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PROLOGUE
The Interview at Weehawken

ALEXANDER HAMILTON grasped the gunwales of the barge as the murky waters of the Hudson rolled beneath them. The sun was just clearing the horizon, and the bluffs at Weehawken loomed ahead, illuminated by early morning rays. Atop the island was a flat area, lush with summer greenery, about a hundred yards in length by forty in breadth. It was out of sight of the nearby docks and walkways, a secluded field where duelists had met off and on for over a century. There Hamilton would face a man he had despised for years, a man he believed had every intention of killing him—the Vice President of the United States, Aaron Burr of New York. 

Hamilton was deep in thought. He did not want to fight this duel, and despite his contempt for Burr, he had no particular desire to kill the man. Alex had made out his will the night before, and in it he had announced his intention of throwing away his shot. As a Christian, Hamilton had come to detest dueling—especially since his beloved son Philip had lost his life in a duel three years before. Alex had no wish to die—indeed, he felt he had much to live for. He had not abandoned all hope of becoming President someday, despite the scandal of his well-known affair with Maria Reynolds. Someone would have to undo the damage Thomas Jefferson was busily inflicting on the country, why not Alexander Hamilton? There was no other leader in the Federalist Party who had his credentials, or his political ingenuity. He was not yet fifty years old, and in excellent health. His prospects were still bright.

Alex knew he could have avoided this duel had he wanted to—but the cost would have been his personal honor. He meant everything he had said about Burr—the man was an unscrupulous snake who coveted power at all costs. Hamilton could not apologize to Burr without retracting what he had said, and he knew he had spoken the truth. President Jefferson, Hamilton’s former cabinet colleague and current rival, had often denounced Hamilton as an ambitious, unscrupulous monarchist—a charge Hamilton resented. True, Hamilton lacked Jefferson’s blind faith in the wisdom of the masses, but it was a far cry between believing the country should be led by wise, educated men of substance and property, and actually craving a scepter! Hamilton found it ironic that a man who accused him of royalist ambition should take as his Vice President someone who truly lusted for that kind of power. But even Jefferson had come to realize what Burr was, finally, and had already let it be known that he would seek reelection that fall with a different running mate. 

Burr had seen the handwriting on the wall, and had switched parties yet again, trying to win the Federalist nomination for Governor of New York. Although he had not held political office in a nearly a decade, Hamilton was still the unofficial leader of New York’s Federalist Party, and he had let it be known to all and sundry that he was adamantly opposed to Burr’s nomination. Burr had lost both the nomination and the election, in which he had wound up running as an independent. Seeing his political career in ruins, he blamed Hamilton for his failure—and he was right. Hamilton took a certain grim pride in destroying Burr’s prospects. He knew, however, he had not done so out of malice, but out of genuine concern for his country’s future.

Now, months later, he was paying the price. In a newspaper interview, one of Hamilton’s friends, Charles Cooper, had mentioned some of the things Hamilton had said about Burr at a dinner party, and the Vice President, incensed by the statement that Hamilton had a “yet more despicable” opinion he had left unuttered, had issued a challenge that Hamilton could not refuse. 

The former Treasury Secretary looked at the portmanteau containing the dueling pistols. One of them, he knew, was the same gun that had killed his son Philip three years before. Philip—Hamilton still had to stifle sobs of grief when he thought of his beautiful son, a bright and shining light snuffed out before his time, killed defending his father’s honor on this same bloody ground. He vividly recalled the raw grief on his sweet Eliza’s face as their son had breathed his last, and closed his eyes, trying not to imagine her expression if he, too, died in the same place and manner.

“Are you well, my friend?” Nathaniel Pendleton asked him. One of Hamilton’s close friends, he had volunteered to act as second in this “affair of honor.”

Hamilton forced a smile he did not feel.

“Well enough, Nathaniel,” he said. “My bosom and I have been debating each other.”

The keel of the barge grated on the sand and gravel of the shoreline, and Hamilton rose and sprang lightly to the beach. A clear-cut path led up the bluff, and Pendleton and Dr. David Hosack followed after Hamilton as he briskly climbed up. Hamilton turned at the sound of their steps and frowned.

“Doctor, you should wait with the barge and the rowers. You will be called if your services are needed,” he said.

Hosack nodded. Dueling was illegal in New Jersey, although it was not prosecuted as vigorously there as it was in New York. As the attending physician, he could be called on to testify in court if he witnessed the duel in progress. Granting the non-participants a level of deniability was customary in such affairs; the doctor always remained out of the line of sight, and the seconds turned their backs to the duelists at the moment of truth.

When they reached the top, Hamilton found that Colonel Burr and his seconds, William van Ness and Matthew Davis, as well as another man Hamilton did not know, had already arrived. They had already cleared away the brush that grew over the area during the spring. Pendleton and van Ness conferred for a moment, then Hamilton and Burr drew straws to determine their positions. Hamilton won the draw and chose the high ground, facing across the river to the city. The sun was now well above the horizon, so that its glare would not blind him.

“Gentlemen, now is the moment. Should either of you wish to end this affair, you may do so now,” said William van Ness. “General Hamilton, will you apologize for your egregious insults to the honor of Colonel Burr?” During duels, it was customary to refer to one’s opponent by his military rank, if he had one. 

“Had the Colonel confined his demands to a single remark, I might have been prevailed upon to consider an apology,” Hamilton said. “But what he has required is that I recant every opinion I have ever publicly expressed about him. That I cannot do and retain my honor. Will the Colonel modify his demand?”

Burr shook his head silently but refused to meet his opponent’s eyes.

“Then we shall proceed,” said van Ness. “Do you have the weapons, Judge Pendleton?”

“I do,” replied Hamilton’s second, opening the portmanteau and presenting the well-oiled dueling pistols. Burr chose first, and Hamilton followed. The two men walked ten paces and turned to face each other.

“You may each have a moment to confer with your men,” said Davis.

Pendleton leaned in close to Hamilton.

“Do you wish to activate the hair trigger?” he whispered.

Hamilton thought for a moment and shook his head. He knew that each pistol contained a gear that made the trigger much more responsive, but he was more accustomed to giving the heavier pull flintlocks required. Besides, he fully intended to throw away his shot, so his aim would not matter.

But should he throw it away? This was the question that had raged through his thoughts ever since he had accepted Burr’s challenge. The Vice President was a dangerous man, a man whose ambitions boded ill for the country. If he killed Hamilton, it was quite possible the consequences of that deed would destroy Burr’s political prospects forever. But what if they did not? There was not another Federalist leader who possessed Hamilton’s stature or connections. The party might well founder without Alex there to lead it. Jefferson detested Burr, to be sure—but Jefferson would not be President forever. Who would be left to check Burr’s path the presidency if Hamilton died? James Madison? The diminutive Secretary of State was a brilliant man, but a poor politician. Burr was effortlessly ingratiating, a man who could easily persuade gullible people of his sincerity. His path to the Executive Mansion would be easier with Hamilton out of the way.

Still in an agony of indecision, Hamilton reached into his pocket and retrieved his spectacles. If he did decide to shoot, he thought, he wanted his aim to be true. He surveyed the ground one last time and nodded.

“Back to back, gentlemen,” van Ness said. The Vice President and the former Treasury Secretary took their positions. Pendleton, van Ness, and the others stepped away from them and turned their backs. 

“I will count to ten, and then you may turn, face each other, and fire at will,” said Burr’s second. “One, two . . .”

As he marked off his paces, Hamilton’s mind was still racing. Finally, as van Ness got to the count of seven, he decided. He would let Burr shoot first, and then respond accordingly. Let God decide the outcome—if he died, then Burr was meant to go on to greater things. But if Burr missed—

“Ten!” Burr’s second said, and the two men turned. Burr’s face was twisted with wrath; he had been practicing with a pistol all week, and now he took deadly aim at his hated rival.

A shrill shriek broke the silence of the morning. It was only an osprey, stooping to catch a fish, but for that split second, to Alexander Hamilton, it sounded like the anguished scream Eliza had uttered the moment she saw Philip’s pale, stricken face after his fatal duel. Hamilton swiveled his head to track the sound, and as he did so, his body rotated slightly. 

The osprey saved his life. Burr’s bullet struck his side, penetrated his clothes and skin, and then glanced off his ribs, leaving a long gash but going no deeper. The pain of the impact caused Hamilton to wince. He looked at his side, where blood was already staining his jacket, and then looked down the field at Burr.

The man’s sneer slowly faded to shock as he realized that his shot had failed to finish his opponent. In that moment, Hamilton saw the fury in Burr’s eyes suddenly giving way to fear. The former Treasury Secretary slowly clenched his jaw. Burr had indeed tried to kill him—and failed! In that moment, Hamilton saw all that he had nearly been robbed of—the love of Eliza, the best of wives and best of women, who had stood by him, forgiven him when he strayed, and comforted him in his grief when their son died. He saw Philip’s face, his beloved son, killed by one of Burr’s scurrilous minions. His beloved mentor, the father figure who had raised him from obscurity and seated him at the right hand of power, George Washington, stood tall in his mind as well, unbowed by age or sickness. Hamilton thought of himself as the guardian of Washington’s legacy, but in his pride, he had nearly let Burr destroy that and all else he held dear. With that realization, he made up his mind.

He took careful aim at Aaron Burr’s heart and pulled the trigger. Burr’s eyes widened as the bullet struck home, and the Vice President slowly sank to the ground, blood pouring down the front of his shirt. At the sound of the second shot, the seconds slowly turned around. 

Van Ness quickly strode to Burr’s side and spoke his name. Burr looked up at him and tried to speak. The Vice President’s body spasmed. His eyes widened for a moment, and then closed for the last time.

“General, are you all right?” Pendleton asked, his voice full of concern.

“His bullet grazed me, nothing more,” said Hamilton. “Let us go.”

 


CHAPTER ONE

“A DUEL? Alex, how could you!?” 

The smack of Eliza’s hand across his cheek echoed through the house like a thunderclap. They had been married for nearly twenty-five years, and Hamilton had seen his wife hurt, angry, mournful, happy, and excited, but the emotion that now blazed from her eyes was one he had never seen before. It was pure rage; a towering fury that made him shrink back from her, combat veteran though he was. His cheek reddened from the resounding slap she’d given him, but her words hurt far worse than the blow he had taken.

“Our son died in one of those stupid, stupid ‘affairs of honor,’ and now you dare to go and engage in one yourself?” she shouted, her normally pale-tinted face flush with anger. “What would I have done if you had died? How could you even think about such a thing? To rob me of my husband, after fate has already stolen our sweet Philip from me? Do you think that I could possibly live without you?”

She burst into tears, but her gaze remained fixed on him and her anger did not relent.

“My dear Betsey,” he said, calling her by the pet name she loved. “Please forgive me. Honor required—”

“Bugger your honor!!” she shouted, and he flinched. He had never once, in all their years together, heard her use that phrase. She grabbed the sides of his head and tilted it downward so that their eyes were locked.

“I am sorry,” he began, but she placed her hand over his lips.

“I love you beyond all reason,” she said fervently. “I have borne your children; I have stood by your side even when you betrayed your vows to me. I have counted myself blessed to be wed to the most brilliant man on earth. I did not complain when you paid more attention to my sister Angelica than you did to me. I have endured, I have forgiven, and I have always been proud to be your wife. But I want you to swear a vow to me, here and now, Alex, that you will never fight in another duel. No matter what the provocation, no matter how deep the insult cuts, you will NEVER do this to me again. Because if you do, I will leave you, and I will take our children with me. It will break my heart, and it will probably kill me—but I will do it. I cannot bear the thought of losing you. Am I clear? Will you promise me?”

“My dear heart, I could never refuse you,” he said. “This was the end. Enough is enough, as they say. I will toss these pistols into the Hudson tomorrow, and never own another set.”

She stared into his eyes for a long moment, trying to measure his words and the spirit behind them. Finally, she sighed deeply, and the anger in her eyes began to fade.

“Then we shall speak of this no more,” she said, “but I meant what I said. Do not forget that, my sweet, irreplaceable Hamilton!”

With that she threw her arms around him, and he winced even as he returned her embrace.

“Oh, Alex, you are hurt!” she said.

“Burr’s bullet grazed my ribs,” he said. “It is but a flesh wound.”

Doctor Hosack had bound the wound tightly before they left Weehawken, but the blood had soaked through the bandage and stained the clean shirt Alex had donned after the duel. He had spent an uneasy night in an inn afterward, uncertain how to tell Eliza about what had transpired, and the hard, lumpy bed had not helped. The gash in his side was not deep, but it was painful and throbbing now.

“We’ll see about that,” Eliza said. “Up to the bedroom with you! Junior, fetch me hot water and some clean washcloths, please!”

Alex’s second son and namesake was eighteen years old and bore a distinct resemblance to his father, although he was not as much of a prodigy as his father and older brother had been. He had been listening to his parents’ quarrel from the door to the drawing room, and now he ran to the kitchen to follow his mother’s command.

Hamilton let himself be led upstairs. He was still shaken enough by the events of the previous morning, compounded by the unexpected fury his bride had directed at him, that he dared not resist. Eliza set him down on the edge of the bed and used a sharp penknife to cut through the white linen bound around his chest, exposing the wound to the noonday light streaming in from the window.

The bullet wound was a bit worse than he’d realized—an ugly gash about four inches long, still seeping blood around its edges. The skin had been peeled back by the ball’s passage, and as he studied the wound, Hamilton realized that the white bone of one of his ribs was exposed. The flesh around it looked angry and red.

“I’m sorry,” he managed to say before turning his head and throwing up the glass of brandy he’d drunk in place of breakfast. He had seen men killed, and done his share of killing, as a young man during the Revolution, but seeing one’s own bones shining in the light of day was a bit too much for him. As young Alex cleaned up the mess, Eliza busied herself wiping the wound down with hot water and bandaging it with clean linens. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she worked.

“My Hamilton,” she said after a moment, her voice catching. “A matter of an inch or so and you might have been lost to me forever! What were you thinking? Was Mister Burr so vile to you that you were left with no choice?”

Alex sat up, his head still swimming but the nausea gone for the moment. He leaned forward and kissed his dear bride on her forehead, his own tears falling onto her upturned face and mingling with hers.

“Oh, Eliza, my honor is dear to me, but not so much as you!” he said. “I will say this much, and then speak of this matter no more. Aaron Burr was a great threat to our Republic; he was the American Catiline, and I had to act the part of Cicero without the powers of a consul. I baited him, and he challenged me. But, as God is my witness, I let him take the first shot! I gave him every chance to repent of his bloody intention, but instead he did his best to kill me. I was not going to return fire, but then I thought of all that I had nearly lost—I could not help myself. I took my shot, and I killed a man. I killed the Vice President of the United States. Now I must ponder what to do next. Burr is not without friends, you know. I am afraid this matter is not settled yet.”

“Do what you must, dear husband,” Eliza said as she wound clean strips of cloth around his midsection. “But remember my words! No more duels, ever, or you will lose me and the children, whether you survive or not.”

“Then my dueling pistols will be retired permanently,” he said. “I have risked losing all that I love; I will not do so again. From now on, words will be my only weapons.”

Hamilton stood so that his wife could finish applying the bandage, and then reached into his wardrobe for a clean shirt and waistcoat. He looked down at his trousers and saw that his blood had stained them, too, so he returned to the wardrobe and retrieved a complete change of clothes and began to get dressed.

“You need to lie down!” Eliza said. “You’ve lost a good deal of blood, and that wound will reopen if you strain yourself.”

“I must speak to someone,” Alex said. “It is a short walk, and when I am done, I promise to return and spend the remainder of the day resting.”

“You should let it wait,” she gently scolded him.

“Eliza—I must do this,” he said firmly. “My conscience will not let me rest until I do.”

“Your conscience?” his wife asked.

Hamilton bowed his head, and then opened his heart to his wife.

“I killed a man, Betsey,” he said. “Not in the heat of battle, or under the moral cloak of a just war for one’s country. I stared down the barrel of a pistol and pulled the trigger and watched his spirit leave his body. I need to know . . .” He hesitated and swallowed hard. “I need to know if my soul will be damned for all eternity as a murderer,” he finished. She embraced him gently but made no reply, and after a moment he pulled away.

He retrieved his walking stick from the corner and gingerly made his way downstairs and thence out onto the street. He could hear the hue and cry of the great city of New York as it sprawled out around him, the fastest-growing city in America, and his adoptive home for thirty years now. It was a short walk from his house to Trinity Church, and the rectory where Bishop Benjamin Moore lived was right next door.

The news of the duel had spread rapidly, and a news crier was standing on the corner selling a special edition of The National Gazette, the Republican newspaper once edited by Philip Freneau.

“Vice President Burr Murdered by the Monarchist Alexander Hamilton!” the crier proclaimed. “Read all about it! General Hamilton guns down Burr in cold blood!”

On the next corner, a rival news crier for Hamilton’s New York Daily Post was touting the alternative version of the story.

“Aaron Burr nearly kills Secretary Hamilton! Vice President killed in self-defense after shooting the Federalist leader!” the newsboy screamed out.

Hamilton took little note of either of them; the fact that Burr had shot first and wounded him rendered Alex legally untouchable. Duelists were occasionally prosecuted in New York, but when they were, it was invariably the person who shot first and killed his foe who drew the ire of prosecutors. As for New Jersey, where the fatal encounter had taken place, dueling was also illegal there, but prosecutions were quite rare. Hamilton was more concerned about the judgment of a much higher authority, and that was what drove him to the rectory despite the aching wound in his side.

Trinity Church was the tallest structure in New York City, its central spire rising two hundred feet into the air. There was a large burial ground in the back; Hamilton’s son Philip was interred there. As Alex surveyed the modest marker that he and Eliza had placed over their son’s grave, he swallowed hard and touched the throbbing bullet gash in his side. A matter of inches, and his own grave would have been dug right there, next to Philip’s. He imagined how different life in New York—indeed in America—might be if Burr’s bullet had found its mark. Would anyone remember Alexander Hamilton if he died now? Perhaps his tenure as treasury secretary might earn him a footnote in the history books, but Alex had little doubt that had he perished that morning, as Burr intended, his legacy would have been small and soon forgotten. No more, he swore to himself! America had not heard the last of Alexander Hamilton. His life’s work was not yet finished.

Benjamin Moore was a tall, long-nosed Episcopal bishop of the traditional sort; his sermons were longwinded and pedantic, but he had a solid grasp of doctrine and was a sound scholar of the Christian faith. The Hamiltons rented a pew in Trinity Church and attended services occasionally, even though Alexander was not an Episcopalian. It was, however, the closest church to their former Wall Street home, and was not much further from the Grange, their current residence. Beyond that, Alex liked the man, pure and simple, and had ever since the first time he met him.

“General Hamilton?” Moore said when he came to the door. “Good afternoon, sir, what may I do for you?”

“I take it you have not heard the news, then?” Hamilton asked him.

“I have been in my study, preparing my Sunday sermon,” Moore replied. “I have heard no news of anything today.”

Hamilton sighed and summoned up his most engaging smile.

“I need to speak with you at length, sir,” he said. “May I come in?”

“Of course, General,” the bishop said. He was a courtly gentleman, only six years older than Hamilton, but he carried himself with the dignity of a venerable graybeard. “It was inconsiderate of me to leave you standing on my doorstep.”

Hamilton entered and sat down on a comfortable, padded chair near the fireplace. Since it was high summer, there was no fire, but the drawing room was comfortable, well-lit, and inviting. Bishop Moore called for tea, and the maid brought in a steaming pot and two cups a few moments later. Hamilton gratefully took a sip and then leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes for a moment. All the adrenaline that had fueled him for the last two days was spent, and he felt sore and exhausted.

“So, what brings such a noteworthy person to my door on this fine Wednesday afternoon?” the bishop finally asked.

“I killed a man yesterday,” Hamilton said, too weary for pretense. “I shot Vice President Burr. He had challenged me to a duel, and I would not retract my assessment of his character, so I met him at Weehawken just after dawn. I had fully intended to throw away my shot, but when he fired first, his bullet grazed me. But for sheerest chance, he would have killed me. In the heat of that moment, I returned fire and struck him in the heart. Sir, I am a military man, as you know. I personally killed men during the Revolution, and I felt that the righteousness of our cause removed the stain of that sin from me. But this was different. I looked at Colonel Burr down the barrel of my pistol and pulled the trigger and sent him to his grave. My conscience is deeply troubled.”

“It should be,” said Moore. “Murder is a mortal sin, my friend, and dueling is nothing short of legalized murder. It is a holdover from an age of barbarism and savagery and has no place in a civilized society.”

Hamilton nodded sadly. He knew that Moore had publicly condemned dueling from the pulpit on more than one occasion.

“I have not always been a good man, Bishop Moore,” he said. “But I have tried hard, in my latter years, to atone for the sins of my youth and to be a good Christian. I have tried to become a better man than I once was. I raised my children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord and read the Bible to them every day. I pray with them every morning, and I spend my own time in prayer each day. You are a man of God, sir, deeply read in the Holy Scriptures. In your learned opinion, have I damned my soul by doing this?”

“You have sinned, there is no doubt, General,” he said. “You have killed another man in a violent affair that we dubiously call a matter of honor. I cannot think that God is pleased with what you have done. But I also believe that even the worst of sinners are not beyond redemption. While the Holy Writ teaches us that grace is given, not earned by our own works, I do believe that there is something to be said for making restitution for our sins. God accepts the sacrifices of a broken and contrite heart, General Hamilton. Is your heart grieved that you have done this?”

“It is.” Hamilton nodded as he spoke. “I had no desire to kill Colonel Burr when we rowed out to Weehawken. But it was obvious that he had every intention of killing me. If I had thrown away my shot, I am sure he would have demanded another round of fire, and another. I could see my death in his eyes, and I killed him to save my own life. I was thinking of my wife and children at that moment, more than anything. I wanted to live for their sakes, and the only way to do that was for me to pull the trigger.”

The Bishop sighed and rose from his seat, staring out the window into the busy New York streets. He remained silent for a long moment, and then spoke again.

“I cannot absolve you from this, General Hamilton,” he said. “But you can atone for what you have done, I think. You say that the Vice President fired first, and that he intended to kill you. Were you struck?”

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “The bullet grazed my side. An inch or two more, and it would have gone through my vitals.”

“Then God spared you for a reason,” Moore said. “His purpose for your life is not yet accomplished. Redemption remains possible. I would say to you, though—do not squander the second chance you have been given! Humble yourself before the Lord and seek His purpose for the life that remains to you. God does not hide His will from us, Alexander. If he has some object you are intended to achieve, He will lay it before you. Be attentive and listen for His voice. I do not think the gates of heaven are shut before you because of this one act.”

Hamilton nodded and rose with a groan. The wound was positively throbbing now, as if someone was jabbing him in the side with a red-hot iron poker.

“Are you well, General?” the bishop asked. “Do you need me to call you a carriage?”

“I will be fine,” Hamilton said. “The wound is painful, but not serious. My home is not far distant; I prithee come and visit me soon. Help me seek the will of Christ for the rest of my life.”

“I will gladly do that,” said Moore. “The Son of Man came to seek and to save that which was lost; how can I do any less? And you, neglect not the Lord’s house on Sundays!”

“I’ll be here as often as I can,” said Hamilton. “That I promise.”

With that he rose and made his way to the door, grateful he had brought his walking stick. The late afternoon skies were bright and clear; the day had gone from pleasantly warm to uncomfortably hot, and Hamilton’s vision was swimming. As he made his way up the street, he saw people pointing and whispering. The word of Burr’s death had spread like wildfire through the city, thanks to the intense competition between political newspapers. He was not afraid; he had braved angry mobs all over New York when he squared off against the powerful Clinton faction during the battle to ratify the new U.S. Constitution in the summer of 1788. Besides, Alex knew that Burr was not as popular with New Yorkers as he had been a few years previously—the man’s constantly shifting political allegiances had disillusioned many of his supporters. 

“Hamilton!” a familiar voice called. It was Nathaniel Pendleton, his second from the duel. “Egad, Alex, are you all right? You look as white as a sheet!”

“I am well enough, Nathaniel,” he said, “but I am very weary, and this wound is paining me. Will you walk with me to my door?”

“Gladly,” his friend said. “The city is all abuzz regarding yesterday’s duel. Burr’s faction is trying to paint you as a murderer, but most people don’t seem to be giving credit to that idea. The fact that he shot first, and struck you, shows that you acted in self-defense. I think you will have no legal worries.”

“That is comforting,” Hamilton said. “I wish my own conscience would let me off as easily. I tell you, Nathaniel, as dangerous as Burr was, I still would undo this entire confrontation if I could. The Vice President’s death is on my hands, morally speaking, even if I am not legally culpable.”

“You said nothing of Burr that was not true,” Pendleton told him.

“I know,” Hamilton said. “The man was dangerously ambitious. But I wish there had been another way to end our dispute. Here, help me up the steps, please.”

They had arrived at Hamilton’s house as they spoke, but Alex found he simply did not have the energy to mount the few steps up to the front door. Pendleton took him by the arm and let Alex lean on him. Eliza was already opening the door by the time they got to the top step.

“Alex!” she said, and he could tell she had been weeping while he was gone. “Heart of mine, are you well?”

He summoned up the strength to smile, even though the room was spinning all around him. Her eyes anchored him, and his love for her was like a lifeline in a storm.

“I am absolutely fine, my love,” he said, and then his legs buckled and he fell headfirst into the front corridor. He was saved from smashing his face on the floor only by Eliza catching him and breaking his fall.

“Mister Pendleton, please fetch us a doctor!” she exclaimed. “Junior! James! Help me get your father into bed!”

Hamilton protested feebly as his wife and sons half carried him up the stairs, but he no longer had the strength to stand alone. Alex Junior held him upright as Eliza stripped off his waistcoat and shirt. Both were stained with blood, and his bandage was soaked.

“Whatever it was, it could have waited!” Eliza snapped. “You have reopened your wound. Now lie back and be still. James, get me hot water and more clean kerchiefs.”

“I will be fine, I am sure,” Hamilton said, and then darkness closed in around him.

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

ARTICLE FROM The New York Daily Post, July 13, 1804:

Gen. Hamilton Gravely Ill from Wound Inflicted in Duel

Alexander Hamilton, late Sec’y of State, is reported to be in grave danger due to an infected wound sustained from the pistol of Vice President Aaron Burr, who was killed by the General’s return fire. Hamilton’s wife and children are gathered by the General’s side, and doctors report that he has been unconscious for the last few days, with a high fever. Medicines administered have thus far been ineffective and attempts to bleed him have been rebuffed by his family, who say that he lost too much blood from his injury for such treatment to be efficacious. Citizens of New York are gathering at local churches to pray for the General’s speedy recovery; to which the author of this article adds his own fervent good wishes and prayers. The Post will update its readers as developments warrant.

Eliza Hamilton gently wiped her husband’s brow with a cool, wet cloth. The fever had begun while he was out on his foolish errand, trying to atone for the guilt he felt because of the duel. When he collapsed in the foyer of their Wall Street home, his brow was already hot to the touch. The wound was inflamed and red; doctors had recommended cauterizing it, but she felt that such a drastic treatment so close to his heart might endanger his health even further. As for bleeding—she failed to understand how you could improve the condition of someone who had already lost a good deal of blood by taking even more. Not to mention Alex had a horror of being bled; he was convinced George Washington’s doctors had hastened the President’s end by draining far too much of his vital fluid after he fell ill.

Instead, she had poured the strongest whiskey she could find over the wound, and then focused on keeping it cleaned. She had found several small bits of cloth from Hamilton’s coat which the bullet had carried into his flesh and had plucked those out with a pair of tweezers. The redness around the wound was beginning to fade, but the fever continued.

She knelt by the bed and prayed earnestly, begging the Lord to restore her husband to her. For all his faults, Alexander was the most perfect man she had ever met, and she knew that there was much good that he could still do for his country if God spared him from this ordeal. Her tears dampened the sheets as she begged for her husband’s life, but Alex continued to toss and turn in his fevered dreams, sometimes aware of his surroundings, sometimes not. The children came and went, but she only left her husband’s bed when the two youngest needed her attention.

As for Hamilton, he felt as if he were drifting; one moment burning hot, the next freezing cold. At times he was vaguely aware of Eliza or one of the children beside him; at other times he remained adrift inside his own mind. He was unaware of the passage of time, but on the third day he reached the crisis of his illness: his body’s resistance was low, the infection had not yet begun to recede, and the thread of his life was stretched and frayed to the limit. He was unaware of all this; in his mind he was simply floating on a pillow of warm, comfortable darkness.

Suddenly he opened his eyes and found himself in a familiar place. He was standing under the shaded porch at Mount Vernon, overlooking the green lawn that sloped down to the Potomac as it lazily wound east and south to the Chesapeake. But all was silent; no birds sang in the shrubs, no slaves worked in the fields. He yearned to hear the familiar voice of George Washington, the man who had found Hamilton as a poor immigrant captain of militia and raised him to be his chief staff officer, but even in his fever dream he remembered that Washington was dead, gone nearly five years now. He did not anticipate the voice that suddenly sounded from behind him, but he recognized it instantly.

“Hullo there, Alex!” John Laurens said cheerfully. “I’ve been waiting a long time for the chance to talk with you.”

In all his life, Hamilton had never had a closer friend than John Laurens. The tall, young son of a South Carolina planter had served on Washington’s staff with Alex for several years, and the two of them had spent countless hours talking, drinking, chasing women, and planning their futures together. While Hamilton had never been sexually drawn to men—in fact, the concept repulsed him—the love he had borne for Laurens was in some ways greater than the love he felt for his dear Eliza. Uncluttered by carnality, it was simply pure affection for a kindred spirit, a young man who embodied everything the fatherless immigrant Hamilton had yearned to become. Laurens was already elegant, cultured, and wealthy when they met; Hamilton was poor, awkward, and desperate to prove himself greater than the squalid background he had risen from. They had bonded from the moment they met—and losing John in a meaningless skirmish at the end of the war had crushed Alex like no other loss in his life, save that of his son years later.

Laurens had died almost a year after the Battle of Yorktown, a few months before the Treaty of Paris had ended the war. Alex still recalled the stunned disbelief he had felt as he read the letter informing him of John’s death; he had stared at the words on the page for the better part of an hour, his mind frantically trying to reorganize the sentences so that they said anything other than the grim message that assaulted his eyes. Since that day, he had never allowed himself to feel that level of brotherly affection toward any other human being. He could not tolerate the thought of feeling such deep pain a second time.

“You’re dead, John,” he said finally.

Laurens laughed, a sweet laugh of pure amusement that seemed to make the very sun in the sky shine brighter.

“Of course I am dead, my dear friend!” he said. “I’m as dead as British bullets and bayonets could make me. But surely you have not fallen into the trap of believing that death is the end of all existence, have you?”

Alex stared in disbelief a moment longer, and then lunged forward and caught Laurens up in his arms, embracing his old friend and laughing as he did so. He knew not if he was dead or alive, and at this moment he did not care. Laurens, the brother he had chosen rather than the one who had been born from his mother, was with him again at last, and that was all that mattered.

After a moment, he let John go and looked at him again. Those cool blue eyes stared back at him with that same amused affection that Hamilton had seen a hundred times in Washington’s headquarters as they slaved away, helping the General run a mutinous, barefoot army and fight an impossible war against the most powerful nation on earth.

“Does this mean I am dead, too?” Hamilton finally asked.

“Not yet,” Laurens said. “And maybe not at all. You are very ill, and right now you have one foot in each world. That’s why you can see and hear me. I have a message for you; that’s why I summoned you here, to this place we both loved.”

“A message?” Hamilton said. “What message is that?”

“A storm is coming, Alex,” said Laurens. “Look, even now it approaches!”

Hamilton turned his gaze to the river and saw a line of black clouds sweeping across the sky from south to north, obliterating the spring sunshine. Red lightning arced through it, leaving trails of sparks across the clouds. Booming peals echoed from it, but they sounded more like cannon fire than thunder. As the lightning grew brighter, Hamilton fancied he could see silhouettes in the clouds, the forms of soldiers locked in grisly combat in the sky. A tornado of fire swept across Mount Vernon, blasting the barn and outbuildings to splinters. It roared toward them, and the great manor house itself began to disintegrate. Trees were uprooted and the ground scorched and turned black where the firestorm touched. Alex cried out in fear and shock, and the vision winked out in a second. The sun was shining again; spring had returned, the grass was green, and the buildings stood as pristine as before.

“War,” said Laurens. “A horrible, brutal war that will kill hundreds of thousands of Americans, leaving great cities in flames and dividing the country for decades even after it is over and done. It will not come in your lifetime, but your children will live to see it, and some of your grandsons may die in it.”

“A civil war?” Alex said. “What am I to do about it?”

“You have to prevent the war by removing its cause,” said Laurens. “The wicked institution of slavery will be the fundamental cause of this dreadful conflict. You must eliminate slavery in America before it takes root any further. There isn’t much time, Alex! If this is not accomplished within the next decade, it will be too late. I don’t like dropping this burden on you, old chum, but you are the only one who can do it.”

Hamilton stared at his old friend, aghast at the implications of what Laurens had told him. He thought hard for a few moments, and then spoke.

“Why me?” he finally said. “I’m from New York; the Southerners detest me already, and certainly don’t trust me.”

“Better you than a New Englander,” said Laurens with a wry grin. “Actually, Alex, it has to be you because there is no one else. No other national leader who commands the political resources you do is untouched by the scourge. Jefferson and Madison—both are hopelessly sold out to the slave labor system, especially Jefferson. John Adams is an old man, and a spent force politically. You are the only remaining Federalist of sufficient stature, and it will have to be a Federalist who does this—the Republicans’ chief strength is in the South, with the slavers. You will have to become President, of course. Only from that office can you wield the power that will be required to make the Southern states see reason. I would start with Virginia, if I were you. South Carolina is far too dependent on slavery, but if Virginia leads, much of the South will be inclined to follow.”

Alex sat down in one of the wooden chairs that lined the porch and buried his face in his hands.

“I don’t know that I can do it,” he said. “The Federalist Party is dying; right now, I am the only thing holding it together. Jefferson has adopted so many of our former positions we are reduced to a petulant voice, crying in the wilderness, often condemning the very positions we once supported, for no other reason than the fact that the President espouses them!”

Laurens shrugged playfully.

“I can’t help you there, dear brother,” he said. “I am no politician. I never rose higher in elective office than the South Carolina state house. But there is someone here who can.”

Hamilton saw a shadow fall across his line of vision and turned around to see who was approaching. There stood George Washington, not the white-haired old man whose ill-fitting dentures had made his last years as President an exercise in misery, but the General in his prime, a regal figure who had drawn Alex into his orbit from the moment the young immigrant first laid eyes on him.

“Hello again, Mister Hamilton,” said the President. “It is good to see you, my lad.”

“Your Excellency, I—there is so much I wanted to tell you, sir,” he began. Washington had always awed Hamilton, and seeing him now, restored to youth and vigor, made him even more intimidating. His relationship with the General was complicated; in some ways Washington had been like a father to him, but they were both were proud and stubborn, and had quarreled on several occasions, exchanging bitter words that Alex now regretted. 

“You’ll have to save it, Alex, for your time among us is nearly over,” Washington told him. “Listen to me closely now. The window of opportunity for you to act is already closing. As you said, the Federalist Party—did I ever tell you, Hamilton, how much I hate the spirit of factions? And yet it seems no country can function without them! But you are right; the Federalist Party is dying. It is dying because it is divided. Many of those divisions are attributed to you. You have encouraged factions within Federalism; now it is time for you to preach unity. You are going to have to find a way to convince all those of the Federalist persuasion to rally behind you! Then you will need to appeal to as many Republicans as you can; for one faction alone cannot address this crisis. Make friends of your enemies, and allies of your adversaries. Mend your fences first, Alex, and then begin building bridges. It will take great patience, and great courage. There are more decent men in this country than you realize, and you will need the help of them all. But above all, you must become President. Only when you wield the power of the Chief Magistracy of the nation can you hope to avert the dreadful conflict that John spoke of.”

As he spoke, Washington’s form began to fade from view. Behind him, the walls of Mount Vernon began to shimmer and become translucent. Laurens laid his hand on Hamilton’s shoulder, but that touch became lighter and lighter as he, too, faded.

“Your Excellency, wait!” Hamilton cried. “There’s so much I have to ask you. I don’t even know where to begin the task you’ve set me to!”

Washington was almost gone, but his voice, now thin and tinny, still reached Hamilton’s ears.

“Find your allies where you can, from Virginia to Massachusetts!” he said. Then Washington, Laurens, and the beautiful Virginia plantation all faded from Hamilton’s vision. Alex called out after them.

“Laurens! Your Excellency! Please wait!” he said, but even his voice sounded faint and weak in his ears. He found himself weeping as his world faded back into blackness.

 

“WHO IS Papa calling for, Mother?” asked little Eliza. She was four years old; an intelligent and curious girl with her father’s wide eyes and her mother’s long dark hair. Her family called her “Lizzie” to avoid confusion with her mother.

“John Laurens was his closest friend, back during the war, sweetheart,” Eliza told her. “He was killed by the British many years ago. Your father is very sick; he is dreaming while he is half awake.”

“Was Laurens an Excellency?” the little girl asked.

“No, your father simply called him by his name,” her mother replied. “I think he may also be dreaming of President Washington. ‘Your Excellency’ was what your father always called him.”

“Is Papa going to wake up?” Eliza asked plaintively.

“Oh, my sweet Lizzie, of course he is,” her mother replied, blinking back tears. “Your father is the strongest man I have ever known; he has survived so much in his life. The fact that he’s alive is a miracle! It is a wonder he even lived long enough to come to this country, from what he told me of the island where he was born. A simple bullet scratch is not going to take him from us!”

Eliza believed that with all her heart, but she was still worried about her husband. He was ghastly pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. Beads of sweat had popped out on his brow, and parts of his shirt were starting to soak through again.

Suddenly, the import of that struck her, and Eliza leaned forward to kiss her husband’s brow. It was cool! The fever had broken at last. She smiled and hugged her little girl.

“Father’s fever has come down!” she told Lizzie. “I think the crisis is passing.”

“Good!” Lizzie said. “I want Papa to be better!”

“I want your papa to be better, too,” a faint voice came from the bed.

“Alex!” Eliza gave a small shriek of joy. Her husband’s wide, violet-blue eyes were open and looking at her with deep affection; for the first time in days, he seemed to be really seeing her.

“It seems that I’m not quite ready to enter the gates of Paradise yet,” he said. He struggled to sit up, then gave a groan and lay back down.

“Papa! I’m glad you are awake!” said Lizzie.

Hamilton reached out with one hand and gently stroked his daughter’s hair. She giggled with joy and climbed onto the bed, kissing his face repeatedly. Alex laughed at the purity of her love and concern for him. How marvelous it felt to be alive!

“Lizzie, go to the kitchen and tell cook to prepare some chicken soup,” Eliza said, lifting the little girl off the bed. “Your father needs to eat and get his strength back. He’s been through a grave ordeal.”

The four-year-old scampered off, and Eliza took her husband by the hand, grateful to see him awake and aware.

“My dearest Hamilton,” she said, “I feared I had lost you forever!”

“Apparently my wound was more serious than I realized,” he said. “How long have I been abed?”

“Four days now,” she replied. “I’ve been sick with worry!”

“You are the best and dearest of women, my love!” he said. “But I need to talk to you. I’ve been given a task, Eliza, something that I must work towards with all my might and main for whatever days I have left on this earth.”

“A task?” she said. “My dearest husband, the only task you have before you at the moment is to rest, get your strength back, and fully recover!”

Alexander Hamilton tried to sit up again and succeeded. Eliza placed another pillow behind his back to prop him up. Never a big man, he seemed shrunken somehow in the four-poster bed. His white nightshirt hung loosely on him, and his movements were slow and deliberate, the motions of a man who did not fully trust his limbs to obey his mind’s commands.

His mind raced as he regarded his wife’s smiling but still worried gaze. The vision of Laurens and Washington was still fresh and vivid in his mind. Had it been real? Or just a delusion manufactured by his fevered brain? Was the country truly headed for a calamity? Was slavery—an institution he had always despised, since witnessing its atrocities at their worst when he was a boy on St. Nevis—going to rip America apart? Or was it all just a hallucination, a fever dream born of his own ambition and desperation? 

No, he thought. Something more was at work here than illness and a deranged mind. He could not help but see the hand of the Almighty in this. Even as a child, Hamilton had believed in God. His faith in a higher power had sustained him through his abandonment by his father, the death of his mother, and all the trials of his young life. He might have died many times over during the Revolution, but even as British bullets flew around him, he had always felt a protecting hand shielding him from harm. Even the desperate grief of losing Philip could not have been borne had Hamilton’s faith not sustained both him and Eliza during those dark hours.

And the duel! If it had not been for the cry of that osprey, he might not have turned his head, shifting his body slightly as he did. Burr’s bullet might have torn through his bowels, killing him slowly but just as surely as if it had penetrated his heart. His life had been handed back to him that day, just as it was being handed back to him again now, as the infection in his body subsided. Why had he been spared, if not to fulfill a higher destiny? And what destiny could be loftier than emancipating a million poor souls from forced labor, rape, and the horrors of the lash?

“You’re right, of course,” he told his wife as she regarded him curiously. “I must finish getting well. And when I am recovered, I can begin my labors.”

“I still have no idea what you are talking about, Alex!” Eliza said.

“My dearest Eliza, best of wives and best of women,” he said with a smile. “Your husband must become President. The fate of the nation depends on it!”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, and her expression of surprise and shock was so charming that her husband laughed out loud. He laughed so long and hard it finally triggered a coughing fit. Eliza looked at him with alarm and affection.

“I think that Doctor Hosack should have another look at you,” she finally said. “I believe the fever may have addled your brain.”

“Well, please let me eat a bite and change into a clean shirt first,” Hamilton said. “I feel positively grimy.”

“Mister Hamilton!” the family cook, Mrs. Benson, proclaimed from the door. “It is good to see you up and awake, sir! I’ve made you some chicken soup.”

A tray was placed before him, and as Hamilton began to eat, the children came in one by one—Angelica, his oldest daughter, whose mind had been permanently deranged by the death of her brother Philip; Alex Junior; James; John; William Stephen; Lizzie; and even “little Phil,” only two years old—all of them anxious to see their father awake and alert again. Hamilton could feel his strength returning as the warm, rich broth filled his belly, and the smiles and laughter of his children buoyed his spirits and filled him with resolve. Whether the vision of Laurens and Washington had truly come from heaven, or from his own fevered imagination, he could not be sure. But the goal set before him was a noble one and achieving it would greatly benefit his country. In the process, he would leave behind such a legacy that his name would never be forgotten.

After two bowls of soup, he lay back and asked the children to leave for a moment. He looked down at his side and gingerly pushed the bandages aside to study the wound from Burr’s pistol ball which had nearly wound up killing him, after all. The gash was still red around the edges, but the flesh had closed up, the redness was fading, and it was no longer hot to the touch—he remembered how it had felt like a burning coal stuck between his ribs at the height of his illness.

After resting for a half hour, he asked Eliza to help him up to see if he could stand up. He was a bit wobbly on his legs, but they bore his weight well enough with the help of a cane. He stood long enough to give the servants time to change his bedding, and then carefully sat down on the edge of the bed. He certainly didn’t want to do too much, too soon! He changed into a fresh shirt and ran a comb through his hair, and then settled back into his pillows, closing his eyes but not going all the way back to sleep.

“General Hamilton?” a voice interrupted his reverie.

“Doctor!” Hamilton said. “It is good to see you again.”

“Words cannot express how overjoyed I am at your recovery,” his friend replied. “Your wife was not willing to let me carry out some of the treatments I thought you needed most, but it appears your natural constitution was strong enough to bring you through the crisis after all.”

“I appreciate your treatment, and your concern,” said Hamilton.

“Do you mind if I look you over?” the doctor asked, and Hamilton gave his assent. Hosack looked at his eyes, felt his brow, took his pulse, and then carefully examined the wound, humming and tut-tutting to himself as he did so. When he finished, he pulled up a chair and sat next to the bed, facing his patient.

“It appears your body has fought off the infection from the bullet wound,” he said. “I have seldom seen such a strong reaction to such a minor injury; in fact, I think that your condition may have been an attack of pleural fever compounded by the infection in your side. At any rate, I see no reason you should not be on your feet in another day or two.”

“That is splendid news, Doctor, and I thank you for it,” Alex replied. “While you are here, I should like to ask you something.”

“Of course, Mister Hamilton,” Hosack replied. “What would you like to know?”

“Once I recover from my current malady, do you think I will be sound enough of body and mind to resume public life?” he asked.

“I should see no reason why not,” the doctor assured him. “Are you thinking of running for office?”

“I am,” said Hamilton. “I find that my zeal for public service has overpowered my longing for domesticity.”

“You are thinking of the Senate seat left vacant by Ambassador Armstrong, perhaps?” the doctor ventured.

Hamilton hadn’t thought of that, but his mind seized upon the notion before Hosack had finished his sentence. He needed a political platform from which to move to the presidency; to establish himself as a vocal opponent to Jefferson’s policies, and to organize Federalists throughout the Union to back his candidacy. Jefferson was virtually certain to win reelection that fall; Hamilton simply did not have time to organize a campaign and a political machine in the four months remaining till the election. Besides, General Pinckney had already established himself as the Federalists’ standard bearer that fall. 

But New York’s second Senate seat had been left vacant when Jefferson appointed John Armstrong as his new Ambassador to France. The Republican faction held a slim majority in the state legislature which elected U.S. Senators, but no one knew or understood New York politics better than Alexander Hamilton. He had overcome the opposition of the State’s governor, lieutenant governor, and a hostile majority in the State Senate to secure ratification of the Constitution. Getting himself elected as the U.S. Senator from New York should be relatively easy by comparison.

“That is exactly what I was thinking of, Doctor,” he said with a gracious smile. “When I have recovered my strength, I shall begin my campaign.”

“Give yourself a week or so, General Hamilton,” the doctor said. “And keep that wound cleaned and dressed twice daily until it heals over! A relapse might prove worse than the initial infection, since your system will be weakened from fighting it off the first time.”

“Good advice, I am sure, Doctor,” said Hamilton. “I think I shall begin following it now, if you have nothing further for me?”
	“I think that is a capital idea,” Hosack said with a smile. “I shall tell your family to let you alone for a while, so that you can sleep.”

Alex smiled and settled back into his pillows, but sleep did not come to him for several hours. He had been unconscious or barely conscious for so many days his brain rebelled at the thought of returning to slumber, so instead he planned. Inside his mind, he ran through lists of his political allies, old and new, keeping a running track of favors given and owed, mentally checking off which members of the state legislature he could count on and which would need some wooing. Then he began mentally composing the lengthy newspaper essay which he would use to launch his campaign. Senator Hamilton, he thought, had a nice sound to it, and hopefully it would be a stepping-stone on the path to something even grander: the office of the presidency. Only when he had achieved that office would his real labors begin. He was still smiling when he finally faded off to sleep that evening.
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