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			Praise for Fallen Founder by Nancy Isenberg

			“For two hundred years, Aaron Burr occupied a privileged place in the innermost circle of American political hell, alongside Benedict Arnold and Joe McCarthy. Yet as Nancy Isenberg reminds us, Burr is a strange choice for that unholy trinity. . . . Isenberg offers justice to a maligned man.”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“Isenberg’s call for a better, less fetishistic history of the Founding Fathers is eloquent and inspiring. And her study of Burr is full of insight and new research. It is an important and engaging account.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Isenberg’s meticulous biography reveals a gifted lawyer, politician and orator who championed civility in government and even feminist ideals, in a political climate that bears a marked resemblance to our own.”

			—The Washington Post

			“In a sterling biography, historian Nancy Isenberg presents an Aaron Burr who was ‘a man of possibilities, a mirror of an energetic young nation’—as well as a man of great personal charm, attractive to women and attracted to them. For Isenberg, it was his political promise and his personal energy that made Burr not just a contrast to the nation’s Founding Fathers, but a threat that led to his fall.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Isenberg is at her best in her vivid description of the nasty political infighting that characterized early American politics. . . . The Burr described in this well-documented biography (with its more than one hundred pages of notes) is a far more complex and intriguing figure than the one portrayed in traditional histories.”

			—Houston Chronicle

			“Nancy Isenberg of the University of Tulsa has written a remarkable biography that makes one rethink Burr’s life and also the peculiarities of eighteenth-century politics in America. Some of the sketches are positively charming in their style and sweep.”

			—The Washington Times

			“A persuasive reconsideration of possibly the most scandalous figure in American history. . . . Isenberg skillfully submits a brief that her subject, himself an innovative and elegant attorney, would have been proud to author. . . . Splendid biography.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Isenberg effectively broadens our view of history, providing some keen insights into the highly contentious post-revolutionary period, and establishing Burr’s legitimate role within it.”

			—BookPage
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			PREFACE

			Aaron Burr (1756–1836) stands apart from the other founders—then and now. He is remembered, first, as the man who shot and killed Alexander Hamilton; second, as a vice president turned traitor; and third, as a womanizer. Historians have favored “nation builders” George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson, whose published papers are voluminous. Burr has been left chiefly in the hands of imaginative writers: popularizers of history, novelists, playwrights, producers of cheap gothic romances, and even a pornographer. This is just the beginning of an explanation for why Aaron Burr has been mishandled by students of history—and textbook writers—for almost two centuries.1

			Non-historians have written biographies of Burr, but this book marks the first time a professional historian has undertaken to tell his life story. Oddly, even the most recent, and most respected, interpreters of the founding generation have unconsciously mimicked fictional portrayals of Burr. Historians have failed to do the legwork; that is, to read the bulk of Burr’s papers on microfilm, scour old newspapers, and track down documents in archives.2 For too long, prejudiced characterizations of Burr have been repeated as received wisdom. Burr has been called many things, in ascending order of dangerousness: mysterious, mentally unstable, and congenitally evil—a shallow opportunist devoid of political principles. Moralizing has substituted for historical analysis. And yet, despite all the vitriol thrown at Burr, he had many reliable friends and large numbers of supporters, something his detractors still find difficult to explain. During his lifetime, friends and foes alike recognized that Burr was a skilled politician and an enlightened thinker; this underscores why he was considered a genuine national leader and a dangerous opponent, and why he rose to the U.S. Senate and the vice presidency.

			Unlike those founders who acted to secure their records in late life and who allowed aides to publicize their personal and political morals, Burr did not toot his own horn, nor did he defend himself with an eye to posterity. As his wife and daughter did not survive him, they could not do so either. Many of Burr’s papers were lost in a shipwreck, and others were sold off, making a fuller reconstruction of his life difficult. Because of all that was said against him, and because he was, and is, admittedly, hard to know, attempting a fair assessment of Aaron Burr is a demanding task.

			Many of the lies and exaggerations that obscure the real Burr focus on his relationship to Alexander Hamilton. Historians have been too trusting of Hamilton’s portrait of Burr, discounting his partisan motives in blackening Burr’s name. Only half of that story has been told. Hamilton, an extremely motivated political thinker, was also a master of backroom politics. He was known for his poison-tipped pen, viciously attacking anyone he believed stood in the way of his political dominance. When it came to his sense of Burr as a competent rival, first in New York politics and later in presidential politics, Hamilton overreacted. He systematically sought, over a period of many years, to ruin Burr’s chances through insults, slights, and writing campaigns. The great irony is that Hamilton routinely accused Burr of lacking a moral compass, when no evidence exists that the self-possessed Burr ever insulted Hamilton.

			The essential problem in Americans’ understanding of the Burr-Hamilton relationship is that it has only been described to them in personal, pathological, or sexual terms. The relationship has been removed from politics, where it rightly belongs. To put it succinctly, it was not any issue relating to moral character, but Hamilton’s aggressive style of politics that led to his duel with Burr. At the dueling ground itself, Hamilton gave Burr every indication that he intended to fire in earnest; not to waste his shot, as Hamilton apologists continue to insist to this day.

			How can history have gotten Burr so wrong? I can offer several suggestions. First, Burr was ganged up on by politically powerful combinations during his lifetime, his morals attacked merely as a political dirty trick. Next, he lacked a sympathetic posterity, whereas the other founders had legions of descendants responsible for celebratory publications. Finally, shoddy research over the years has plagued the study of both Burr the politician and Burr the man, reducing his legacy to oversimplifications, for which popular biographers are principally at fault. Writers tend to have an unconscious need to construct a narrative that features noble minds, courageous arms, and a foil (or black sheep) against whom the “good guys” are to be compared. The truth about most popular history is that even when it is not patriotically inspired, it is made up of dangerous shortcuts. As things stand, popular treatments disparaging Burr have proven quite seductive.3

			History is not a bedtime story. It is a comprehensive engagement with often obscure documents and books no longer read—books shelved in old archives, and fragile pamphlets contemporaneous with the subject under study—all of which reflect a world view not ours. We cannot make eighteenth-century men and women “familiar” by endowing them and their families with the emotions we prefer to universalize; nor should we try to equate their politics with politics we understand. But this is what popular biographers do, and as a result, everything we think we know about Aaron Burr is untrue. It is time to start over.
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			Chapter One

			A MAN OF PROMISING PARTS

			People are always looking for the man in the child without considering what he is before he becomes a man.

			—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or On Education (1762)

			In 1793–94, Gilbert Stuart, best known today for his unfinished likeness of George Washington, painted a portrait of a promising politician. There is something unconventional about this particular canvas: age and authority do not quite coincide. The perfectly proportioned face, its flawless skin rose-tinted and glowing, suggests a man in his early twenties. Only the receding hairline hints that he might be older. One other pronounced feature stands out: the large hazel eyes, with coal black pupils, that gaze intently from the canvas. (See the book’s jacket for portrait.)

			The man in the portrait is thirty-seven-year-old Senator Aaron Burr of New York. Two years earlier, he had come into office by defeating Philip Schuyler, a powerful, wealthy landholder twenty-three years his senior. Schuyler was deeply resentful about the unexpected turn of events. These two men could not have been more unalike: the elder was hulking and unapproachable, his victorious opponent not just younger but elegant and engaging.1

			Appearances mattered in the politically tumultuous 1790s, and Burr’s decision to commission the portrait marked more than the entry of a newcomer into the republican ruling class. Stuart’s carefully composed image of Burr announced a new democratic ethos: none of the outward emblems of social status appears in the portrait. The youthful Burr is without a wig. His dress is remarkably plain: no lacy frills, no gold buttons, no richly dyed satin cloth. Stuart tellingly observed that his American clients demanded accurate and realistic representations of themselves—none of the costumes, insignia of office, and “Grand Manner” setting associated with British portraiture.2

			Burr represented a new era. So-called “natural aristocrats” had stepped in, where before the Revolution only the traditional landed elite had stood. The new leadership core was composed of enlightened readers, disciples of an American nationalism, whose rise coincided with the adoption of the federal Constitution. Aaron Burr projected the image of a man of possibilities, a mirror of the energetic young nation that he represented in the Senate. At the same time, the political world that Burr entered was fiercely competitive, as a new partisan climate emerged that relied on nasty public attacks, the circulation of vicious rumors, and occasionally led to duels. A young man of promise could just as easily provoke envy and anger, if he became too prominent, or was perceived as threatening other politicians, especially those who already were in power.

			The new ruling elite consciously fashioned themselves as suitable leaders. Though the image of defiant children rebelling against the “mother country” had been a seductive metaphor during the long war for American independence, celebrating youthful rebellion was a less compelling refrain once the new United States government tried to shore up its symbols of national authority. Indeed, though the Revolution had been waged by young men, the act of nation building became enshrined as the province of fathers. As George Washington assumed the presidency in 1789, he was styled the “friend and father” of his country. Today we still idolize the founders as austere and wise, and long past their days of youthful excess and indulgence. Burr, in contrast, is almost always portrayed as a man who still exudes a romantic vitality.3

			Stuart was not alone in fashioning an image of Burr that emphasized his youth. As he grew older, Burr was pleased to recall several childish escapades from which later biographers took their cue. Thus, he was often described as defiant and mischievous. A favorite story he told concerned the time he tried at the age of ten to run off to sea. He had outmaneuvered his uncle and guardian, who then climbed aboard ship to fetch his errant ward. Hoisting himself to the top of the ship’s mast, the lithe young boy skillfully negotiated a truce on his terms: His uncle agreed to let him return home without a beating. Here was a childhood memory to preview his future as a courtroom attorney—that is, as a master of rhetorical persuasion, active and tireless, who was prepared to go to great lengths (or heights) in order to gain the upper hand.4

			Burr’s unusual relationship with his older wife Theodosia Prevost (she was ten years his senior) further reinforced the notion of his perpetual youthfulness. By marrying a mature woman, he appeared to have skipped over the “normal” stages of development. The contrast between them must have made him appear even younger. Burr was considered for the vice presidency as early as 1792, to contest the incumbent vice president, John Adams, nearly a quarter century his elder; but his name was ultimately dropped because of his relative youth. As his political career went forward, Burr surrounded himself with a corps of energetic younger men. They, too, celebrated his youthful exploits, still praising him in 1804 for having joined the army as a mere “boy,” and standing in the forefront of those who “drew their swords at the opening of the revolution.” The “boy” was a man of forty-eight when his “little band” issued this reminder of his adolescent feats.5

			Youth, age, and appearance had political significance, conditioning how public and private character was judged and measured. Burr’s youthfulness was relevant, as personality itself became a more crucial quality in shaping electoral politics in the nascent American democracy. Burr became known as a man who achieved a lot early in life; his precocity set him apart. In that sense, his childhood had lasting consequences.

			“A LITTLE DIRTY NOISY BOY”

			Aaron Burr was born in Newark, New Jersey, on February 6, 1756, in the middle of winter. His mother, Esther Burr, recorded in her journal that he arrived “unexpectedly.” Presumably, she had wanted her husband to be present for the birth, but it had “pleased God” that her son should make his entrance when his father was away from home. She found this birth a “gloomy” event, enduring labor “destitute of Earthly friends—no Mother—no Husband.”6

			Burr’s family was a rather unusual, and extremely tight-knit, family. His father, Aaron Burr, Sr., had been educated at Yale. A Presbyterian minister since 1736, he was now president of the College of New Jersey (today’s Princeton University). On assuming his duties in 1748, only three other men in the American colonies were serving as presidents of colleges. Despite his small stature, the senior Burr was known for preaching in a “powerful manner” to the large flock that gathered at his meetinghouse. His wife described her husband’s performance this way: “nature seems to bubble up and overflow into expression.”7

			Burr’s mother was a remarkable woman. She was the daughter of the Reverend Jonathan Edwards, the most influential theologian in America, and herself an independent spirit. One contemporary said she possessed an “unaffected, natural freedom,” and that “her genius was more than common.” She had “a lively, sprightly imagination, a quick and penetrating discernment,” the same observer added. “She knew how to be facetious and sportive, without trespassing on the bounds of decorum.” The Burrs did not fit the typical profile of a dour Calvinist family. Esther Burr displayed a passion for life. She was not shy about expressing her opinions, nor could she be categorized as a retiring matron. She was deeply religious, without being stuffy, a clever conversationalist with a mind of her own.8

			Esther’s detailed journal, almost 300 pages long, was filled with witty comments on religion, literature, and politics. In these pages, she defended her sex, in one case opposing a tutor at the college for making disparaging comments about women. She found it appalling that the man had insisted that women were incapable of understanding “anything so cool and rational as friendship.” She would hear none of it, noting that she had “retorted several severe things upon him,” which made him flustered and caused him to go off in a huff. Her confidence was unusual, but not out of character. She came from a proud family, and her father had closely supervised the education of every one of his children. She could be quick to act—it took her only five days to accept her future husband’s proposal of marriage. She was twenty, he was thirty-six, but she willingly left Massachusetts for a new life in New Jersey.9

			The Burrs were living in Newark at the time Esther gave birth to her son. Aaron had a sister, Sally, who was two years older. By the end of his first year, when the college building was nearing completion, the family moved to Princeton. Esther Burr wrote with a rare candor in her journal, saying that “Aaron is a little dirty noisy boy” and “very different from Sally in almost everything. He has more sprightliness than Sally & most say he is handsomer, but not so good tempered.” Her childrearing methods were rigid and unyielding; her “mischievous” little son was “very resolute and requires a good governor to bring him to terms.” Physical punishment was readily applied to both children.10

			At the same time, Burr’s mother looked at her son as special—a survivor. At eight months, he had become gravely ill. She had little hope, but somehow he recovered. She wrote powerful lines in her journal: “I look on the Child as one given to me from the dead. What obligations are we laid under to bring up this Child in a peculiar manner for God?” Before he was old enough to talk, he was thought to be a fortunate soul.11

			The Burr household would not continue to be so blessed. On September 4, 1757, Aaron Burr, Sr., rode to Elizabethtown, New Jersey, to preach the governor’s funeral sermon. When he returned the following day, he became seriously ill, and never summoned enough energy to leave his bed. He died on September 23. A few weeks later, Esther recorded that “my little son has been sick . . . and has been brought to the brink of the grave.” But little Aaron survived once more. After her husband’s death, Esther’s own father, the Reverend Jonathan Edwards, moved to Princeton to replace him as president of the college; yet he was next, struck down by smallpox in March 1758. Though Esther Burr and her children had all been inoculated, she barely outlasted her father, dying on April 7. If that was not enough tragedy for one family, Sarah Edwards, Esther’s mother, came to Princeton to collect the family’s belongings and to take charge of her grandchildren, when she, too, became ill with dysentery, and died on October 2. In little over a year, Burr had lost his parents and his grandparents. Aaron and his sister Sally were now orphans.12

			“AND LEARNS BRAVELY”

			Burr left few memories about his childhood, and he wrote nothing about his parents. Precocity and perseverance—achieving well beyond one’s age or assumed capacity—nevertheless marked his youth. In everything he later wrote to his own daughter, he voiced an urgency, intensity, and insistence on her “determination and perseverance in every laudable undertaking.” His sense of personal calling and inner resolve give us some clue about his early education. Time or talents could not be wasted. Nothing could be left to chance. Burr’s urgency, a desire to excel at an early age, reveals something essential about his childhood.13

			A family friend, Dr. William Shippen of Philadelphia, temporarily cared for the two orphans. In 1760, two years after the death of his parents, Aaron and his sister were placed under the guardianship of their uncle, Timothy Edwards, Esther’s younger brother. The two children suddenly found themselves in a large alternative family. In addition to Aaron and Sally, Timothy and his new wife Rhoda Ogden gained custody of all of Timothy’s surviving siblings. As it turned out, death had dissolved two families—Burr’s immediate family, and that of his grandparents. In the reconstituted Edwards household, presided over by Timothy, Burr was the youngest, surrounded by five aunts and uncles, who ranged in age from twenty to ten years old. Almost immediately, Timothy Edwards’s brood increased again. He took in two additional charges, his wife’s younger brothers, Matthias and Aaron Ogden.14

			Death is a potent reminder that life is short and the future is unpredictable. Burr learned this lesson early. Competing for recognition in a crowded household, he grew in determination. When Burr was seven, his uncle Pierpont Edwards described him as an avid scholar, writing that he was “hearty, goes to school, and learns bravely.” Burr’s most vivid childhood memories curiously focused on episodes in which he ran away from home. The young Burr was always eager to prove himself to his family.15

			Burr’s family background reinforced his commitment to education. The exacting theologian Jonathan Edwards had professed a personally demanding religious faith to those around him. The grandfather’s “awakened” gospel commanded a full knowledge of salvation at an early age. The theologian had been openly criticized in 1740 for “frightening poor innocent children, with talk of hell fire, and damnation.” But he withstood this criticism: to hold onto naive views, Edwards believed, only left children vulnerable to suffering an eternity in hell. Children were not simply sinners in God’s eyes; they were intelligent beings capable of persuasion and reflection. Jonathan Edwards treated his own children—including Esther and Timothy—as pupils, instructing them according to their “age and capacity,” training their agile minds as quickly as possible. With death looming large, there was a real urgency to save children before it was too late. It seems likely, then, that Timothy Edwards shared the same urgency about education as his father and instructed Aaron and his sister accordingly.16

			Burr’s childhood was unusual in another sense. Though they died when he was little more than an infant, he could read testimonials to his parents’ uncommon virtues. In death, his father was eulogized for his “industry, integrity, strict honesty, and pure undissembled piety.” He was a Christian man of action—scrupulously honest and endowed with an unblemished moral character. Such glowing memorials offer a startling contrast to his son’s eventual reputation, for the promising Aaron Burr would be tarred and feathered in historic memory as a ruthlessly ambitious, dishonest, dissembling public official, and a hedonist in his private life.17

			Timothy Edwards raised Burr to follow in his father’s footsteps. There was little social mobility in the eighteenth century, and few young men imagined selecting a career that was different from their fathers. The rather remarkable achievements of Benjamin Franklin, moving in leaps and bounds from his father’s status of tradesman to that of international celebrity and one of the wealthiest men in America, were rare indeed.18

			Aaron Senior and Junior both grew up as orphans of means. Aaron’s father had been the youngest of the thirteen children of Daniel Burr, a wealthy and respected landowner in Fairfield, Connecticut. His father died when he was six, and his father’s patrimony allowed him to attend Yale College. Burr Senior left his namesake an inheritance of £3,679, which was used to support his son’s education. Neither Aaron truly knew his father, though each knew of his father’s reputation as a gentleman. They understood, as young men, that they were expected to become “men of letters.” One chose the church, the other the bar, but both honed their manners and skills of persuasion so as to maintain their standing among the elite of society.19

			KITH AND KIN

			Burr spent his first two years under Timothy Edwards’s roof in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, and the remainder of his early years in Elizabethtown, New Jersey. Edwards appears to have been a devoted guardian. In 1762, upon returning to New Jersey, he took up the practice of law. He was clearly prosperous enough to support his growing family, as he and his wife would eventually have fifteen children. His uncle nevertheless made sure that young Aaron gained a solid education. He took the unusual step of hiring a Princeton graduate, Tapping Reeve, to supervise the instruction of both Aaron and Sally. Reeve was appointed master at the local Presbyterian academy, Edwards served on the board of visitors, and Aaron enrolled at the age of seven.20

			Situated along the river of the same name, Elizabethtown was a fairly prosperous colonial town. It was later the home of William Livingston, longtime governor of New Jersey, who served from 1776 until his death in 1790. He had been a close friend of Aaron’s father, giving the eulogy at his funeral. A native New Yorker, Livingston was a member of the one of the largest landholding “manor” families in the Empire State. Livingston was an avid supporter of the College of New Jersey (Princeton), and the first classes of the institution were held in Elizabethtown. Not unlike many of the other elite members of the community, he sided with the “New Light” Presbyterians, or “Dissenters,” as the branch that followed Jonathan Edwards were called. The Elizabethtown Presbyterian Church became a symbol of the town’s Revolutionary as well as dissenting religious heritage.21

			Presbyterianism, the college, and a conservative political ruling class represented the three pillars of the social order in Elizabethtown before and after the Revolutionary War. Burr’s stepmother was Rhoda Ogden Edwards. Her father, Robert Ogden, was a leading member of the political and religious elite in Elizabethtown. His sons, Robert, Matthias, and Aaron, all attended Princeton, fought for the patriots’ cause, and went on to practice law—taking the same professional path as their cousin Aaron Burr.22

			In this small but influential Revolutionary community, Burr made lasting connections with the sons of the town fathers. Matthias and Aaron Ogden, who were close to him in age, grew up in the same household. They were more like brothers than cousins. Another boyhood friend from Elizabethtown was Jonathan Dayton (Dayton shared Burr’s youthful ambition, and would later be the youngest delegate sent to the Constitutional Convention in 1787). The bond of friendship among Burr, Dayton, and the Ogden boys was sealed when Matthias married Hannah Dayton, Jonathan’s sister. As two of the most prosperous families in town, the Daytons and Ogdens occupied the best pews in the Presbyterian Church. Dayton attended Princeton, which completed the inner ring of Burr’s boyhood band.23

			It was in Elizabethtown that Burr may have first crossed paths with his future political rival Hamilton. Both spent time there in 1773, as teenagers. Burr was living in Princeton that year, but regularly visited Elizabethtown, pursuing a leisurely pace of reading while eagerly socializing. Hamilton, recently arrived from his native West Indies in order to attend college, enrolled in the Presbyterian Academy, the same grammar school in which Burr had studied under the tutelage of Tapping Reeve. Here is where Hamilton prepared himself for Princeton, to which he applied a short time later. Once he passed the entrance exam, he proceeded to offend the college president and several trustees by demanding too many exemptions from the rules of promotion and class standing. His request denied, the self-confident Hamilton turned to New York’s King’s College (later Columbia), where he commenced study in late 1773 or early 1774.24

			Elizabethtown was a small community, and Burr most likely retained some connection to the local academy from which he had graduated and where Hamilton studied before moving on to King’s. There is no extant record of their having met here. But it is more than idle speculation to consider what might have happened if Hamilton had matriculated at Princeton rather than Columbia. Might Hamilton have looked at Burr differently if, under impressionable circumstances, the two had joined the same college club and shared a fraternal bond? That is, would their relationship have been altered if Hamilton had been one of that influential coterie of early Princeton alumni who invariably relied on each other for political and personal favors in later years?

			NASSAU HALL

			Burr submitted an application to the College of New Jersey at the age of eleven. Colonial colleges were more like today’s preparatory schools, and Princeton’s student body had young men of all ages. Though he had the proper academic qualifications, the trustees and faculty still rejected him because of his age. He spent the next two years studying the college curriculum on his own, and in 1769 reapplied for examination and requested to enter as a junior. As with Hamilton’s later request, the trustees turned him down, offering to admit him as a sophomore. At thirteen, Burr was still four years younger than most of his classmates, and his youth set him apart. His college nickname was “Little Burr,” affectionately mocking his unusual precocity as much as his small stature.25

			When the college’s Nassau Hall was completed in 1756, the impressive Georgian-style structure was the largest building in British North America. Three stories high, with sixty rooms, Nassau Hall included everything under one roof—library, chapel, dormitory rooms, and recitation halls. The college was founded as a non-denominational institution. The initial plan for the school was to train “New Light” ministers, but by the time Burr arrived there in 1769, the curriculum had changed. It was no longer a training ground for ministers alone but a place for inspiring young men with enlightened ideals.26

			Leading these reforms was John Witherspoon, the new president of the college. In person, the Presbyterian divine hardly cut a striking figure. One visitor described him as an “intolerably homely Scotchman,” and he was known for his personal eccentricities, such as constantly changing the position of his hands and feet, and pulling his large eyebrows when excited. He always dressed in his clerical gown when he preached at Princeton, and looked like a plump medieval monk. Although his fame derived from his powerful oratory, Witherspoon’s heavy Scottish burr made him almost incomprehensible to those in his audience who were unfamiliar with the accent.27

			As a proponent of “common sense” philosophy, Witherspoon was the embodiment of the Scottish Enlightenment. He believed that the main purpose of education was to cultivate common sense—to join thought to action—and to promote virtuous actions for the improvement of society. His curriculum stressed the practical subjects of history, science, geography, French, and English composition. Whether lecturing on moral philosophy or writing advice to the lovelorn in the Pennsylvania Magazine, Witherspoon advanced an enlightened pedagogy that viewed ethical behavior as a product of human nature rather than the gift of divine grace. His lecture style seemed unconventional to certain observers. He was said to resemble an eloquent lawyer rather than a fire-and-brimstone Presbyterian preacher.28

			Burr found himself deeply immersed in his studies. He and his classmates at Princeton were required to recite in geography, mathematics, and history every day, and were expected to compose and memorize an oration every other week. Burr studied incessantly, up to eighteen hours a day, and like his fellow students, he was restricted to his room during long study periods, forbidden to go out for more than ten minutes at a time.29

			What might appear a harsh or repressive regime for a young teen nevertheless offered clear advantages over other colonial colleges. Princeton embraced the idea of “liberty” far more readily than other institutions. Unlike the presidents at Harvard and Yale, Witherspoon supported the liberal policy of opening the library stacks to the students; he encouraged curiosity, while adding titles on contemporary and social affairs. He allowed students to select their own oration topics, placing less emphasis on Latin oratory, preferring instead speeches on current issues. While his students continued to wear caps and gowns in the Old World tradition, under Witherspoon’s direction, new ideas about society and politics flourished.30

			The colonial college experience involved more than a monkish existence. Students frequently engaged in boyish pranks. Philip Fithian, a member of Burr’s graduating class, recorded in his diary the kinds of shenanigans common on campus. Occasionally his chums might steal “a plump fat Hen” from the neighborhood, or parade prostitutes across the campus, to upset the strait-laced faculty. And some ingenious lads displayed their penchant for discovery by “ogling Women with the Telescope.”31

			The most important socializing occurred in the college clubs. The College of New Jersey had two clubs at this time: the American Whig Society and the Cliosophic Society. Burr was unusual because he belonged to both clubs—the Whigs, until he switched to the Clios. The clubs were what one scholar has called the “college within the college,” offering male camaraderie and competition. Far more than the classroom, clubs polished character, encouraged verbal contests, and created intense, highly emotional fraternal bonds.32

			Amid the pre-Revolutionary political excitement, the clubs served the unique purpose of creating a proving ground for future American statesmen. A president (Madison), a vice president (Burr), several Supreme Court justices, senators, and congressmen all came from Princeton’s fraternal ranks. There is evidence to suggest that college clubs laid the foundation for later political parties. In direct contrast to the dangerous portrait of “factions,” which Madison famously wrote about in Federalist No. 10 in 1787, clubs presented a positive model for male association. United by feelings of brotherhood, the Whigs and Clios shared a set of principles, while they engaged in a public rivalry. Much like the informal rules that sustained the partisan political culture that emerged in the 1790s, club members in the 1770s were bound by secret confidences, a code of honor, and rules of polite deportment. At Princeton, Philip Fithian astutely described the club style as a “secret polite manner.”33

			Burr’s popularity is apparent from an incident that his friends in later years recounted: Taking his turn as the club president, he sat in the customary armchair, one so big that the diminutive Burr had a hard time keeping his two elbows balanced on the wooden arms. A professor arrived at the meeting late, and the good-natured club president spontaneously poked fun at him for being tardy, upsetting the normal teacher-pupil chain of command. Burr was the sort of fellow, at least at this stage in his life, who could turn the tables on his professor and get away with it.34

			The clubs fostered rivalry, which was, unmistakably, preparation for political battles to come. In one typical foray of 1771, Hugh Henry Brackenridge, later known nationally for his satirical talent, directed his venom against one Samuel Spring, considered “the Poet-Laureate of Clio.” Brackenridge engaged in an unremitting barrage of ridicule, calling the college as a whole a “den of scribing boys and wicked men.” He mocked Spring for his lack of literary finesse and his caustic temper. Brackenridge charged that Spring was both childish and boring, because Spring was trying to “put a stop to Whiggish writing by roaring, snoring, swearing, and fighting.” Spring had challenged Brackenridge to a fight for insulting him. Then the cowardly poet had run to a tutor for safety, and was rescued just as the fight was about to begin.35

			“MY DEAR LITTLE FELLOW”

			Burr was very much a part of this club world. It was the camaraderie, much more than the spirited competition, that drew him. In 1772, a “brother” Clio and classmate, Moses Allen, characterized club friendships in a letter to Burr. He mentioned the plight of Samuel McCorkle, whom he described as “much dejected” at the idea of graduating, for the very thought of “leaving the Society kills him.” Allen stressed the commitment, the benevolence, which fellow Clios gamely upheld: “We, being brothers, should submit to some inconveniences, for the peace and happiness of each other.” Allen openly expressed his affection: “I long, My Dear little fellow, (pardon the expression of fondness) for an opportunity to requite your kindness, and make you sensible of my tender regard.”36

			In other fraternal societies, as in the Cliosophic club, there surfaced, according to one member, a “relish for friendship” that was “like a violent appetite.” Luther Martin and William Paterson, both Clios, confessed their strong feelings for classmate John MacPherson. As Martin put it, “few brothers were ever bound together by stronger bonds of affection.” Paterson maintained a correspondence with MacPherson after graduation, pestering his friend for more letters: “He knows I love him, he knows I am pleased to hear of his good fortune . . . why is he so remiss in answering my last letter?” Both men gossiped about friends in their correspondence. MacPherson, for his part, shared the scandalous story of a classmate who had been forced to the altar. Having “made free” with a doctor’s daughter, MacPherson wrote, his friend had sadly suffered the fate for his “known virility.”37

			This kind of male banter was a crucial element in solidifying club relations. Though he graduated Princeton in 1763, earning a master’s degree in 1766, Paterson was a permanent fixture in the life of the Clios right up to the Revolution. His role as unofficial mentor to younger members was unique. By the time he took Burr under his wing, there was an eleven-year gap between graduate mentor and student protégé. Paterson shared compositions with Burr, and wrote gossipy letters when Burr went home, gently mocking his handwriting, and giving the youth practical advice about speaking too fast. In one letter, Paterson claimed that Burr’s “hand” was too “sleek, & lady-like,” and that anyone who saw a letter addressed by him would assume a woman had written it.38

			In this way, sexual innuendo was often a part of club members’ playful prose. In the same letter in which he ridiculed Burr’s feminine hand, Paterson, who remained a bachelor for fourteen years after his graduation, compared his own “scribbling” to masturbation: “When the state of scribbling seizes me I hardly know when to stop. The fits indeed seldom comes upon me; but when it does, though I sit down with the desire to be short, yet my letter immeasurably slides into length & swells perhaps into an enormous size. I know not how it happens, but on such occasions I have a knack of throwing myself out on paper, that I cannot readily get the letter off.” This punning exchange was not unusual. The most popular English novelist of the day, Laurence Sterne, author of the risqué, multivolume Tristram Shandy (1760–67), routinely made sexual allusions to “rash jerks” and “squirts,” and “spurting ink about on thy table and thy books.”39

			In the Clio Society, Burr was fondly called “My Dear little fellow” by Allen, and was made a confidant of Paterson’s sexual fantasies. Theirs was a male-centered world: men like Paterson, who clearly preferred the company of men to women, fostered platonic friendships through their literary exercises, combining witty banter and sexual gossip. Intense same-sex friendships temporarily substituted for the emotional ties that these same young men would go on to forge with women when they were of an age to marry and have children.

			Young men’s banter was not a temporary phenomenon—it stayed with Burr’s cohort as they went off to war and eventually sought political careers. From his Revolutionary exploits to his quest for national office, Aaron Burr would always be associated with intense fraternal bonds, and his name linked to a kind of hypersexuality that conveniently explained his appeal to young and politically aggressive men. The same label would ultimately be used to tar him as a devious and untrustworthy libertine—and traitor.

			“ON HONOR”

			In the letter Burr received from Moses Allen, another phrase stands out: “Be happy in life and glorious in death.” The subject was honor. This friend was alluding to Burr’s oration “On Honor,” delivered in 1772 to his classmates. William Paterson had generously lent his own oration on this subject, from which Burr cribbed freely. In Burr’s version (as in Paterson’s), the pacifistic ideas of the Scottish Enlightenment somehow merged with a prophetic militancy. Burr’s rather undemocratic theme was that “Men of action,” as a political elect, were the divinely called and naturally gifted leaders of society. These specially chosen men of action “nourish those hidden sparks of genius . . . so capable of enlightening the world.” As enlightened prophets given a calling, such men of honor deserved to occupy the public stage; they combined noble ambition with discretion. Doing everything to avoid the stigma of dishonor, they even, in Burr’s words, concealed their “natural defects” from the “scorn and ridicule of the less honorable part of mankind.” The teenage Burr fully agreed with Witherspoon’s assumptions that men of genius and action could become “invincible.”40

			The concluding thought in Burr’s oration is worth repeating, because it takes as its subject the practice of dueling. The parable concerns a certain Colonel Gardiner, a man of action who best displayed the virtues of “the Christian hero and the true warlike man.” Gardiner refused to engage in a duel with a man who had challenged him on a trivial matter. “With all the boldness and intrepidity of a warrior and all the godlike reverence of the Christian,” Burr explained, the colonel briskly replied to his rash antagonist: “You know . . . that I have courage to fight with a feeble man but I am afraid to sin against almighty God.”41

			What is striking about this passage, besides its reference to dueling, is Burr’s selection of the qualities he feels are suited to a political leader. Colonel Gardiner embodied manly courage, common sense, and Christian heroism. Gardiner’s reason and respect for God informed his sense of honor, enabling his self-respect, yet he refused to engage in a senseless duel. Manly dignity overrode brute aggression. Honor was never simply a matter of revenge over a personal grievance. Rather, it was meant to comprise one’s public duty, in following at once the dictates of reason and a higher moral law.

			This Christian martial spirit and Burr’s faith in common sense were nurtured at Princeton, where in 1770, students openly joined in public protests against the British Parliament. In support of the boycott of British goods, Princetonians denounced tea and textiles. The graduating class of 1770 made homespun their choice of apparel for commencement. In 1774, after Burr had graduated, students would take even bolder action, burning the Massachusetts royal governor Thomas Hutchison in effigy, before gathering the college’s store of tea and setting it afire. By February 1774, Princeton students had formed their own militia. And in 1775, as Burr and Matthias Ogden headed to Boston to join the Continental Army, many of their former classmates left college in droves to join the New Jersey militia.42

			MARKS OF DESTINY

			In his speech on honor, Burr did not contemplate what happened when bold and intrepid Christian warriors and statesmen faced disappointment or failure. What should occur if one of the elect was denied the public stage that he truly deserved? What if his reputation could not be preserved, despite his repeat attempts to “conceal his natural defects” from the ridicule of the masses?

			During his last oration as an undergraduate, Burr explored this dilemma. His commencement address, “Building Castles in the Air,” was a secular jeremiad against the dangers of wild dreams and far-fetched schemes. His mentor William Paterson reported favorably on Burr’s performance to another classmate: “Our young friend Burr made a graceful appearance; he was excelled by none, except perhaps Bradford”—that is, William Bradford, destined to be George Washington’s second attorney general.43

			Many years later, Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and another graduate of Princeton, remembered Burr’s “elegant oration” differently. Thinking back from the perspective of 1807, when Burr was standing trial for treason, the wild dreams and far-fetched schemes seemed to have augured ill. “There is often something said or done by men in their youth that marks their destiny,” Rush told John Adams, as he listed every political defeat in Burr’s career. “To be unfortunate,” Rush observed, “is to be imprudent.” He imagined signs of future missteps in the ancient oration.44

			But in 1772, Burr was neither a tragic figure nor a fallen angel. He was imbued with heroic ideals and the duty of leadership. At this point, he still considered that he would follow his father’s calling and enter the ministry. So he spent an additional year of study at Princeton, and then pursued a rigorous regime of theological training with the Presbyterian divine Joseph Bellamy, accomplishing all of this before he reached the age of twenty. Burr left college at a proud moment, with the support of friends and family.

			Looking back on Burr’s early life, Rush’s comment is nonetheless a telling reminder of how memory clouds a clear understanding of childhood. Looking for the man in the child, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau put it, Rush forgot the young man he once knew. He failed to remember Aaron Burr as a boy of sixteen, plainly marked for success.
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				John Trumbull’s The Death of General Montgomery in the Attack on Quebec, December 31, 1775 (1786)

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			TO CONCERT WITH MY BROTHER OFFICERS

			All things are mortal, but the warriors fame;

			This lives eternal, in the mouths of men.

			—Hugh Henry Brackenridge, “The Death of General Montgomery” (1777)

			There remains a special reverence for the soldier. . . . War itself . . . has something sublime about it.

			—Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (1790)

			John Trumbull’s Death of General Montgomery in the Attack on Quebec, December 31, 1775 (1786), is certainly one of the most famous of the Revolutionary War paintings. General Richard Montgomery, Burr’s commander, falls languidly into the arms of a devoted aide. Before him lie the bodies of two of his officers, one of whom is still clutching his sword as he stretches across the lifeless remains of his brother officer. Darkening clouds hover above the fallen, and dramatically announce their glorious deaths. For some reason, Trumbull decided to paint Burr’s close friend Matthias Ogden into the scene, where Burr should have been. Ogden, earlier wounded, was not there as Montgomery fell. But Burr was.1

			Now the story gets even more intriguing. Nine years before Trumbull’s painting, and less than two years after Montgomery’s death, Princetonian Hugh Henry Brackenridge had praised his classmate Aaron Burr as the hero of the scene. In Brackenridge’s well-known poem, “The Death of General Montgomery, in the Storming of the City of Quebec,” it is Burr who, after the initial attack, discovers what remains of the commander. He falls upon Montgomery’s body, embraces and kisses the corpse. And it is Burr who hoists the martyred general’s onto his shoulders, to bring the body back for burial.2

			In his poem, Brackenridge expresses the passion that surrounded the general’s death. He has Burr espy John MacPherson and Jacob Cheesman (the two officers slain, along with Montgomery, in Trumbull’s painting). Gazing down at the once graceful MacPherson, Burr is made to lament the loss of this man’s “comely beauty, ravishing the heart.” Brackenridge wished to recover the intensity of fraternal feeling that was commonly evoked by his college peers. It was the same MacPherson who had once captured the hearts of students William Paterson and Luther Martin.3

			Montgomery marched into history after leading the 1775 invasion of Canada, but it was in death that he became the foremost hero and martyr of the American Revolution. In the process, Burr, too, achieved “warrior’s fame” (to use Brackenridge’s term) as news spread of his role in the siege of Quebec. The Continental Congress commended the young captain when it appropriated funds to commission a monument to General Montgomery. In fact, for a while, the clamor over Burr the survivor nearly rivaled the strains of mourning over Montgomery. General David Wooster, another member of the Canada expedition, sent an emissary to Congress, who spread the news of Burr’s bravery. Princeton classmate and member of Congress William Bradford, Jr., wrote to Burr of his battlefield performance: “’Tis said you behaved well—you behaved gallantly. I never doubted but you would distinguish yourself, and your praise is now in every man’s mouth.”4

			That Burr’s accomplishment was lost to public memory in less than a decade, when Trumbull’s painting was first exhibited, tells us something important about Burr’s military career. A “warrior’s fame” was not “immortal,” as the poet preferred to tell it; it was, in fact, highly politicized. Though Bradford had told Burr that he would soon receive a promotion for his action, he was wrong. Two years passed before Burr was promoted.

			During those two years, the war changed. At first, volunteers like Burr rushed to fight, inspired by what the French called a rage militaire—a “passion for arms.” Zealous devotion to the patriots’ cause reached its peak in the early stages of the war. As the conflict progressed, Commander in Chief George Washington saw generals come and go, and he found himself defending his military reputation as often as he was defending his country. In this new political environment, factions formed around competing generals, and the young men who were tied to these generals advanced their careers by fighting duels, spreading gossip, and riding on the coattails of their commanding officer. Burr soon realized that his college ideal of “Christian heroism” was no more than a fantasy, and that backbiting and malicious public attacks could ruin an officer’s reputation.5

			Often pictured as a courtier, Burr in fact was quite the opposite. He cultivated an independent style of leadership, determined to find solutions, without being beholden to others. He believed that audacity could be a virtue, as it was for General Montgomery; but at the same time, he was critical of the overblown demonstrations of ego he saw others use to advance themselves. And, probably because he tasted war—and received accolades—earlier than many of his glory-seeking peers, he understood sooner than most how quickly military valor could disappear into the morass of political infighting.

			FORTUNE FAVORS THE AUDACIOUS

			When Burr graduated from Princeton, he was uncertain about a career. In 1772, his good friend and fellow Clio Samuel Spring urged him to answer the “prayer” of his parents and enter the ministry. Spring was intent on becoming a clergyman, as were many of their classmates. Tarrying in Princeton one more year, in the fall of 1773, Burr did what was expected of him: he headed to Bethlehem, Connecticut, to train with the Reverend Joseph Bellamy, a fire-and-brimstone preacher like Burr’s grandfather, the Reverend Jonathan Edwards. As he had at Princeton, he again adopted an intensive course of study. But after six months, he changed his mind, writing to his uncle Timothy that he now wished to pursue a legal career. His sister Sally had married their former tutor, Tapping Reeve, who would become a leading legal scholar. Burr now agreed to read law with his new brother-in-law, and make his home with the couple in Litchfield.6

			He was restless. News of the colonial protests in Boston reached him in Litchfield, along with reports on the recently convened Continental Congress. Upon learning of the battles of Lexington and Concord in April 1775, he excitedly wrote to his friend Matthias Ogden in Elizabethtown. He was ready to join the army, he said, and he pleaded with Ogden to pack his belongings and accompany him to New England. Yet several more months passed until the two young men abandoned their studies for the life of a soldier. That August, they arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, along with 16,000 other untested volunteers. It was there that Burr learned of the expedition to Canada.7

			Benedict Arnold urged an invasion of Canada through Maine—the infamous traitor was as yet a patriotic hero. In spring 1775, the Connecticut colonel had carried out a raid on a British fort in St. Johns, Quebec, which suddenly created the possibility that Americans would engage in an offensive war. At first, the Continental Congress hesitated to back such a daring plan, but it soon agreed to support a full-scale preemptive strike against the British in Canada. That summer, Arnold began gathering recruits in New England for a long trek through Maine to Quebec. Meanwhile, General Richard Montgomery, that same autumn, initiated the invasion of the sparsely populated Canadian province, securing the Continental Army its first major victories. After capturing two British forts, and forcing Montreal to surrender, Montgomery headed for the last crucial outpost in Canada: Quebec, where he planned to join forces with Arnold and his men.8

			Arnold’s expedition to Quebec began with much fanfare. One thousand volunteers arrived in Newburyport, Massachusetts, and set sail on September 19 for the Kennebec River, in Maine, where they would begin their march northward. Burr and Ogden were there. On the Sabbath before their departure, Burr’s pal Samuel Spring gave a rousing sermon in the First Presbyterian Church in Newburyport. Displaying their flying colors, soldiers paraded into the vestibule and formed two lines; then, the six-foot-tall chaplain passed the rows of gallant men, as they presented their arms and drums rolled in a solemn but jubilant procession. Burr had written of something similar in one of his college essays, and now his earlier fantasy materialized before his eyes: he felt the rapturous sensations of martial music and religious devotion animate men with the glow of honor and an ardor for daring enterprise.9

			Following the service, Spring, Arnold, and several of the officers, most likely including Burr, asked to visit the tomb of the British evangelist George Whitefield. Burr’s father had been a friend and supporter of Whitefield when he preached in the colonies. The minister’s son surely understood how the dead could inspire the living. Requesting that the sexton remove the lid of the coffin, the men discovered that little remained of the great itinerate preacher; there was only dust, and remnants of clothing. Taking up Whitefield’s collar and wristbands, they cut the fabric into pieces and divided it among themselves. Possessing this religious relic, the officers turned the expedition into a quasi-religious crusade.10

			Burr and Ogden were just two of countless young volunteers taking part in Arnold’s expedition. Beginning what contemporaries likened to Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps, Arnold and his men embarked on a 350-mile trek through the Maine wilderness. When they finally came within reach of Quebec in November 1775, over one third of Arnold’s men were gone: an entire battalion had turned back, due mostly to illness and food shortages, and the survivors, after a harrowing six-week march, verged on starvation.11

			Better built than his slight and fragile friend, Ogden worried that Burr might not withstand the hardships of the journey. Family and friends had sent him letters before he left that were filled with similar warnings, pleading with him to forego the trip. He could be excused from the expedition, as one friend advised, “without any risk of being reported timid.” After his thirty-five-mile march to Newburyport, Burr wrote to his sister, and assured her that he was none the worse for wear; he wanted to convince her and his family that he “was equal to the undertaking.” He had no intention of embarrassing himself, and probably, at that moment, relished the challenge ahead.12

			Concerns for his “delicate” constitution proved unwarranted. Burr’s intense determination served him well as he trudged through the forbidding terrain of lakes, swamps, rivers, and dense woodlands. Ogden kept a journal, noting that they traveled on “bad roads” and “sometimes climb[ed] on all fours,” being “scarcely able to see for the thickness of the bramble and small fir shrubs.” Ogden’s boots were so worn that he made a cover for them from a bag of flour. Burr and Ogden watched starving men greedily devour dog meat.13

			It was Burr’s family name as much as his fortitude that caught the attention of Colonel Arnold. In fact, Arnold went out of his way to show favor to Burr, and he was even more solicitous of Ogden. Apparently Ogden was quite adept at making a good impression on his superior, and secured a promotion to captain before Burr. Yet Burr wasted little time in trying to set himself apart from the other volunteers. On November 30, Arnold sent him as a messenger to General Montgomery, who was a day’s march away. In his brief letter, Arnold introduced Burr as “a volunteer in the army and son to the former president of the college of New Jersey”; he then recommended Burr as “a young man of much life and activity [who] has acted with great spirit and resolution on our fatiguing march.” Immediately pleased with the young man, Montgomery attached Burr to his staff, making the cadet a captain and one of his aides-de-camp.14

			Richard Montgomery was a tall, slender man. He was considered handsome, despite a pockmarked face. Like Horatio Gates and Charles Lee, two other generals in the Continental Army, Montgomery had been a career British officer. Unable to secure the promotion he felt he deserved in the British army, he sold his commission, retired, and sailed for the colonies in 1772. Taking up the life of a gentleman farmer in New York, he married Janet Livingston, and so aligned himself with one of the wealthiest and most influential families in the Hudson Valley. Family connections quickly secured his election to New York’s provincial congress, and when war commenced in the spring of 1775, congress appointed him brigadier general.15

			With fifteen years of military service behind him, Montgomery had no problem displaying the expertise of a professional officer or the personal style of a gentleman. Much later, Washington Irving (who also admired Burr’s dashing demeanor) claimed that Montgomery was “the beau idéal of the soldier.” Montgomery seemed to embody what young and inexperienced volunteers like Burr expected from a genuine leader. The general was “beloved,” a fellow soldier of Burr’s wrote, because of “his manliness of soul, heroic bravery, and suavity of manners.”16

			What is clear is that Montgomery knew how to carry himself. In his years as a British officer, he had learned that a certain style was necessary to win over the troops, to ensure both their loyalty and their deference. To his men, he had to appear fearless. He had nearly been killed three times during the invasion of Canada. In the siege of St. Johns, while he was examining an artillery battery, a cannonball ripped through his coattail, threw him from the breastwork, and yet he landed on his feet, to the utter amazement of his men. He had two other close encounters in Quebec. His sled was
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