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A Fateful Day 

On the morning of July 11, 1804, Vice President Aaron Burr stood on the shore 
of the Hudson River. He was in Weehawken, New Jersey. Across the river, the sun 
was rising over the farms and buildings of Manhattan. A small boat arrived on the 
shore at around seven. The distinguished lawyer and former secretary of the 
treasury, Alexander Hamilton, stepped out. With him were two gentlemen, one of 
them carrying a leather case. Inside the case were two dueling pistols. 

The duel was Burr’s idea, so Hamilton chose which pistol he wanted to use. 
The men assumed positions, ten paces apart. On command, each man turned and 
raised his weapon. Two shots rang out, and Hamilton fell to the ground. Burr 
seemed surprised. Did he regret what he had done? He started toward the injured 
Hamilton but was pulled to his boat. 

distinguished



Hamilton died the next day. The newspapers 
branded Burr a murderer. Ever since that day, he 
has been cast as one of history’s villains. 

Was Burr really a villain? What events 
could have led the vice president to that rocky 
shore to take the life of one of the country’s 
Founding Fathers? 

Aaron Burr 

Alexander Hamilton 

dueling pistols 

He May Have Been 
the First… 
Vice President Burr was 
not the only government 
leader to kill a man in 
a duel. In 1806, Andrew 
Jackson killed Charles 
Dickinson, who had 
insulted Jackson’s wife. 
This didn’t stop Jackson 
from being elected 
president in 1829! 

Home of the 
Brave 
There were a total 

of 16 duels in New 
York City between 1795 and 
1807. The goal in a duel 
was not to kill or injure the 
opponent but instead to 
prove one’s own bravery. 
Usually, simply the sound 
and smoke of fired pistols 
would end a dispute. 

Founding_Fathers



Ambitions 

Burr was born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1756. 
Orphaned at the age of two, Burr went to live with a 
wealthy uncle. His father and grandfather were 
ministers and college presidents. In those days, young 
men usually followed in their fathers’ footsteps. When 
Burr was 17, he graduated from the College of New 
Jersey, which is now known as Princeton University. 
His uncle sent him to Connecticut to study for 
ministry. His future seemed bright. 

Burr soon realized that he did not share the 
religious beliefs of his father. So in 1774, he 
changed professions. Instead, he studied to become 
a lawyer. This new path was not surprising. Burr 
was interested in issues such as immigrants’ rights 
and ending slavery. 

Princeton University 

The Preacher 
Burr’s grandfather 
was a famous minister 
named Jonathan Edwards 
(above). Edwards 
preached of scary things 
such as pits of fire 
that would suddenly 
swallow up sinners. He 
led a religious movement 
that swept through the 
American colonies in the 
mid-
1700s

. This movement 
is known as the Great 
Awakening. 

School Days 
Burr did not get along with 
his uncle, who was very 
strict. He tried to run away 
more than once. When Burr 
was 10, he ran off to join the 
crew of a ship as a cabin boy. 
His uncle found him and took 
him back to continue his 
schooling. 



Not all of Burr’s decisions were so simple. The struggle between working for the 
common good and satisfying his own ambition was a theme in Burr’s life. He tried to 
work for the good of his country, but he also wanted to make a name for himself. He 
craved the respect and admiration of his peers. 

Aaron Burr’s 
birthplace 

ambition
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