state in an essay, noting the incongruity of Jefferson’s carefully crafted image as a common man with the reality of his lavish lifestyle. Hamilton wrote, “Simplicity and humility afford but a flimsy veil to the internal evidence of aristocratic splendor, sensuality, and Epicureanism.” Indeed, Jefferson had his own well-documented sexual scandals, including one that would soon become the second high profile affair of the young Republic.

Hamilton was now on trial in the court of public opinion. He believed he could dispute the charges and defend himself from the gossip and accusations by writing his own pamphlet. He had, after all, always been able to write himself out of a bind. In the pamphlet, he would apologize and explain his behavior, but also defend his character. Hamilton decided to admit to the sexual affair and bribes to James Reynolds, describing them as an “irregular and indelicate amour.” By doing so, he would demonstrate his honesty and honor which, he reasoned, would then allow him to refute what he thought was the far more damaging charge—that he was involved in Reynolds’s pension scam.

“This confession,” penned Hamilton with his signature flourishing prose, “is not made without a blush. I cannot be the apologist of any vice because the ardor of passion may have made it mine. I can never cease to condemn myself for the pang which it may inflict in a bosom eminently entitled to all my gratitude, fidelity, and love.” Yes, his marriage was also on the line. To his beloved Eliza, whom he hurt and embarrassed deeply, he asked forgiveness. The pamphlet also begged mercy from the country he helped to found and loved so. “The public, too, will, I trust, excuse the confession.” It did not.

The great Founder’s prideful and impulsive response ended up being self-destructive. Republican newspapers and politicians responded with a frenzy of vicious condemnations. Some of his opponents went so far as to assail the character of his loyal and loving wife. As you, the reader, shall discover in the following pages, the length and excruciatingly intimate details of the essay backfired. Hamilton was often a clever and strategic thinking, but the confession was naive and damning.

LEGACY

Maria Reynolds ended up petitioning for a divorce from her husband. It was Aaron Burr, Hamilton’s other political rival, who took the case. As for Hamilton, his fate is well known. Years of disagreements with Burr ended with Hamilton writing a public rebuke of his rival. Burr responded with the challenge of a duel. Once again, Hamilton would pay dearly for his words. On July 11, 1804 in Weehawken, New Jersey, Burr shot Hamilton during the duel. The Founder who had overcome so much and risen to such heights died the next day of his wounds. Hamilton was only forty-seven.

His was an extraordinary and unlikely life of accomplishment—General Washington’s most trusted aide, hero of the Revolutionary War, successful attorney, influential delegate to the Constitutional Convention, author of the majority of the Federalist Papers, secretary of the treasury, architect of the nation’s financial system, and much more. Yet, a sexual affair that may have denied him the presidency along with his own pride ended his life in a manner befitting a Shakespearean tragedy.

Elizabeth Hamilton, who had long before forgiven her husband, lived another half century. Thanks to her vigilance, his voluminous written record survives, including a touching and prescient letter he penned to her on Independence Day, just one week before his death: “Fly to the bosom of your God and be comforted. With my last idea, I shall cherish the sweet hope of meeting you in a better world. Adieu best of wives and best of Women. Embrace all my darling Children for me.”



Robert P. Watson, Ph.D. has published forty books and hundreds of scholarly articles, book chapters, and reference essays on topics in politics and history. He is Professor of American Studies at Lynn University in Florida and a frequent commentator for numerous media outlets around the United States and internationally.


APOLOGY AND ADULTERY

THE SPIRIT OF JACOBINISM, if not entirely a new spirit, has at least been cloathed with a more gigantic body and armed with more powerful weapons than it ever before possessed. It is perhaps not too much to say, that it threatens more extensive and complicated mischiefs to the world than have hitherto flowed from the three great scourges of mankind, WAR, PESTILENCE and FAMINE. To what point it will ultimately lead society, it is impossible for human foresight to pronounce; but there is just ground to apprehend that its progress may be marked with calamities of which the dreadful incidents of the French revolution afford a very faint image. Incessantly busy in undermining all the props of public security and private happiness, it seems to threaten the political and moral world with a complete overthrow.

A principal engine, by which this spirit endeavours to accomplish its purposes is that of calumny. It is essential to its success that the influence of men of upright principles, disposed and able to resist its enterprises, shall be at all events destroyed. Not content with traducing their best efforts for the public good, with misrepresenting their purest motives, with inferring criminality from actions innocent or laudable, the most direct falsehoods are invented and propagated with undaunted effrontery and unrelenting perseverance. Lies often detected and refuted are still revived and repeated, in the hope that the refutation may have been forgotten, or that the frequency and boldness of accusation may supply the place of truth and proof. The most profligate men are encouraged, probably bribed, certainly with patronage if not with money, to become informers and accusers. And when tales, which their characters alone ought to discredit, are refuted by evidence and facts which oblige the patrons of them to abandon their support, they still continue in corroding whispers to wear away the reputations which they could not directly subvert. If, luckily for the conspirators against honest fame, any little foible or folly can be traced out in one, whom they desire to persecute, it becomes at once in their hands a two-edged sword, by which to wound the public character and stab the private felicity of the person. With such men, nothing is sacred. Even the peace of an unoffending and amiable wife is a welcome repast to their insatiate fury against the husband.

In the gratification of this baleful spirit, we not only hear the jacobin news-papers continually ring with odious insinuations and charges against many of our most virtuous citizens; but, not satisfied with this, a measure new in this country has been lately adopted to give greater efficacy to the system of defamation—periodical pamphlets issue from the same presses, full freighted with misrepresentation and falsehood, artfully calculated to hold up the opponents of the FACTION to the jealousy and distrust of the present generation and if possible, to transmit their names with dishonor to posterity. Even the great and multiplied services, the tried and rarely equaled virtues of a WASHINGTON, can secure no exemption.
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