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Dedication

To Mary Frances Manning, who eased for me the loss of my mother. You are family.




Epigraph

There is no one whose sexual life, if it were broadcast, would not fill the world at large with surprise and horror.

—W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM
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Introduction

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the Achilles’ heel is located nowhere near a person’s foot but rather higher up. It has always been this way with humankind. In the beginning, Eve gave Adam an apple and, let’s face it, he probably gave her a banana in return. They suddenly realized what those strange body parts were for and as a result got kicked out of Paradise. Fast-forward to the 1490s, when a new plague swept Europe, rotting private parts, bones, and noses with excruciating pain, followed by madness and death. Spread by sexual contact, syphilis, as one sixteenth-century apothecary put it, “Comes from choosing beds unknown and plugging holes best left alone.” Few, alas, could bring themselves to stop plugging those unknown holes.

Who among us hasn’t had at least one sexual encounter that was unwise, unsafe, or unethical? We risk losing marriages, friends, and even our lives for a sweet coupling that lasts minutes and the soaring exultation of an orgasm measured in seconds. The sex drive mocks logic and is resistant to common sense. This primeval instinct overpowers us, causing us to lose all self-control. Such loss of control never has more explosive consequences than when played out in the bedrooms of world leaders. Those dalliances affect not just an individual, a marriage, or a family. They affect entire nations.

Of course, some political leaders lose their self-control more often than others. “You know, I get a migraine headache if I don’t get a strange piece of ass every day,” President John F. Kennedy told British prime minister Harold Macmillan in 1962. Kennedy used sex with strangers not just as aspirin, but also to project a presidential image. On September 26, 1960, an hour and a half before the first-ever televised live presidential debate, Democratic nominee Kennedy cavorted with a prostitute in his Chicago hotel room for fifteen minutes. During the debate, he appeared relaxed, radiant, and confident. The Republican nominee, Richard M. Nixon—tense, sweating, and gray-skinned—looked as if he hadn’t been laid in years. Chicago mayor Richard J. Daley said, “My God, they’ve embalmed him before he even died.” Kennedy won the debate by a large margin among the seventy million television viewers. He was so pleased with his performance that he arranged to bed prostitutes right before every debate after that.

Donald Trump follows in a historic tradition of scandalous presidential sex. Weeks before the 2016 presidential election, his lawyer and fixer Michael Cohen paid porn star Stormy Daniels $130,000 for her silence about a one-night stand she had allegedly had with Trump ten years earlier. The resulting lies, cover-ups, shifting narratives, denials, and eventual admissions have resulted in Cohen sitting in the slammer for three years for campaign finance violations and the possibility that the president himself might be indicted after leaving office. And all because of—according to Stormy Daniels—two minutes of really bad sex.

Despite the American reputation for prudery, many of our leaders have had a colorful sexual past. One beloved president suffered a fatal stroke in his mistress’s presence. Another was gay. At least two first ladies were so fed up with their husband’s philandering that they almost certainly had affairs of their own, one with a woman. Three presidents have been accused of rape. Another had a thirty-year affair and seven children with his enslaved woman, and a leading presidential hopeful had a love child with his mistress while his wife was dying.

Why have so many national leaders been adulterers? Henry Kissinger, the secretary of state and national security advisor under presidents Nixon and Ford, had an explanation: “Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac.” And he should know. With his Coke-bottle glasses, unprepossessing features, and a German accent thick as blutwurst, Kissinger was known as “Dr. Strangelove” in Washington circles. Still, as one of the nation’s most influential men, Kissinger bedded Hollywood’s sexiest sirens.

Edgar Faure, prime minister of France twice in the 1950s, said, “When I was minister, some women resisted me.” This is not surprising, as he was balding and bespectacled with thick lips and ears like Dumbo. “Once I became prime minister,” he added, “not even one.”

In the course of exploring the sex scandals of U.S. presidents and European leaders, we will discover the answers to several burning questions. For instance, what is sex like with the president of a nation? Does the man’s charisma, his passion and zest for power make it better than with an average Joe—Donald Trump aside? Fortunately, letters and biographies illuminate both the delights and disappointments of presidential passion. More importantly, we will explore the issue of whether a strong sex drive has any relevance to political success or failure. Does rampant adultery show a lack of character, the stamina needed to run the country, or a bit of both?

And why have first ladies stayed married to such disgraceful philanderers—with the exception of one Italian who notified her husband of her intention to divorce by publishing her grievances in a major daily newspaper? Do these women make a Faustian bargain? They accept a life of luxury and fame as the price for humiliation and betrayal that everyone in the world knows about? Why did Hillary stick to Bill like glue—rambling on about a vast right-wing conspiracy—instead of throwing his gasoline-soaked clothes out the White House bedroom window, running downstairs, and setting them on fire? Why does Melania stay with Donald, giving vent to her fury in passive-aggressive fits of wearing inappropriate jackets and slapping his hand away on the red carpet? What kind of woman would make such a deal? Is any amount of money worth it?

What about presidential girlfriends? What’s in it for them? Centuries ago, royal mistresses bedding smelly old kings received premium pay packages: titles, lands, castles, and jewels. But presidential mistresses would be more likely to receive rewards along the lines of an official White House paperweight. Is it the excitement that attracts these women? Being, for a few minutes, at the epicenter of the universe? Do some of them set out to bag a powerful man, like JFK’s countless girlfriends who gleefully disported themselves on the first lady’s sheets? Is getting the president in bed a kind of trophy?

We will examine the differences between the American reaction to such love affairs and people of other nations. When Americans have caught their leaders with their pants down around their ankles, they have often reacted with shock and outrage. Astonishingly, the founding strain of puritanism brought to Plymouth, Massachusetts, by a few dozen bleak souls in 1620 existed until quite recently in the American character—even four centuries and 330 million citizens of all nationalities later, a kind of virus from hell, resistant to time, genetic dilution, and common sense.

Lyndon Johnson once raged to his mistress, “If a man can’t do a little of what he’s not supposed to, he ain’t much of a man. Hell, our country is so outdated. Why can’t we do like the Chinese and fuck all the women we want and populate the world like the good Lord wanted us to? What is so goddamned wrong with that? In this fucking Victorian society, we’ve become stalemated by fucking only one woman.”

Many Europeans would agree. From time immemorial, their reaction to such behavior has been a slow smile followed by a wink. Perhaps it should come as no surprise that France has the unique distinction of being the only nation where a president is known to have died while receiving oral sex from a mistress in the presidential palace, a fact that swells some Gallic breasts with pride.

We will also investigate the changing role of the press in such scandals. Since the 1790s, the American press has, at times, formed a barricade of complicit silence, maintaining the fiction of presidential dignity in the face of adultery, orgies, abortions, and sweaty grappling in White House closets. At other times, reporters scenting a sex story have resembled sharks in a feeding frenzy.

Lastly, we will examine the recent death of American puritanism. Because the truth is no one even pretends to care about political sex scandals anymore, not even evangelical Christians, who hold their nose when they vote for Donald Trump.




Article I

Sources

National leaders are, by their very nature, the subjects of copious written material. Most such material focuses on policy issues, with love affairs, if they are mentioned at all, a mere footnote. In some cases, the absence of juicy sex stories is not due to the unsullied conduct of the president, but because of a dearth of detailed information in the form of love letters, autobiographies, and newspaper reports.

For instance, James Garfield, who was president for only six months in 1881 before being felled by an assassin’s bullet, had an affair in 1862 with an eighteen-year-old New York Times correspondent named Lucia Calhoun. His passionless wife, Lucretia, found the girl’s love letters and convinced him to give up the relationship. What wouldn’t we give to read those letters from a sex-obsessed teenager to the thirty-one-year-old future president. But, alas, thin-lipped Lucretia most probably poured whale oil on them and burned them.

James Buchanan (served 1857–1861)—often ranked as the worst U.S. president ever for his bungling of events leading up to the Civil War—had a thirteen-year affair with a man, William Rufus King, who was vice president for six weeks in 1853 as he fought a losing battle against consumption. Buchanan was the only U.S. president who never married, but he and King often lived together. In political circles, they were known as Mr. and Mrs. Buchanan, or Miss Nancy and Aunt Fancy, terms at the time used to denote gay men. When King served as ambassador to France in 1844, Buchanan wrote to a friend, “I am so solitary and alone having no companion with me. I have gone wooing to several gentlemen but have not succeeded with any of them.”

Many in political circles understood the nature of their relationship, but the press never reported a word about it, even in a time of fevered yellow journalism. Historians believe this was because the press couldn’t begin to grapple with the concept of homosexuality. Considered unnatural and unspeakable, it was also unwritable. Ironically, this morbid prejudice against homosexuality served at times to protect gay individuals. Though there were no newspaper articles on the relationship, we might have hoped to have some of the hundreds of letters Buchanan and King wrote each other as their political duties often separated them. These letters were evidently consigned to the flames by prim relatives who had cleaned out the desks of the deceased and, as they read hot and steamy gay love letters, felt their heads explode. And so almost nothing is known of the love affair of President Buchanan and Vice President King.

We have, alas, only the broadest outlines of another unusual affair. Richard Mentor Johnson of Kentucky, who served as Martin Van Buren’s vice president from 1837 to 1841, called his enslaved woman Julia Chinn his wife, even though mixed-race marriages were illegal. He installed her as the mistress of his plantation, where they raised their two daughters as ladies, both of whom married rich white gentlemen. Newspapers excoriated him. One wrote, “He has endeavored often to force his daughters into society, that the mother in her lifetime, and they now, rode in carriages, and claimed equality. The idea of voting for him is loathed beyond anything that has occurred with us.”

After Julia Chinn died, he took a second enslaved woman as his mistress but sold her at auction when he discovered she had been unfaithful. He brought his third African American mistress to Washington, D.C., and took her to social gatherings as his wife. It was not Johnson’s choice of sex partners that caused the furor. He was, after all, only following in the footsteps of Thomas Jefferson. His insistence that his mistresses be recognized as social equals, though enslaved African Americans, created the resentment.

Nor is much known about Richard Nixon’s affair with Hong Kong cocktail hostess Marianna Liu, whom the FBI believed was a spy for the Communist Chinese. They had met in 1966 at the bar where she worked in the Hilton Hotel, enjoyed a fling, and saw each other periodically. When Nixon announced his candidacy for the presidency in 1968, the FBI grew concerned. The Chinese government often placed gorgeous spies in Hong Kong cocktail lounges to seduce Western businessmen and politicians. Liu mysteriously owned extensive real estate in Hong Kong, far beyond the means of her modest salary, and the father of one of her closest friends was a general in the Red Army. Agents feared Liu could blackmail a future U.S. president. Undeterred, Nixon invited her to the White House and arranged for her to become a permanent U.S. resident.

Fortunately for us, most high-level U.S. political sex scandals are well documented. Some of the leaders themselves have written about their romances. Founding Father Alexander Hamilton published a hundred-page booklet about his illicit love affair. The rapturously pornographic love letters of Warren G. Harding speak for themselves, as do Woodrow Wilson’s more discreet missives. Newspapers covered in graphic detail Thomas Jefferson’s relationship with his enslaved woman Sally Hemings, Grover Cleveland’s illegitimate child with a seamstress, Gary Hart’s weekend with a blonde, and Bill Clinton’s affairs with a lounge singer and an intern.

Warren Harding’s young lover Nan Britton, mother of his child, was the first presidential mistress to write a kiss-and-tell book, in 1927. The President’s Daughter was so graphic for the time that no publisher would touch it; she self-published and made herself a fortune. Dwight Eisenhower’s lover, Kay Summersby, wrote of their wartime romance as she lay dying in 1975.

Several of John F. Kennedy’s mistresses have written memoirs: “Mafia Moll” Judith Campbell, Swedish aristocrat Gunilla von Post, and White House intern Mimi Beardsley. Retired White House servants also published recollections of presidential misbehavior. In her memoirs, seamstress Lillian Parks saw Franklin Roosevelt’s secretary Missy LeHand wandering in and out of his bedroom in her nightgown and Eleanor Roosevelt’s girlfriend Lorena Hickock sleeping on the daybed in the first lady’s bedroom. Dog keeper Traphes Bryant wrote of Kennedy’s nude swimming parties in the White House pool. President Trump’s one-night stand, porn star Stormy Daniels, not only wrote a book but also tweets about her liaison.

We even know the names some U.S. presidents called their penises. Warren Harding dubbed his appendage “Jerry.” Lyndon Johnson named his “Jumbo” and sometimes waved it around when he was mad about Vietnam, showing off its impressive eight-and-a-half-inch length to envious male staff and admiring journalists. Bill Clinton dubbed his “Willard.” It is tempting to believe that Richard Nixon called his “Tricky Dick,” but we can’t be sure.




Article II

The Changing White House

The presidential residence at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., has had various names since John Adams moved into a smoky, partially finished shell in 1800: the President’s House, the Executive Mansion, and the White House. According to a popular myth, the building wasn’t called the White House until after it was whitewashed in 1814 to cover the scorch marks left by British arsonists. The fact is that the building has been white since its first paint job in 1798, and it was referred to as the White House in several newspapers before the Brits burned it. In 1901, President Theodore Roosevelt officially dubbed it the White House.

In 1902, Roosevelt built the West Wing after his wife complained about the presidential offices just down the hall from her bedroom—most presidents used the Lincoln Bedroom as their office until that time. She wanted a completely domestic space for the family, a cocoon of privacy, where she could walk out of her bedroom in curlers and a bathrobe without running into visiting dignitaries. Roosevelt razed a collection of ghastly mid-Victorian greenhouses to the west of the residence to build office space for himself and his staff, though his office was rectangular. His successor, William Taft, expanded the West Wing and created the first Oval Office to mirror the oval rooms on the south side of the White House. In 1933, Franklin Roosevelt, unhappy with the West Wing, redesigned it, creating the current Oval Office on the old laundry drying yard, in part because a room without corners made it easier for a wheelchair-bound individual to navigate. It was a bit larger than the first Oval Office and had more private access to the residence, useful for a handicapped president who pretended to the American people that he was not disabled. The same year, FDR built the White House swimming pool between the main building and the West Wing, as he found swimming an enjoyable form of physical therapy.

By the time of the Truman presidency, the White House was falling apart, its great age exacerbated by other factors. In the late nineteenth century, the building had been updated with modern amenities: running water, radiator heating, and electricity, with heavy pipes and wires run throughout the walls and floors. Further updates included an elevator, along with several bathrooms with marble fixtures, yet no braces were inserted to support the additional weight. Worse, in 1927 an entire third floor was added, providing fourteen much-needed new guest rooms, bathrooms, and storage areas, but causing tremendous structural strain. The building periodically shook, as if in a minor earthquake, and enormous cracks appeared in the walls. In the summer of 1948, the leg of first daughter Margaret Truman’s baby grand piano sank through the decayed floor of her upstairs sitting room, causing plaster to crash down in the Family Dining Room below. She wrote, “For most of 1948, we lived in a forest of steel pipes in our bedrooms and sitting rooms. They were supposed to hold up the ceilings, but they could do nothing about the rot that was destroying the old timber.”

Experts agreed that the White House was standing “purely from habit” and was in danger of imminent collapse, sending the president, his family, his staff, and all those historic antiques into a mushroom cloud of splinters and pilasters. Architects came up with three proposals: tear down the White House and build a new one on the site; build a new presidential residence elsewhere in the District of Columbia; or restore the existing structure. Fortunately, the third option was chosen. Truman and his family moved across the street to Blair House, which had been used as guest quarters for visiting dignitaries, while the White House was gutted down to the original bare stone walls. These were shored up from below by a new concrete foundation, and from within they were braced by a steel skeleton, which would support the weight of the rebuilt interior.

FDR’s swimming pool, outside the main White House structure, survived the renovation. John F. Kennedy used it to treat his appallingly bad back, heating it up to 100 degrees. Richard Nixon, on the other hand, didn’t like to swim. In 1970, he covered over the pool—it’s still down there somewhere—beneath a new press briefing room. Before that, presidents gave press conferences in various rooms of the White House itself, which allowed journalists to traipse through and nose about. Nixon, secretive and paranoid with good reason, as it turned out, exiled reporters to the West Wing and out of his dark, Brylcreem-slicked hair. Or so he thought.
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The Men Who Become President: Risk-Taking Narcissism

It is a logical assumption that most sane people would not want to become president of a nation. Who in their right mind would want the unceasing stress, the death threats, the vicious criticism, and the constant chaos? The majority of those in possession of good mental health would choose peaceful, middle-class anonymity hands down over bone-grinding torture in an impressive palace.

When George Washington’s vice president, John Adams, considered running for president in 1796, his wife, Abigail, warned, “You know what is before you—the whips, the scorpions, the thorns without roses, the dangers, anxieties, the weight of empire.” Yes, yes he did. And he wanted it anyway.

And, indeed, there is a dark side to the dazzling confidence, the charm, and the talent to persuade and inspire possessed in such stunning quantities by many world leaders. In 2009, a team of psychologists identified a disorder they called “hubris syndrome.” This illness is not genetic or inherent; it does not appear by early adulthood as most personality disorders do, including its evil twin, narcissistic personality disorder. Hubris syndrome is acquired by wielding power over a period of time. In other words, power triggers the illness. And when the power is gone, the illness subsides.

Characteristics include impulsivity, restlessness, recklessness, contempt for the advice of others, and overweening pride. Those who have it see the world as an arena in which to wield power and seek glory. They focus obsessively on their personal image, lose contact with reality, and see themselves as omnipotent messiahs. Unable to admit they have made a mistake, they find themselves increasingly isolated. No matter what horrors occur on their watch, they believe that history will vindicate them.

Long before the 2009 study, nineteenth-century American suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton noticed the correlation between imprudence and power. She wrote, “I have known statesmen, soldiers, scientists, men trusted with interests and empires devoted to the public good, whose patriotism no one doubted, yet reckless of their business and family affairs.”

Lillian Parks, a White House seamstress who observed presidents from 1909 to 1960, said, “Maybe you’re a lot better off married to an average American. As far as I can see, no average man ever became President . . . The White House uses people up like soap.”

Some of the characteristics of world leaders are also the manic symptoms of bipolar disorder: increased energy and restlessness, euphoria, irritability, wild mood swings, unrealistic beliefs in one’s abilities, poor judgment, increased sex drive, the need for little sleep, and a denial that anything is wrong.

Lyndon Johnson exhibited clear symptoms of both bipolar and narcissistic personality disorders. As president, he had an obsessive need for secrecy and labeled anyone who disagreed with him a Communist, a traitor, or a spy in the pay of the Kennedy family. Refusing to take any personal responsibility for poor choices—such as sinking the country ever deeper into the Vietnam conflict—he blamed all his failures on a conspiracy of his enemies. For days on end, he would lie in bed with the covers pulled over his head, then jump up and make a hundred phone calls in a row. Johnson’s press secretary George Reedy said that he walked “on air” one minute and then was ready to “slash his wrists” the next. Worried about Johnson’s behavior, his special assistant Richard Goodwin consulted psychiatrists, who provided him some comfort. Johnson’s personality type, they said, in its inspirational, indefatigable expression, could achieve great things like leading “a Senate or even an entire country.” Which was true. On the domestic front—with Medicare, Head Start, and the Voting Rights Act—Johnson accomplished as much as Franklin D. Roosevelt. In other words, some leaders are successful because they are crazy.

While not all politically ambitious men have hubris syndrome or bipolar disorder in their full-blown expression, many are narcissistic risk-takers with feelings of invincibility. Seekers of high sensation, risk-takers feed upon the thrill of knowing they could get caught doing something they shouldn’t. Afterward, they triumph in knowing they didn’t get caught. They outsmarted everyone. And they are, primarily, in love with themselves.

Easily sexually aroused, they are always searching for the next burst of excitement. On his trips abroad, French president François Mitterrand, in his sixties, often disappeared with young women for a couple of hours after his speeches. A friend of his once remarked that he already had a wife and a mistress of many years, and a revolving harem of other lovers. “You are no longer twenty,” she chided. “What’s the point?”

Mitterrand replied solemnly, “You cannot understand. When I descend the tribunal, after the effervescence of the speech, I need to end in the arms of a woman.”

There appears to be little difference between the thrills of seeking public power, with crowds of adoring fans, to seeking pubic power, with an adoring audience of one. The same compulsions that send a man hurtling toward the White House can also send him into a foolhardy tryst with a woman. High political office and dangerous sex are, in fact, all about hubris and power.

Research has shown that the severity of hubris syndrome, bipolar disorder, and narcissistic personality disorder spikes with increased power, resulting in ever riskier behavior. Warren G. Harding routinely had sex in a closet in the Oval Office, in one case when his wife was pounding angrily on the office door. As governor of New York, Franklin Roosevelt assigned his secretary and mistress, Missy LeHand, the bedroom next to his so that she could take dictation at any hour of the night, he said. In the White House, she lived a floor above Roosevelt but still wandered into his bedroom in her nightgown with no steno pad in hand, shocking the servants.

John F. Kennedy had sex with secretaries and prostitutes in the White House swimming pool and in his wife, Jackie’s, bed. Lyndon Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird, once walked into the Oval Office to find him in flagrante delicto with one of his secretaries on a sofa. A furious Johnson ordered the Secret Service to install a buzzer system. “If we saw Lady Bird heading for the elevator or stairs,” an agent recalled, “we were to ring the buzzer.”

As governor of Arkansas in the 1980s, Bill Clinton suggested he and his mistress, nightclub singer Gennifer Flowers, have sex during a party at the governor’s mansion in the first-floor bathroom—with Hillary in the next room. According to Flowers, she turned him down. He also wanted to have sex with her in the state capitol building. “He liked the idea of having sex on his desk or on the floor with all his staffers right outside,” she recalled in her 1995 memoir, Passion and Betrayal. “Bill felt an enormous sense of power from leading me into sexual adventures. He thought he was bulletproof in his relationship with me . . . He seemed to think nothing could ever touch him in an adverse way.”

Donald Trump’s risk-taking surprised former Playboy Playmate Karen McDougal, with whom he reputedly had an affair from 2006 to 2007. She told CNN’s Anderson Cooper that Trump didn’t care whether people saw them together and didn’t seem to feel at all guilty about cheating on his wife. She said they made love in his home in New Jersey and once in his gilded Trump Tower apartment in New York City, where he lived with his wife and their young son, Barron. According to Karen, she asked, “Aren’t you afraid to bring me here?”

Trump replied, “They won’t say anything.”

Porn star Stormy Daniels has a similar Donald Trump story. In an interview with In Touch magazine, she said, “He didn’t seem worried about [anyone finding out about their tryst]. He was kind of arrogant. It did occur to me, ‘That’s a really stupid move on your part.’”

In 1912, the charismatic British politician David Lloyd George, who became prime minister in 1916, began a lifelong relationship with his secretary, Frances Stevenson, eventually fathering her child. It was an affair that could have ruined him politically had it come to public attention.

Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi went a tad further in his narcissism than his political colleagues, hanging up placards in all his palaces that read “Long Live Silvio!” He had private orgies, one of which featured twenty young women in naughty nun costumes dancing around an eight-foot-tall phallus, singing, “Thank God for Silvio!” In 2009, a psychiatrist said he suffered from “a personality with unlimited egocentricity.”

“I am, far and away, the best prime minister that Italy has ever had in its one-hundred-and-fifty-year history,” he said as he prepared to step down from office after a scandal involving sex with an underaged prostitute. He seemed to have forgotten that under him the Italian economy had tanked, unemployment had skyrocketed, and government services had ground to a halt.

According to their lovers, the risky behavior of Harding, Johnson, Kennedy, Clinton, Trump, Lloyd George, Mitterrand, and Berlusconi involved unprotected sex. In at least three cases (Lloyd George, Kennedy, and Clinton) this resulted in unwanted pregnancies and abortions. Not only did Lloyd George father a child with his mistress, but Harding, Mitterrand, and possibly Johnson did, too. Kennedy suffered from chronic chlamydia, a venereal disease, which may have caused Jackie’s difficulty in having healthy children; out of a total of five pregnancies, she had one miscarriage, one stillbirth, and one infant who lived thirty-nine hours. There is a clear pattern among these men of recklessness, feelings of invincibility, and little concern for the collateral damage they caused to their wives and lovers.

Perhaps Michigan representative Candice Miller summed it up best in 2011, when she responded to a question about New York congressman Anthony Weiner tweeting photos of his wiener. “What is it with these guys?” she asked. “Don’t they think they’re going to get caught?”

Sadly, the answer is no. Or worse: they don’t even care.
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Alexander Hamilton and the Impulse of Passion

America’s first political sex scandal began just fifteen years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence. A Founding Father, Alexander Hamilton never became president, yet his influence on the nation’s history was far greater than that of many who did. His handling of the scandal has offered lessons to philandering politicians right up to President Trump, lessons most have unwisely chosen to ignore.

* * *

On a sizzling summer day in 1791, twenty-three-year-old Maria Reynolds called on the handsome, thirty-six-year-old Alexander Hamilton, then serving as the first U.S. treasury secretary, at his redbrick house in Philadelphia, ostensibly to ask for help. They had never met, but it was common for men of wealth and importance to accept visits from strangers seeking assistance. Hamilton must have been delighted that this particular stranger was so attractive.

Though we have no description of Maria’s appearance, men seemed to go weak in the knees in her presence. Given the written records about her, and her own impassioned letters, we can paint a picture of this Drama Queen Sex Siren. She has huge breasts that she flaunts in her low-cut gowns, and a tiny waist. Her thick hair, which she leaves unpowdered, is the cascading wild tumble so fashionable at the time. Her big eyes are framed by long, dark lashes that she bats, but only at men. She is always ready to smile—let us give her dimples. Her voice is low and throaty, redolent of jazz and cigarettes, even though they haven’t been invented yet. She positively radiates sex.

She told Hamilton that her husband, James Reynolds, had abandoned her for another woman, and she needed funds to return to her family in New York. She had turned to Hamilton as he was from New York and might be sympathetic to a fellow citizen in trouble. Perhaps Maria was also aware that the chivalrous Hamilton often assisted damsels in distress and had heard of his reputation as a ladies’ man.

As Hamilton listened to her pathetic tale of abuse by James Reynolds—probably accompanied by a torrent of tears—he must have sized her up. The delectable young woman was offering herself to him in return for travel expenses. The temptation was irresistible. But Hamilton’s wife, Eliza, and their four young children were just yards away from him. He told Maria that he wanted to help her, but she had come at an “inopportune time,” as he later wrote. He got her address—a local boardinghouse—and promised to bring her thirty dollars, a substantial sum, about $800 in today’s money. Clearly, he was intending to pay for more than stagecoach fare to New York.

“In the evening I put a bank-bill in my pocket and went to the house,” he later confessed. “I inquired for Mrs. Reynolds and was shewn upstairs, at the head of which she met me and conducted me into a bedroom. I took the bill out of my pocket and gave it to her. Some conversation ensued from which it was quickly apparent that other than pecuniary consolation would be acceptable.”

And so began the lurid affair that would trumpet Hamilton’s sins in the tabloid press, tarnish his reputation, and humiliate his wife. Because Maria Reynolds didn’t get dressed and take the next stagecoach home. She stayed in Philadelphia, enjoying an impassioned relationship with the treasury secretary. When, soon after the affair began, Eliza Hamilton took the children on a long visit to her father in Albany, Hamilton entertained Maria in the marital home and had sex with her on the marital bed. And when James Reynolds returned and reconciled with his wife, Hamilton continued seeing her. Soon, Alexander Hamilton, the second most important man in the country, and the brightest mind in that time of exceptionally bright minds, found himself the dimwitted victim of a tawdry extortion scheme that had targeted him in advance.

It was a strange, dark, and stupid detour in Hamilton’s extraordinary life that, until this point, had arced ever upward. His was a rags-to-riches story, the stuff of an adventure novel. He had been born out of wedlock, a stain, in his time and place, that branded him as less-than, as if God himself had marked the boy as a moral misfit. His illegitimacy made him combative, ambitious, insecure, and swaggering, eager to prove he was the smartest guy in the room, and usually succeeding.

In 1772, community leaders in St. Croix, in the British West Indies, wanted to provide Hamilton—who was either sixteen or eighteen, records are unclear—with a brighter future. His mother was dead, his father had abandoned him years earlier, and he subsisted as a lowly clerk, reading every book he could get his hands on. Talented, personable, and brilliant, Hamilton’s potential could never be realized on the sleepy little island. Benefactors raised funds to send him to New York to receive a sterling education.

In 1773, he entered King’s College, now Columbia University, in New York City, where he impressed his professors and bolted through his studies, devouring legal and philosophical books in the library. He became an avid supporter of the Revolutionary cause, writing pamphlets and giving fiery speeches. When the university closed during the British occupation of New York, Hamilton put down his books, picked up his musket, and joined a militia, now reading every book he could on military strategy and history. Commissioned in February 1776 as a captain of artillery, he impressed his commanding officers with his precision drills of men in immaculate military dress, his profound military knowledge, and his valor in the Battle of Princeton on January 3, 1777.

Two weeks after the battle, George Washington, commander in chief of the Continental Army, invited Hamilton to join his staff as aide-de-camp, and soon relied on his administrative abilities and wide-ranging knowledge from all that reading. Though immensely popular with most, Hamilton’s frankness insulted some, for his razor-sharp words could cut and slice just as efficiently as his razor-sharp bayonet. His friend William Sullivan said, “He was capable of inspiring the most affectionate attachment, but he could make those whom he opposed fear and hate him cordially.” In fact, Hamilton loved being hated, dueling with words, and never-ending controversy.

Hamilton also loved women, with whom he flirted outrageously, and women loved him back. A slight figure at five foot seven, Hamilton had something delicate about him, almost feminine. With wavy chestnut hair and alert blue eyes, he had a face of elegant and surprising angles: a broad forehead, high cheekbones, beautifully molded thin lips, and a perfectly curved jaw. Hamilton’s most distinguishing feature was his nose: high-bridged, bony, and irregular, thrust out impudently into the world, a metaphor in cartilage for its owner.

In 1780, he married Elizabeth Schuyler, daughter of General Philip Schuyler, one of New York’s richest men, a true love match. Elizabeth—called Eliza and sometimes Betsey or Bess—was a pretty woman with dark brown hair, usually powdered white, with a little snub nose, full chin, and petite and shapely figure. But it was her charm that won the most admiration. Tench Tilghman, another one of George Washington’s aides, described her as “a brunette with the most good-natured, lively, dark eyes that I ever saw, which threw a beam of good temper and benevolence over her whole countenance.” In 1788, a French visitor, Brissot de Warville, said Eliza was “a delightful woman who combines both the charms and attractions and the candor and simplicity typical of American womanhood.”

The first rumors of Hamilton’s adultery came not long after his marriage and were disturbing indeed, as they concerned Eliza’s sister, the vivacious, flirtatious Angelica. Only eighteen months older than Eliza, in 1777 Angelica had married the fabulously wealthy John Church. If she had been single three years later, it is quite possible that Hamilton would have married Angelica instead. Angelica was as different from Eliza in personality as she was in looks. She was taller and blond, with a long nose, and looked rather like an attractive collie in heat. A sophisticated fashion diva who would, in coming years, charm the elite of London and Paris, Angelica was, in short, more like Hamilton himself.

Those who saw Hamilton and Angelica—and sensed the crackling sexual energy between them—assumed they were lovers. Angelica never concealed her admiration for Hamilton, not even from Eliza. One missive in particular raises eyebrows. “I love him very much,” she wrote her sister, “and if you were as generous as the old Romans, you would lend him to me for a little while . . . Ah! Bess! You were a lucky girl to get so clever and so good a companion.” Hamilton wrote to Angelica in an equally flirtatious tone. Eliza never showed any sign of jealousy but seemed flattered that her older, more worldly sister thought so highly of Hamilton. She must have believed there was no physical relationship between the two. Maybe she was right. Or maybe not.

Prudish John Adams believed Hamilton and Angelica were having an affair, and it wasn’t his only one. “His fornications, adulteries and his incests [an apparent insinuation that he had slept with his sister-in-law] were propagated far and wide,” Adams wrote.

Most of Hamilton’s substantial energy, however, would be directed not at fornications, adulteries, and incests, but at forming a new, sustainable U.S. government. The unity of the thirteen states fractured after the Redcoats sailed home. Each state—with its distinct personality, economy, boisterous hopes, and thundering fears—had its own ideas about governance. The Articles of Confederation, enacted in 1777, loosely regulated thirteen mini-kingdoms, granting states great power and severely limiting the central government. There was no provision for a chief executive and no federal taxing power. Indeed, no one wanted to mention the “t” word. Weren’t taxes the reason they had rebelled against Great Britain to begin with? Many Americans felt that, with the Brits gone, now was the time to truly enjoy themselves in some kind of giant national frat party with limitless kegs.

Freedom is a wonderful concept, bankruptcy less so. The combined total loans from European banks to the thirteen states and the Continental Congress was some $79 million (more than $2 billion in today’s money), and the U.S. had no way to repay it. Welching on loans meant the young nation wouldn’t be able to borrow more. Due to the lack of funds, soldiers had gone unpaid for years. Some had lost farms; others feared they would be thrown into debtors’ prison upon leaving the army. Many soldiers marched on Congress demanding their pay.

Clearly, Hamilton believed, what was needed was a federal government collecting taxes, paying back old loans, negotiating new ones, and regulating trade, and an army run by the federal government rather than a hodgepodge of state militias with different uniforms, training, equipment, and regulations. But to do so, the Articles of Confederation had to be replaced with a Constitution. In 1787, Hamilton, who had been practicing as a lawyer, was named a delegate to what we know as the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. Many other delegates, particularly from the South, feared strong federal power, as it reminded them of the heavy-handed overreach of Great Britain they had so recently shaken off.

After four months of blistering debate and quite a few compromises on both sides, the Constitution was completed in September and ratified the following June. Hamilton’s push for a strong central government had become law, and the basic elements of our present system of government—three equal branches of government and two legislative houses—came into effect. George Washington was chosen as the nation’s first president to great acclaim. Given the fractious politics of the time, only a man of his superhuman dignity could preside over the squabbling sure to ensue.

Washington knew he would need a Cabinet, even though the Constitution didn’t mention one. He appointed Hamilton as secretary of the treasury, Thomas Jefferson as secretary of state, and a Revolutionary War hero, Henry Knox, as secretary of war. Hamilton’s department started off with thirty-nine employees. State had only five. War—which had no war to run—had two, Knox and a clerk.

Hamilton had to create a customs service on the spot, which would account for 90 percent of government revenue, and pushed Congress to form what would become the U.S. Coast Guard to prevent smuggling. By late 1790, he had already amassed a sizable government surplus. Loans were being paid back, government securities had tripled in value, and the country was enjoying high economic growth. In 1792, Hamilton created a national mint: most coins in circulation at the time were Spanish doubloons, British pounds, and French guineas.

The Constitution does not mention political parties and George Washington did not belong to one. But almost immediately, politicians fell into one of two categories. Those like Hamilton who wanted a strong central government became known as Federalists. Those like Jefferson who wanted states to have the dominant power called themselves anti-Federalists, though they soon became known as Democratic-Republicans, naming themselves after the ancient Roman republic which had thrown off the tyranny of kings. Confusingly, they soon became known as Republicans, and by the 1820s, Democrats.

The feud of the early 1790s is still with us today. Today’s Republicans generally support a smaller government, greater states’ rights, less federal control, and reduced taxation and regulation. Today’s Democrats support greater regulation and federal control, greater government debt, and higher taxation.

The American press, which had gleefully lampooned King George III, his taxes, and his soldiers, now turned to partisan politics, an eighteenth-century version of Fox News and MSNBC. Each paper was either Republican or Federalist and spent much of its ink skewering the other side with little regard to facts, gleefully spreading fear and hate. Americans devoured the vitriol. Then, as now, citizens loved good stories that gripped the heart and stirred up righteous anger. They enjoyed booing the villains, cheering the heroes, and shedding tears for victims. It was easier to see the world in clear, comforting black and white, rather than in fifty shades of confusing, morally ambiguous gray. Moreover, the news they chose confirmed the beliefs they held already, helping them avoid the discomfort of realizing they may, in fact, be wrong.

In his countless newspaper columns eviscerating Republicans, Hamilton presented himself as a paragon of virtue—a tactic that would later come back to haunt him. Writing of himself in the third person, he issued this challenge to his opponents: “Mr. Hamilton can, however, defy all their malevolent ingenuity to produce a single instance of his conduct, public or private, inconsistent with the strict rules of integrity and honor.” In September 1791, when his affair with Maria raged at a fever pitch, he boasted to a Federalist politician that he was a man whose character was above reproach. “I pledge myself to you and to every friend of mine,” he wrote, “that the strictest scrutiny into every part of my conduct, whether as a private citizen or as a public officer, can only serve to establish the perfect purity of it.”

It is almost inconceivable that a genius like Hamilton, knowing he had powerful enemies, would allow himself to have a year-long affair with a trollop like Maria Reynolds and subject himself to the threat of blackmail. When Maria’s now-reconciled husband asked Hamilton for a cushy government job, that should have been the first clue something was wrong. Sensing Reynolds was a sleaze, Hamilton politely demurred—he would never compromise the public trust by placing this man in government—but he didn’t cease contact. Maria, he later explained, wouldn’t let him. “She employed every effort to keep up my attention and visits,” he recalled. “Her pen was freely employed, and her letters were filled with those tender and pathetic effusions which would have been natural to a woman truly fond and neglected.”

“I have kept my Bed those tow days,” Maria wrote in one such illiterate effusion, “and now rise from My pillow wich your Neglect has filled with the sharpest thorns I no longer doubt what I hae Dreaded to no but stop I do not wish to se you to say any thing about my Late disappointments No I only do it to Ease a heart wich is ready Burst with Greef I can neither Eate or sleep I have been on the point of doing the moast horrid acts at I shudder to think where I might been what will Become of me.”

As if her letters weren’t disturbing enough, Maria’s past was darker than Hamilton knew. She had married the much older Reynolds when she was fifteen, and he soon began pimping her. The son of her first landlady in Philadelphia, Richard Folwell, later wrote, “She told me, so infamous was the perfidy of Reynolds, that he had frequently enjoined and insisted that she should insinuate herself on certain high and influential characters—endeavor to make assignations with them and actually prostitute herself to gull money from them.” For a time, Maria dabbled in outright prostitution. Gentlemen hoping for an assignation left letters in her entryway and “at night she would fly off as was supposed to answer their contents.”

Unaware of her sordid past, Hamilton believed Maria was truly in love with him, and it must have flattered his vanity. This exotic, oversexed woman—we can picture her leaving scorch marks on the sheets—was quite different from his honest, reliable wife of eleven years. His obsession for Maria led him to persuade Eliza to stay in Albany for as long as possible. Worried that his wife might return home to find Maria in her bed, he wrote, “Let me know beforehand your determination that I may meet you at New York.” When, in late August, she seemed on the point of returning home, he wrote, “Much as I long for this happy moment, my extreme anxiety for the restoration of your health will reconcile me to your staying longer where you are . . . Think of me—dream of me—and love me my Betsey as I do you.” In September, when Eliza started for home, he advised her, “Don’t alarm yourself nor hurry so as to injure either yourself or the children.”

Was Maria Reynolds his only love affair? We don’t know of any others for certain, but probably not. The fact that hours after he first met her, he hotfooted it to her rooms with money in his pocket indicates he did not suffer the hesitation and pangs of conscience of a first adultery. John Adams traced Hamilton’s libertine ways back to his time as aide to George Washington during the Revolution, after which Hamilton committed “debaucheries in New York and Philadelphia,” where he had made “his audacious and unblushing attempts upon ladies of the highest rank and purest virtue.” Adams’s wife, Abigail, concurred. “Oh, I have read his heart in his wicked eyes,” she wrote. “The very devil is in them. They are lasciviousness itself.”

Even with both spouses back home, Maria and Hamilton continued the affair, Hamilton under a pretense of friendship with the oily James Reynolds. Then, on December 15, 1791, Reynolds informed Hamilton that his wife had confessed her affair to him. “I am very sorry to find out that I have been cruelly trated by a person that I took to be my best friend instead of that my greatest Enimy. You have deprived me of every thing that’s near and dear to me,” he wrote.

“Instead of being a Friend, you have acted the part of the most Cruelist man in existence, you have made a whole family miserable. She ses there is no other man that she Care for in this world. Now Sir you have bin the Cause of Cooling her affections for me. She was a woman. I should as soon suspect an angiel from heven and one where all my happiness was depending. And I would Sacrefise almost my life to make her Happy. but now I am determed to have satisfaction.”

Maria, too, sent a letter, stating that if Hamilton didn’t reply to James, he would write Mrs. Hamilton of the affair. “O my God,” Maria wrote, “I feel more for you than myself and wish I had never been born to giv you so mutch unhappisness do not rite to him no not a Line but come here soon do not send or leave any thing in his power Maria.”

And so, Hamilton found himself charged with ruining a marriage by alienating the wife’s affections, a serious legal predicament at the time. The threat of informing Eliza must have been much more frightening, especially since she was then pregnant with their fifth child. He explained, “No man tender of the happiness of an excellent wife could, without extreme pain, look forward to the affliction which she might endure from the disclosure, especially a public disclosure, of the fact. Those best acquainted with the interior of my domestic life will best appreciate the force of such a consideration upon me. The truth was that . . . I dreaded extremely a disclosure—and was willing to make large sacrifices to avoid it.”

Large sacrifices indeed. Reynolds began squeezing Hamilton for blackmail money—some $1,100 (about $30,000 in today’s money)—over the course of several months. Even then, Hamilton continued to bed Maria, often with James’s acquiescence. He must have been sexually obsessed by the woman, needing her as an addict does a drug that sweeps him to heights of euphoria and then, as it wears off, dashes him into hell. At those moments when he found the strength to try to break up with her, she wept, implored, and sent impassioned misspelled letters laced with vague threats.

It was an unfortunate stroke of fate when James Reynolds’s friend, Jacob Clingman, ran into Hamilton at the Reynolds home in April 1792. Clingman had impressive political connections; he had served as a clerk of the first speaker of the House of Representatives, Republican Frederick Muhlenberg of Pennsylvania. Why, Clingman wondered, would the second most important man in the country be on such intimate terms with his lowlife friend? Reynolds—unwilling to admit he had been pimping his wife—explained that Hamilton, far from being the epitome of virtue he bragged about, was giving him money to speculate in government securities on his behalf. Hamilton, who had enacted laws preventing government officials from dealing in government securities, had been breaking his own ethical regulations and had secretly made $30,000 ($830,000 today) from this criminal activity, Reynolds said. When Clingman doubted this story, Reynolds had him wait outside Hamilton’s office while he went in. Minutes later, he came out with $100 (the equivalent of $2,800 in 2020).

Hamilton, horrified to have run into Jacob Clingman at Reynolds’s home, finally understood the threat to his career and refused to see Maria again. He ignored her wailing pleas and gave her husband a final payment of $50 ($1,400 today). He must have felt intense relief when the annoying pair stopped contacting him, and his life returned to normal. It was over, he thought. But he was wrong.

The Reynolds affair might never have come to light if James Reynolds and Jacob Clingman had not been charged in November 1792 with defrauding old Revolutionary War soldiers, just six months after Hamilton’s affair with Maria ended. Stewing in a cell, Reynolds asked Hamilton to spring him, and Hamilton refused. Whatever threat Reynolds posed, Hamilton was certainly not going to use his political position to free a vile criminal.

Unlike Reynolds, Clingman was no hard-core scoundrel and soon found himself out on bail. He told his former boss, Congressman Muhlenberg, that Reynolds possessed evidence of Hamilton’s illegally amassing a fortune from speculation. Clingman gave the congressman several letters from Hamilton to Reynolds that seemed to back up his claim. Horrified, Muhlenberg invited two other Republicans, Senator James Monroe and Representative Abraham B. Venable, both of Virginia, to join in the investigation. They were delighted to be in a position to crucify the obnoxious, swashbuckling leader of the Federalist Party.

The delegation first visited Reynolds in jail, where he dropped threatening hints but refused to say another word until he was freed. But as soon as he got out, he briefly visited Hamilton and disappeared. When the trio called on Maria, she said Hamilton had instructed Reynolds to “leave the parts, not to be seen here again,” because her husband “could tell them something that would make some of the heads of departments tremble.”

Hamilton’s guilt seemed clear. But before sending a report to President Washington, the investigators felt it gentlemanly to at least give Hamilton a chance to explain himself. On December 15, they met with the treasury secretary and showed him his own handwritten letters to James Reynolds. Hamilton immediately acknowledged he had written them and told the entire Maria Reynolds saga in such exquisitely painful detail that one of his visitors—we can picture him wildly waving his hands—begged him to stop. But Hamilton couldn’t put the brakes on his cathartic confession. He showed them Maria’s poorly spelled love letters and her husband’s sulky demands for money. Blushing furiously, the trio promised the matter would remain confidential. Hamilton asked for copies of the correspondence they had shown him for his records.

His request proved a mistake. James Monroe tasked John Beckley, a clerk of the House of Representatives who hated Hamilton, to copy them. Beckley made another set of copies for himself and, it seems, gave them to Hamilton’s political nemesis, Thomas Jefferson.

For years, Hamilton had torn Jefferson and the Republicans to shreds in his newspaper columns. Now, on January 5, 1793, in Monroe’s column on the “Vindication of Mr. Jefferson,” he sent a thinly veiled warning to Hamilton. “I shall conclude this paper by observing how much it is to be wished that this writer [Hamilton] would exhibit himself to the public view, that we might behold in him a living monument of that immaculate purity to which he pretends and which ought to distinguish so bold and arrogant a censor of others.”

Hamilton got the message. His enemies had the power to humiliate him. Perhaps that is why he never made a bid to become president. Even though he had been born on the Caribbean island of Nevis, the Constitution, realizing that no contenders for the presidency for decades to come would have been born as American citizens, stipulated that anyone holding U.S. citizenship on or before the 1787 adoption of the Constitution could run for office, no matter what their citizenship at birth. Surely, he must have wanted to be president.

Though Hamilton’s enemies knew of the affair, Eliza did not. She lived in ignorant bliss, thinking she had the best husband in the world. Maria Reynolds’s marriage, however, was not so resilient. In 1793 she divorced James—oddly enough, for adultery—and married Jacob Clingman the day her divorce was finalized.

In January 1795, Hamilton resigned his treasury post. Ironically for someone accused of venality, Hamilton left his government office much poorer than he had entered it, with only $500 (some $10,200 today) to his name. He went back to his profitable law practice, which netted him several times his government salary, to repair the damage.

In the fall of 1796, during the presidential election to replace George Washington, Hamilton wrote twenty-five articles over five weeks in the Gazette of the United States disparaging Thomas Jefferson. Perhaps, because it had been four years since Jefferson and his other enemies had learned about Maria Reynolds, Hamilton thought they would never use the information. Perhaps he just couldn’t help inserting himself in a provocative way into the election. The result was predictable, especially once the calming force of George Washington had vanished from the presidency, replaced by the irascible John Adams. The Republicans were ready to take down Hamilton.

In June 1797, they hired a tabloid journalist named James Callender to write a series of pamphlets innocuously titled The History of the United States for 1796, reporting on Hamilton’s tenure as treasury secretary. Callender, a hack writer who dipped his pen in venom, had fled to the U.S. from his native Edinburgh, Scotland, to evade a sedition charge by the British government. In his pamphlets, Callender promised to cut Hamilton down to size and reveal his rank hypocrisy. “We shall presently see this great master of morality, although himself the father of a family, confessing that he had an illicit correspondence with another man’s wife,” he wrote. But that wasn’t all. Callender accused Hamilton of having made a fortune by speculating in government securities and stated the money he had paid Reynolds wasn’t for blackmail related to adultery, but for speculation. He published all the letters Clingman had given to the trio of investigators.

“So much correspondence could not refer exclusively to wenching,” Callender pointed out. “No man of common sense will believe that it did . . . Reynolds and his wife affirm that it respected certain speculations.” Callender accused Hamilton of writing Maria’s misspelled love letters himself to make his illegal activity look like an ordinary love affair.

Hamilton realized a dignified silence would only encourage speculation about his speculation, a smear that would tarnish his reputation as a government official forever. He would be remembered for rumors of corruption rather than all his numerous public acts and the institutions he’d built from nothing. He decided to accept public humiliation for the affair while proving the allegations of corruption false.

Hamilton rage-wrote a detailed hundred-page booklet he titled Observations on Certain Documents Contained in No. V and No. VI of “The History of the United States for the Year 1796,” in Which the Charge of Speculation Against Alexander Hamilton, Late Secretary of the Treasury, Is Full Refuted. Written by Himself. In it, Himself explained his relationship with Maria and James Reynolds in squirm-inducing detail. The first thirty-seven pages were purgative confession mingled with self-examination; the remaining fifty-eight pages comprised the misspelled letters of the Reynoldses. In no way, he insisted, did this tawdry affair have anything to do with compromising the public trust. He maintained his honor as an incorrupt and incorruptible public official by sacrificing his honor as a husband.

“The charge against me,” he wrote, “is a connection with one James Reynolds for purposes of improper pecuniary speculation. My real crime is an amorous connection with his wife, for a considerable time with his privity and connivance, if not originally brought on by a combination between the husband and wife with the design to extort money from me.” If he had been a corrupt official, he pointed out, he certainly would have chosen a worthier accomplice than the sleazebag James Reynolds. “It is very extraordinary, if the head of the money department of a country, being unprincipled enough to sacrifice his trust and his integrity, could not have contrived profit sufficiently large to have engaged the cooperation of men of far greater importance than Reynolds,” he wrote. And the paltry sums he gave Reynolds—usually thirty or fifty dollars at a time—would hardly have amassed the fortune he had supposedly stashed somewhere.

Hamilton’s main concern in publishing the pamphlet was how it would affect his wife.


With such men, nothing is sacred. Even the peace of an unoffending and amiable wife is a welcome repast to their insatiate fury against the husband . . . This confession is not made without a blush . . . I can never cease to condemn myself for the pang which it may inflict on a bosom eminently entitled to all my gratitude, fidelity, and love. But that bosom will approve that even at so great an expense, I should effectually wipe away a more serious stain from a name which it cherishes with no less elevation than tenderness.



He concluded, “Thus has my desire to destroy this slander, completely, led me to a more copious and particular examination of it, than I am sure was necessary. The bare perusal of the letters from Reynolds and his wife is sufficient to convince my greatest enemy that there is nothing worse in the affair than an irregular and indelicate amour. For this, I bow to the just censure which it merits. I have paid pretty severely for the folly and can never recollect it without disgust and self condemnation.”

Initially, it seemed as if his self-vindication had been a mistake. His supporters were aghast, his enemies delighted. “Humiliating in the extreme,” said Henry Knox. Hamilton’s old friend Robert Troup observed that Hamilton’s “ill-judged pamphlet has done him inconceivable injury.”

The Republican press had a field day with the pamphlet. Callender summed up Hamilton’s defense: “I am a rake and for that reason I cannot be a swindler.” Similarly, the Republican newspaper the Aurora mocked Hamilton’s defense as “I have been grossly . . . charged with . . . being a speculator, whereas I am only an adulterer. I have not broken the eighth commandment . . . It is only the seventh which I have violated.”

While Hamilton’s affair remained the butt of Republican jokes, his reputation for public integrity remained undiminished. His embarrassing pamphlet dispelled any notions of impropriety in office. Perhaps David Cobb, a Federalist judge from Massachusetts, summed it up best in a letter to Henry Knox: “Hamilton is fallen for the present, but even if he fornicates with every female in the cities of New York and Philadelphia, he will rise again, for purity of character after a period of political existence is not necessary for public patronage.”

Eliza never publicly commented on the Reynolds affair, though it surely must have mortified her to learn not only of her husband’s adultery, but that the partner of his choice was an uneducated prostitute, rolling around with him in Eliza’s own bed. She must have recalled Hamilton’s letters to her that summer of 1791, urging her to stay in Albany for as long as possible. Later events proved that she wholeheartedly forgave him. As for Hamilton, he became more attentive than ever to his wife and children. He wrote her, “In proportion as I discover the worthlessness of other pursuits, the value of my Eliza and of domestic happiness rises in my estimation.”

Though in private practice as a lawyer, Hamilton remained an influential mover
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