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  YOUTH


  Historians and playwrights are fond of saying that Hamilton and Burr were both orphans, implying that they had a lot in common. However, a comparison of their formative years reveals a very different story.


  Aaron Burr was born on February 6, 1756, in Newark, New Jersey. He descended from the country’s religious and intellectual elite and was probably the closest person in colonial America who could be regarded as an aristocrat. John Adams said that “he had never known, in any country, the prejudice in favor of birth, parentage, and descent more conspicuous than in the instance of Colonel Burr.”1


  Burr’s father, Aaron Burr Sr., was a descendant of the earliest settlers and leaders of Connecticut. Burr Sr. attended Yale College (today’s Yale University). Following his graduation in 1735, he became a minister and eventually the pastor of Newark’s First Presbyterian Church. He was also interested in promoting higher education in America and was one of the founders of a small college, the College of New Jersey (today’s Princeton University). Started in 1746, the college was housed a few miles south of Newark in Elizabethtown (today’s Elizabeth), New Jersey.2 The Reverend Burr was named president of the college shortly after its founding. He moved the school to Newark to make it more practical for him to run it and continue his ministry. Under Burr’s leadership the college attracted many new students. He proudly boasted in a letter that the school’s enrollment had grown in three years from “eight students when the care of the college was committed to me to between 40 and 50 now.3


  In 1756, the college was relocated forty-two miles to the isolated village of Princeton. Reverend Burr’s reasoning was that students should be removed from the distractions of cities and towns to a secluded seat of learning where they could focus on their education. Burr Sr. not only moved the college to Princeton but raised enough money to construct a magnificent building that same year, named Nassau Hall, to house the school. Nassau Hall was the largest academic building in the colonies on the eve of the American Revolution. Reverend Burr next resigned from his church in Newark and moved to Princeton with his family to devote his full time as the first president of the college.


  Legend says that Burr Sr. worked tirelessly to raise the money to build Nassau Hall. He died on September 24, 1757, at the age of forty-one, from a fever caused by exhaustion. He left behind a wife, Esther, and a young daughter and son. The Reverend Burr’s daughter, Sarah, is best known by her nickname, Sally. His son, Aaron Jr., was one and a half years old at the time of his father’s death. Young Aaron grew up to be a Revolutionary War hero and one vote shy of being elected president of the United States.


  Young Aaron Burr’s mother also contributed to his being characterized as an American aristocrat. She was the daughter of the noted theologian and scholar Jonathan Edwards. Esther survived her husband by a little over six months. She died on April 7, 1758, from smallpox. An orphan by the age of two, Aaron and his older sister moved to Philadelphia where they lived with family friends until 1760 when their twenty-one-year-old uncle, Timothy Edwards, became their legal guardian. Uncle Timothy was a merchant living in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, at the time. However, he moved to Elizabethtown, New Jersey, with Sally and Aaron the following year. Living in urban Elizabethtown was more attractive to Timothy than rural Stockbridge. A description of the colonial town helps to explain its appeal to Uncle Timothy.


  Colonial Elizabeth was a compact town of about eight hundred people living on five tree-lined streets surrounded by salt meadows and orchards. The Swedish botanist Peter Kalm visited Elizabeth and described it as “situated in a garden, the ground hereabouts being even and well cultivated.”4 The town was located on the Kings Highway, the main road between New York and Philadelphia. An old stone bridge on the highway crossed the Elizabeth River, which flowed through the center of town before emptying into New York Bay. Nearby, Elizabethtown Point could accommodate ocean-going ships. Elizabeth’s strategic location made it an ideal place for merchants, including Timothy Edwards, to establish their businesses where they purchased animal hides, farm produce (especially wheat), timber, and livestock from the surrounding farmers, which they then shipped in bulk to nearby New York City or transported to ready markets in the Caribbean Islands.


  Elizabeth’s appeal included an outstanding school called Elizabethtown Academy. The school’s curriculum offered an elementary education for boys and girls and advanced studies to prepare boys planning to go to college. Young Sally and Aaron attended the academy whose headmaster at the time was a scholarly Princeton graduate named Tapping Reeve.5 Uncle Timothy hired Reeve to give private lessons to his young wards. Reeve’s frequent visits to the Edward’s household led to his admiring Sally. In 1772, Reeve and Sally married. She was eighteen years old at the time. In 1773, Reeve and his young bride moved to Litchfield, Connecticut, where he established the first law school in America.6


  Young Aaron also made an important lifetime friendship with Matthias (Matt) Ogden while growing up in Elizabeth. Matthias’s father, Robert, was a successful lawyer and leading member of the New Jersey Assembly.7 Matt Ogden and Aaron Burr bonded as fellow students at the academy. Their connection grew even stronger when Uncle Timothy married Matthias’s sister Rhoda. Matt and Aaron enjoyed their idyllic surroundings especially learning how to handle small boats along the meandering Elizabeth River and the waters around nearby Staten Island. In his Memoirs, Burr called these experiences his “childhood aquatic excursions,” which helped him launch his military career.8


  While Aaron and Matt were boating on the Elizabeth River, Uncle Timothy was establishing himself as one of the town’s leading merchants. He also skillfully managed the modest inheritance that young Burr had acquired from his parents. The money was used to educate Burr and buy a musket for him to fight the British.


  It seemed only natural for Aaron to apply for admission to Princeton, the college closely associated with his father. However, he was denied entry despite his impressive academic qualifications. The problem was that he was only eleven years old when he applied. Burr spent the next two years studying the college curriculum on his own. He reapplied in 1769, proposing to be admitted as a junior. Burr was thirteen at the time and about four years younger than his fellow students. Burr did well enough on his entrance examination that he was allowed to enter Princeton as a sophomore.


  Aaron Burr’s college years were among the most productive and influential of his life. Princeton was headed at the time by John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian minister. Witherspoon altered studies at the college to provide a practical education for the young men enrolled there. As a result, Burr studied history, science, geography, English composition, and French. Apparently, Burr was fluent in French as evidenced by his ability to travel undetected in pro-British French Canada during the American Revolution disguised as a Catholic priest.


  Burr developed many of his characteristic traits while at Princeton. From his reading of poetry and compositions, he called the “labored ornaments of language, false ornaments and pompous epithets” (descriptions) and that they were ineffective and “diverts the attention from the subject before us.” He said, “A simple style, like simple food, preserves the appetite.” Burr adopted what he called “an elegant simplicity of language” when writing or speaking.9


  Another of Burr’s lifelong character traits that began during his college years was corresponding in code. While still a student at Princeton, he exchanged letters with his sister written in cipher. This habit continued throughout his life and contributed to his reputation of being a devious man who wrote coded letters to hide his ruthless intrigues.10


  Burr graduated from Princeton in September 1772 with enough money from his inheritance to contemplate his future before deciding on a career. He decided to remain in the village, near the college, where he continued to study independently along with visiting family and friends.11 After several indolent months young Burr decided to follow in his distinguished father’s footsteps and become a minister. Having made his decision, seventeen-year-old Burr enrolled in the Reverend Joseph Bellamy’s school in Bethlehem, Connecticut, in 1773 to prepare for the ministry. However, while Aaron seems to have inherited his parent’s intellect, he lacked their religious piety. He abandoned his idea of joining the ministry in 1774 in favor of studying law. Burr was fortunate in this regard as Tapping Reeve, his brother-in-law, had opened America’s first law school in nearby Litchfield, Connecticut. Burr moved to Litchfield in May 1774 and began to study to be a lawyer. He took time from his studies to visit his cousin, Thaddeus Burr, who lived forty miles away in the town of Fairfield, Connecticut. According to legend he actually made the long trip to spend time with Dorothy Quincy who was a guest at Thaddeus’s home. She was engaged at the time to John Hancock, a leader in the Boston Sons of Liberty. Miss Quincy temporarily moved from Boston to Fairfield for her safety following the occupation of Boston by British troops. Dorothy was described as young, beautiful, and intelligent. The story is that she had an affair with the “handsome young man from Litchfield” prior to her marriage to Hancock.


  While the legitimacy of Miss Quincy’s liaison with Aaron is questionable, it is evident that he pursued women throughout his life. At first appearance Aaron did not seem particularly appealing to women. His height, for example, was five feet, six inches tall, which was slightly below average for men at that time. He had a slender body with a large head and hazel eyes capped by heavy dark eyebrows. But despite his seemingly awkward appearance, Burr moved with grace and elegance. He was intelligent, charming, and interesting and dressed tastefully in well-tailored clothing.


  There are a number of eyewitness accounts of Burr’s appearance and speculation why women were attracted to him. However, the most interesting of them is attributed to Eliza B. Jumel, born Elizabeth Bowen, best known as Madame Jumel. She was married to Burr for a short time when she was fifty-eight and Burr was seventy-seven. But her attraction to Burr began when he was a young officer in the Revolutionary War. Recalling Burr years later, Madam Jumel wrote a fascinating description of him, which reads,



   Capt. Aaron Burr, in the hey-day of his youth, as he now was, appeared to me the perfection of manhood personified. He was beneath the common size of men, only five feet and a half high, but his figure and form had been fashioned in the models of the graces. Petite as he comparatively was, he had a martial appearance, and displayed in all his movements these accomplishments which are only acquired in the camp and embellished in the boudoir of the graces. In a word, he was a combined model of Mars and Apollo. His eye was of the deepest black, and sparkled with an incomprehensible brilliancy when he smiled; but if enraged, its power was absolutely terrific. Into whatever female society he changed, by the fortune of war or the vicissitudes of private life, to be cast, he conquered all hearts without an effort; and until he became deeply involved in the cares of State, and the vexations incident to the political arena, I do not believe a female capable of the gentle emotions of love ever looked upon him without loving him. Wherever he went he was petted and caressed by our sex, and hundreds vied with each other in a continuous struggle to offer him some testimonial of their adulation.12




  In late 1774, at the age of nineteen, Burr’s attention was turning from romance and the studying of law to the growing unrest between Britain and her American colonies. Rural Litchfield was a peaceful village and far from the riotous action taking place 130 miles southeast in Boston. By early 1775, Boston had emerged as the center of colonial defiance by the British government to enforce trade laws and tax the colonists. Those Americans who viewed the British legislation to “bind them to slavery” became known as Whigs. Opposing them were Americans who remained loyal to Britain and known as Loyalists, often called Tories.13


  Within the Whig faction were a group of pugnacious radicals who organized themselves into a secret society called the Sons of Liberty. Boston’s prominence in the events leading to the American Revolution was due in part to its being the home of several well-known members of the Sons of Liberty including John Hancock, Joseph Warren, and Samuel Adams. These three men were gifted organizers and orators who, for example, said that the appointed colonial bureaucrats of King George III (the British monarch) were “instigated by the Devil . . . and composed of . . . Pimps and Parasites who dared to advise their Master to detestable measures.”14 The king’s ministers resorted to sending troops to Boston to regain control of the contentious city. The menacing soldiers only increased Whig resistance and violence. Complicating Britain’s efforts to assert their power was that the Americans were “armed and numerous.” This was a reference to the colonial militia system of self-defense. By early 1775, British Redcoats held Boston while the Massachusetts countryside was controlled by the defiant militia. The tense standoff between the Crown Forces and the Massachusetts militia was destined to explode.


  Burr was studying law when news reached Litchfield that the Massachusetts militia had fought British troops in the countryside near Boston. The fighting took place on April 19 and was centered in the towns of Lexington and Concord. The action began when British Redcoats were observed leaving Boston and marching west toward Concord, where the radical militia had stockpiled weapons and equipment. The day-long running battle was being called the Lexington Alarm. It was followed by thousands of New England militiamen converging on British-held Boston.


  Burr was an enthusiastic Whig who was following the news of the war, which included the militia of the four New England colonies surrounding Boston calling themselves the Army of Observation. Arron shared the war dispatches with his good friend Matthew Ogden, who was living in Elizabeth. Reports of the June 17 Battle of Bunker Hill surely stirred the two youths to action. Adding to their excitement was news that the Continental Congress had assumed control of the rebel forces encircling Boston. Reports were that Congress was raising a Continental Army recruited with volunteers from all thirteen colonies and appointed George Washington as the army’s commander in chief. By the summer of 1775, America was swept by a military spirit, a martial euphoria, and the idea that their armed rebellion would be brief and end in a favorable treaty with the mother country. Excited by the Revolution, Aaron quit law school and rode to Elizabeth where he convinced Ogden that they did not have a “moment to spare” to get to Cambridge and join the army.15 Ogden agreed and they set out for Cambridge to join the Continental Army. Burr expected to be promptly commissioned as an officer, a position fitting his education and high standing in colonial society.


  Alexander Hamilton’s childhood and expectations differed sharply from those of Aaron Burr. Hamilton was born on Nevis, the smallest island in the British Leeward Island chain. Understanding the economy of Nevis is important as it was an early influence on Hamilton’s character and his life-long opposition to slavery.


  Nevis is situated midway in the busy Caribbean shipping route that stretches from Puerto Rico in the north to Antigua in the south. Nevis’s climate is ideal for growing sugarcane, which after being crushed and boiled produces sugar. In the seventeenth century, sugar was so profitable that it was called “white gold” and every plot of land on Nevis’s thirty-six square miles was devoted to cultivating the plant. Laboring in the island’s sweltering sugarcane plantations was grueling work, and thousands of black slaves provided the critical manpower for the small white population that ruled the island. The whites on the island lived in constant fear of a slave revolt. To maintain control, they whipped indolent blacks and any rebellious ones were quickly shackled, beaten, castrated, or hanged to prevent a slave insurrection. Alexander Hamilton was born into this setting of natural beauty and human misery.


  John Adams contradicted the romantic notions of Hamilton’s tropical island birth when he called him “that bastard brat of a Scotch Peddler.”16 Adams was not far off the mark. Hamilton was the illegitimate offspring of a liaison between James Hamilton and Rachel Faucett.


  There is no known record of the exact date and year of Alexander Hamilton’s birth. The most persuasive evidence is that he was born on January 11, 1755. Although Hamilton was circumspect about his parents, scholars have pieced together information about them. The venerated historian James Thomas Flexner states that Alexander’s father, James Hamilton, was born in Scotland, the fourth son of a minor nobleman. Apprenticed to a merchant, James “revealed no skill or aptitude . . . and wandered incompetently among the garishly and brutally prosperous West Indian islands.”17 The consensus is that Alexander Hamilton’s father spent his life drifting between working as a clerk and a threadbare merchant.


  More is known about Alexander’s mother. Her full name was Rachel Faucett Lavien. She was of French Huguenot descent born on Nevis. She married Johann Michael Lavien when she was sixteen. Lavien abandoned her after several years of marriage but never divorced her. She began living with James Hamilton out of economic necessity. Writing years later, Hamilton said that his mother “became acquainted with my father and a marriage between them ensued, followed by many years cohabitation and several children.”18 The truth is that they never married, however they had two sons during their relationship. The oldest was James and the youngest was Alexander.


  James abandoned Rachel and she raised her two sons alone. Rachel moved to the Danish West Indies island of St. Croix where she opened a small shop in Christiansted, the only town on the island. There, Rachael squeezed out a living for herself and her two sons. The children apparently had some basic education from a neighbor woman who taught them to read and write. The hot and humid Caribbean islands were infested with disease, the most prevalent of which were malaria and yellow fever. Rachel died of yellow fever on February 19, 1768. Alexander was thirteen years old at the time.


  Alexander’s brother, James, found employment with a local carpenter, while he went to work as an apprentice in the Christiansted office of a New York City-based merchant firm owned by Cornelius Kortright and Nicholas Cruger.19 Alexander may have been introduced to Kortright and Cruger by Thomas Stevens, a merchant who knew Rachel and her sons in St. Croix. With branches strategically located throughout the Caribbean islands, the firm of Kortright and Cruger was a sophisticated company, even by today’s standards. Their thriving business was based on the premise that the production of sugar in the islands was so profitable that it was cheaper to import food from the American colonies than to divert acreage to growing crops and pasturing livestock. Kortright and Cruger also exported sugar and molasses from the islands for sale in the thirteen colonies. They were also active in the lucrative business of importing slaves to sell to the sugarcane plantation owners.


  Cruger headed the company’s St. Croix operations. He worked from the firm’s office and warehouse located on King Street across from the wharfs along Christiansted’s waterfront. Young Alexander worked on the firm’s second floor where he could look out at the large enclosed pen where newly arrived slaves from Africa were held in chains for auction. Alexander was shocked by the misery he witnessed and supported the abolishment of slavery later in his life. But, ironically, he owed the greatest opportunity of his life to the slave trade.


  A significant opportunity in Hamilton’s life came from his wealthy employers. They were impressed with their young apprentice’s intelligence, honesty, and intrinsic understanding of finance and eventually allowed him to manage their Christiansted operation. Hamilton was also writing articles and poems for the local newspaper, which brought him to the attention of local influential residents and a visiting New York clergyman named Hugh Knox. The respected Reverend Knox convinced Cruger that his talented young employee should have the benefit of a formal education. Cruger agreed in the hope that Hamilton would study medicine in the American colonies and return to St. Croix as a doctor. Several other island patrons joined Cruger and established a subscription to pay for Hamilton’s education.20 Arrangements were also made to help pay for his education from a small percentage of the money earned from the sale of sugar sold in America. It is ironic that Hamilton, who became an ardent opponent to slavery, had his schooling paid for from the profits of slave labor.


  Cruger arranged for Alexander to sail on one of his company-owned ships bound for Boston. After arriving there, Hamilton quickly went to New York City where both Cruger and Knox had dependable contacts waiting to help him.


  Hamilton probably arrived in New York in late July 1773. He was eighteen years old and had never been away from the small provincial island of St. Croix before. He was met upon his arrival in New York by Hugh Mulligan, who was a junior partner in Cruger’s business. Hugh arranged for Alexander to stay at his younger brother Hercules’s house until arrangements could be made for the teenager’s education.


  Hercules Mulligan is a fascinating but obscure character in American history. Mulligan was born in 1740 in Ireland and immigrated to New York City with his family when he was six years old.21 He worked in his father’s periwig (wig) shop before opening his own successful haberdashery shop in Manhattan that catered to the city’s rich and fashion-conscious men.22 He was also a successful suiter and married the niece of a Royal Navy admiral.


  Mulligan was a devoted Whig whose prewar activities included membership in the secret Sons of Liberty. His late-night political discussions in his home with Hamilton influenced the teenager to join the Whig protests against the callous enforcement of existing imperial laws and adding new direct taxes (e.g., the Stamp Act of 1765) without the colonist’s consent.


  Once the Revolution began, Mulligan became an undercover agent for the Patriots. He used his haberdashery shop to obtain valuable information about enemy plans. Hamilton is credited with recruiting his friend Mulligan as a wartime spy. Mulligan’s technique for getting information was ingenious. Although he employed a staff of tailors, Mulligan, an engaging raconteur, liked to deal personally with his clients, particularly the British Army and Royal Navy officers who frequented his shop. He would engage the enemy officers in seemingly innocent conversation while he fitted them for clothing. He would ask, for example, why they were in such a hurry to get new shirt or pants. It worked, and the charming tailor obtained valuable military information that he passed along to Washington’s headquarters from unsuspecting Crown officers. Hamilton and Mulligan remained lifelong friends. Their friendship extended to the grave; when Mulligan died in 1825, at the age of eighty, he was buried near Hamilton in New York City’s Trinity Church cemetery.


  Hugh and Hercules Mulligan are credited with arranging for Alexander to study at the Elizabethtown Academy, the same school that Burr had attended a few years earlier. The academy was selected because of its successful program to prepare teenage boys for college. Alexander’s education at the academy was supervised by Francis Barber, who superseded Tapping Reeve as the school’s headmaster. Barber was a 1767 Princeton graduate and a protégé of Tapping Reeve, who helped Barber secure the headmaster’s job.


  Hamilton attended the Elizabethtown Academy during the late summer of 1773 where he studied English, mathematics, geography, Latin, and Greek. Burr was known to have visited his uncle Timothy in Elizabeth at the same time that Hamilton was attending school there. Elizabeth was a small community and Burr probably socialized with Hamilton at summertime social gathering and visits to the academy.


  Hamilton’s support of the Whigs grew during his time in Elizabeth. Influencing his ideas were Barber, who was a Whig sympathizer.23 Barber later became a distinguished officer in the Continental Army. Ironically, he served under Hamilton during the 1781 siege of Yorktown.


  Besides Barber, Hamilton’s political thinking was influenced by two ardent Whig lawyers residing in Elizabeth: Elias Boudinot and William Livingston. Hamilton was known to have socialized with both men while he attended the academy. Boudinot’s Revolutionary War service included serving as a New Jersey delegate to the Continental Congress. Livingston was the governor of New Jersey during the war.


  Hamilton prepared to apply to college with Barber’s training. He applied to Princeton with the idea of pursing his own course of study, but his proposal was rejected by John Witherspoon, the college’s president. Alexander next turned to King’s College (today’s Columbia University) in New York City. He was accepted and enrolled there in October 1773. Hamilton began his college education determined to leave his blighted childhood behind. He found a perfect outlet for his ambition in the growing controversy between the thirteen colonies and Britain.


  As Hamilton would soon learn, New York City’s population was divided between Whig and Tory factions. The serious trouble between these two factions began while Hamilton was a college student. It started in 1773 when Parliament renewed its efforts to tax tea imported to America. The Boston’s Sons of Liberty responded by dumping a newly arrived cargo of taxed tea into the city’s harbor on the night of December 16, 1773. The king’s ministers retaliated by closing the port of Boston and abolishing representative government in Massachusetts. The colonists responded by boycotting British goods and creating the Continental Congress to meet in Philadelphia on September 5, 1774, to discuss united action. The New York chapter of the Sons of Liberty organized a rally to support the boycott and the Philadelphia meeting. The New York rally took place in a field just north of the city on July 6, 1774. It was presided over by Alexander McDougall, a charismatic New York ship owner and merchant.24 Hamilton was one of the speakers at the rally, adding to his reputation as a a talented pro-Whig speaker and writer.


  Hamilton took a more militant role prior to the start of the Revolution when he joined other radical King’s College students in organizing a Patriot militia company called the Corsicans. The unit’s name was later changed to the Hearts of Oak. They adopted distinctive uniforms that included short green coats and round leather hats on which were written the words Liberty or Death. The unit met near King’s College early each morning in the graveyard of St. George’s Church to drill. Lining up among the tombstones, the college students learned the manual of arms from their experienced drillmaster Thomas Fleming. He was a former captain in the British Army described as “ardently attached to the American cause.”25


  The news of fighting between the Massachusetts militia and British Army on April 19, 1775, reached New York City five days later, on April 24. The arrival of the news soon ended Hamilton’s college career and his youthful ambitions as he turned to soldiering in support of the colonial rebellion.


  Hamilton’s Hearts of Oak militia company saw its first serious action on August 1775, four months after the start of the war. The incident took place on the night of August 23 when the Hearts of Oak joined other militiamen and residents siding with the radicals to seize cannons from a gun battery facing the harbor. Their brazen act was in response to a declaration by the rebellious colonial legislature of New York to construct forts to defend the lower Hudson River (also called the North River at the time).26 Cannons were needed to arm the forts, and the New York City radicals, including Hamilton, decided to steal them. The cannons they needed were at a place called the Grand Battery, in lower Manhattan, facing New York’s harbor. There were twenty-one guns in the Grand Battery. They were heavy cannons, also known as naval, or fort cannons, weighing more than a ton each mounted on small wheels characteristic of the big guns used on warships. Besides the problem of moving the heavy guns, the HMS Asia, a sixty-four gun Royal Navy frigate, was in the harbor watching for any unusual activity in the city. Guard boats from the Asia were alerted to the activity on shore as Hamilton and his fellow conspirators pulled and tugged at the ropes tied to the heavy cannons. Suddenly, and without warning, the Asia began firing its cannons at the shadowy figures on the shoreline. Ignoring the gunfire, the rebels managed to pilfer eleven cannons from the Grand Battery.


  Looking back at the opening months of the American Revolution, Aaron Burr was on his way to Cambridge to join the Continental Army as an officer while Alexander Hamilton was gaining a good reputation among New York City’s radical leaders through his political writings and active service as a common soldier in the Hearts of Oak.
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  YOUNG OFFICERS IN THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION


  Burr and Ogden arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on August 1, 1775.1 The village was the headquarters of the Patriot army that surrounded the British forces occupying Boston. The two eager teenagers arrived as big changes were underway in the organization of the rebel army. Included in the shake-up was that the Continental Congress had assumed control of the army from the New England colonies. As a result, the New England troops surrounding Boston were no longer called the Army of Observation. They were now part of the recently established Continental Army, a national force under the control of Congress. After unanimously electing their fellow delegate George Washington as commander in chief of their new army, Congress appointed four senior generals with the rank of major general for the army. One of them was Artemas Ward, a Massachusetts militia officer who resigned within a year. The other three would play a significant role in the lives of Burr and Hamilton. They were Charles Lee, Philip Schuyler, and Israel Putnam. A number of lower ranking brigadier generals were also appointed, including Richard Montgomery, a former British Army captain, who would later befriend Burr. Montgomery fought with the British Army in America as a young officer during the French and Indian War (1754–1763). The war was the American theater of a worldwide conflict between Britain and France called the Seven Years War in Europe. Washington also acquired his military experience as a youthful officer in the French and Indian War. Washington’s combat experience during the war included commanding an independent Virginia regiment assigned to protect the colony’s frontier against Indian attacks originating in French held Canada. He was a wealthy and imposing man who was courteously addressed during the American Revolution as His Excellency.


  Washington arrived in Cambridge on July 2, 1775, and quickly discovered that the army he inherited was composed of independent-minded New England militiamen who resisted his efforts to organize or discipline them. Adding to his problems was the arrival of rowdy frontier riflemen from western Pennsylvania and Virginia. They came armed with their personal American long rifles and began randomly shooting at British soldiers in Boston or getting into fights with the New Englanders.


  Burr and Ogden arrived in the midst of the chaotic situation in the rebel camp. They found the place littered with a hodgepodge of tents and huts housing the army. Most of the troops had no uniforms and were poorly armed. Sanitation in the camp was primitive even by eighteenth-century standards. Adding to the disorder was quarreling among the officers. Their discord must have been particularly alarming to Ogden and Burr who wanted to join their ranks. Writing in July 1775, shortly before the time that Ogden and Burr were seeking commissions, an American officer described the situation in Cambridge, “The laxity of the discipline which pervades the camp at Cambridge, the inexperience of the officers and the contests and petty squabbles about rank, all tended to excite great jealousy and discontent in the army.”2


  The two shocked youths made their way to His Excellency’s headquarters where they intended to join the army as officers. They arrived with three impressive letters of recommendation to help them obtain commissions. One was from Elias Boudinot, who was a friend of the Ogden family and a member of the Continental Congress. His letter was addressed to his fellow Princeton graduate Joseph Reed who was on the commander in chief’s staff. Boudinot’s letter to Reed recommended Ogden for a commission and further stated that, “the young Gentleman that accompanies him [Aaron Burr] will be equally taken notice of by you, as the only Son of our old worthy Friend President [of Princeton] Burr.”3 Their second letter of recommendation was from John Hancock, dated “Philadelphia, 19 July 1775.” Hancock wrote, “Mr Ogden and Mr Burr of the Jerseys. Visit the Camp not as Spectators, but with a View of Joining the Army and being Active during the Campaign.”4 Their third recommendation is dated July 18, 1775. It was from Lewis Morris, who was a wealthy landowner and a New York delegate to Congress. Morris wrote to Washington recommending Ogden and Burr for commissions as officers.5 With his formidable family background, education, and letters of recommendation from influential people including Congressman Morris, Burr felt confident that he would be commissioned as an officer in the rebel army.


  Ogden and Burr managed to get an interview with General Washington. However, he was unable to offer them commissions despite their impressive endorsements. Washington explained in a letter dated August 4, 1775, to Congressman Morris why he could not accommodate the two eager teenagers. His Excellency used the situation to describe what he considered to be an unrealistic policy regarding the appointment of officers. Washington explained to Morris that he was unable to “do justice to the merits of those gentlemen” (Ogden and Burr) as he had already used “the two or three appointments” (commissions) allocated to him by Congress and that “the appointment of all other officers is vested in the governments [colonies] in which the regiments were originally raised.” Washington told Lewis that the commissioning of officers should be vested with Congress and not the individual colonies “during the continuance of these disturbances” (an indication that Washington anticipated a short war). Washington said that “merit only, without regard to Country [colony] should entitle a man to preferment.”6 Unwittingly, Ogden and Burr had become the example of a disagreement between Washington and government functionaries over who had the authority to commission officers. Meanwhile, the two youths decided to remain in Cambridge hoping that some suitable opportunity would arise that would allow them to join the fighting before the war ended. After dawdling in camp for a few weeks an opportunity occurred that gave Burr and Ogden a unique opportunity to get into the war.


  Their opportunity came when Ogden learned that Colonel Benedict Arnold was recruiting 1,100 volunteers for a secret mission. The camp at Cambridge was abuzz with rumors of Arnold’s objective. A martial spirit prevailed within the army and everyone was interested in joining Arnold’s corps. They wanted the chance to fight the Redcoats before the war ended.


  One exception to the excitement was young Burr. He lay in a camp bed afflicted with a fever. His illness seemed to be a characteristic he developed in response to bad news. His friend Ogden shook him from his vexation to tell him that volunteers were being recruited for a secret mission that was particularly interested in men experienced in handling small boats. It will be recalled that both Ogden and Burr were skilled boatmen from their youthful outings on the Elizabeth River. Shaken from his lethargy, Burr decided to join Ogden in volunteering to join Colonel Arnold’s secret mission.


  The objective of Arnold’s enterprise was a closely guarded secret. Even its name gave no indication of its purpose. It was simply called The Arnold Expedition. While rumors abounded in camp about the mission, only Washington, Arnold, and a handful of trusted officers knew its objective was the walled city of Quebec: the commercial and government center of British-held Canada. But capturing Quebec would not be easy. Arnold was familiar with the formidable location and defenses of the city, having traveled there for business before the war. He knew that the main part of the city was located atop Cape Diamond, a massive solid rock jutting out from the surrounding countryside and straddling the St. Lawrence River. There were cannons mounted atop Cape Diamond that defended Quebec and controlled ship traffic on the strategic river. The city’s land side was protected from attack by a formidable wall bristling with long range artillery.


  Capturing and holding Quebec was a prize worth the risk. The thinking in the Patriot camp in 1775 was that the purpose of their rebellion was to address their “redress of grievances” with the mother country. The colonists believed that their insurrection would end quickly, and that the occupation of Quebec would be a valuable tool in negotiating favorable terms to end the war.


  Washington organized the mission to capture Quebec and chose Benedict Arnold to lead over more seemingly qualified men. Arnold got the coveted independent command because Washington believed him to be a courageous leader who could improvise as his corps moved through the wilderness and neared Quebec. Surprise was critical to the success of the operation especially since Arnold’s corps would have no artillery to intimate the small garrison they believed was guarding Quebec.


  Arnold promptly began recruiting volunteers from the army for the campaign. His orders were to seize Quebec and hold it until a larger American army, commanded by General Philip Schuyler, reached the city.7 Schuyler’s troops were already advancing north into Canada along a well-established inland water route of rivers and lakes. His plan was to first capture Montreal and then advance up the St. Lawrence River to rendezvous with Arnold at Quebec. General Richard Montgomery, a former British Army captain, took over when Schuyler became too sick to accompany his troops.


  Ogden and Burr applied to join Colonel Arnold’s corps, which already had a full complement of officers. But they agreed to join the mission as gentlemen volunteers without pay and no formal rank. One young Patriot gentleman volunteer accurately described his status when he said, “I am neither an Officer nor a Soldier.”8 The position of gentleman volunteer was common at the time. Author Don Hagist explains that men joined the army as volunteers “with the explicit expectation of becoming officers and were commissioned as soon as an opportunity arose and the appropriate approvals were obtained.”9


  Burr outfitted himself at his own expense for the mission with practical clothing and accoutrements. Writing to his sister, Burr said that she would hardly be able to recognize him in the coarse functional clothing he was wearing for soldiering. In one of the best descriptions of clothing worn in the American Revolution, Burr told Sally that his outfit consisted of coarse woolen trousers that covered the tops of his boots and a short jacket of the same material. A rifleman on the expedition made him a present of a fringed linen shirt that he wore over his jacket. He explained that his headgear was “meant to help my deficiency in point of size.” This was accomplished by cutting off the brim of a hat and decorating it with a tall feather and a fox tail. Completing his outfit was a blanket slung over his back “as that’s a thing I never trust from me [did not want it stolen]” and a musket, bayonet, and tomahawk that he purchased at his own expense. Burr was not the only member of the expedition wearing his own clothing and armed with personal weapons. In fact, every one of the 1,100 men who trekked to Quebec with Arnold wore whatever they brought from home including their own weapons. At this early point in the Revolution, uniforms were rare and if anyone on the expedition had one, they probably saved wearing it for marching through the gates of Quebec. From Burr’s description, he apparently had purchased a desirable large caliber British Army musket and bayonet. The majority of the men in Arnold’s corps were armed with small caliber smooth bore muskets. The three backcountry rifle companies on the expedition were armed with their handmade personal rifled guns (called American long rifles during the Revolutionary War). Their rifles were considerably more accurate and able to fire a longer distance than smoothbore muskets. A musket could fire effectively up to one hundred yards, but a marksman (the correct term during the Revolutionary War) armed with a rifle could hit a target at four times that distance.


  Burr had to keep his valuable musket nearby at all times. Not only was there the threat of an enemy ambush, but the brazen Pennsylvania and Virginia backcountry riflemen on the expedition were prone to steal personal articles from their more affluent comrades like Burr.


  Effects were made to conceal the preparations and movement of Colonel Arnold’s detachment from Cambridge from prying eyes. However, enemy spies quickly alerted General Sir Thomas Gage, who commanded the British troops in Boston, of the departure of Arnold’s troops from the Patriot camp. They informed Arnold’s men were marching in small detachments on different roads toward the rebel held coastal town of Newburyport in northeastern Massachusetts. Gage incorrectly decided that  Arnold’s objective was to seize the important Royal Navy base at Halifax, Nova Scotia.


  Today, the Arnold Expedition is an obscure chapter in American history, but the hardships of the campaign were well-known during Burr’s lifetime. The men who survived the trek through Maine and attack on Quebec were admired for their bravery and resolution. Burr, one of the campaign’s heroes, was respected for his courage and tenacity during the ordeal.


  The expedition’s route was north from Newburyport aboard a hastily assembled flotilla of eleven unarmed sloops and schooners. One member of Arnold’s corps described them as “dirty coasters and fish boats.”10 The ships carried the expedition to the Kennebec River, which was then in the Maine District of Massachusetts. Maine was part of Massachusetts at the time. Maine became a state in 1820.


  Washington and Arnold believed that there was an inland water route from the Kennebec River to the St. Lawrence River. The course followed up the Kennebec River across a series of inland lakes and streams in Maine that led
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