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Alexander Hamilton is one of the most important of America’s 
Founding Fathers, yet he and his contributions are often 
overlooked. Hard-driving, cocky, and irritating at times, he was 
also brilliant, prophetic, and generous. His was a remarkable 
life, from his stint as Washington’s key aide during the American 
Revolution to his role as the first Treasury Secretary of the 
United States. It was also a life cut tragically short in a duel 
with Aaron Burr that has created more questions than answers. 
Amazing, frustrating, fascinating, and controversial, all at the 
same time—that was Alexander Hamilton.     
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duel at dawn 
Early Wednesday morning, July 11, 1804, three men climbed 

into a small boat at William Bayard’s dock on the New York side of 
the Hudson River. When everyone was settled, the boatman’s oars 
dipped into the water. The boat headed for New Jersey.

The sun shone brightly overhead as the boat slowly made its 
way across the sparkling river. The day had dawned cool and pleas-
ant. A few birds flew overhead. As the river slowly awakened, the 
boatman’s oars splashed in the water. 

The three men in the boat were quiet. Each was lost in thought. 
One of the men, Alexander Hamilton, had been an important aide to 
General George Washington during the American Revolution. He had 
also been the first Treasury Secretary of the United States. He had 
established a new financial system for the young country. Now he was 
going to fight a duel . . . perhaps to the death. 

The other two men in the boat were Hamilton’s long-time friend 
Nathaniel Pendleton and Dr. David Hosack. Pendleton was Hamilton’s 
second in the duel. A second was like an assistant for the duelist. 

The New Jersey shoreline was near. The boat landed close to the 
village of Weehawken. Hamilton and Pendleton got out. Hosack and 
the boatman remained with the boat. 

The two men walked up a steep, narrow path until they reached 
an open area of ground surrounded by trees. Waiting for them there 
were Aaron Burr, the vice president of the United States, and William 
Van Ness, Burr’s second. 
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Hamilton and Burr nodded at each other. Their seconds gave each 
man a pistol. Hamilton raised his pistol to test the light, then pulled 
out a pair of spectacles and put them on. There was a moment’s 
quiet, then either Pendleton or Van Ness yelled, “Present.”1 

There were two shots. Hamilton’s apparently went into the trees. 
Burr’s shot struck Hamilton in the right side, just above the hip. It hit 
one of Hamilton’s ribs, struck his liver, and shattered one of the verte-
brae of his spinal column. He pitched forward and fell to the ground. 

Pendleton rushed to Hamilton. He turned him over, put his arms 
around him, and pulled him to a half-sitting position under a tree. 
Burr moved toward Hamilton, but Van Ness told him to leave. 

Pendleton called for Hosack. The doctor rushed up the path, 
brushing past Burr coming down. Van Ness was concealing Burr’s 
face with an umbrella, so Hosack did not notice him. 

Hosack reached the clearing and hurried over to Hamilton. “This 
is a mortal wound, Doctor,”2 Hamilton gasped. Silently the doctor 
agreed. He thought that Hamilton might die at any moment. 

Hosack and Pendleton carried the stricken man back to the river. 
The boatman helped put Hamilton into the boat. Then he placed the 
case with Hamilton’s dueling pistol beside him. The former Treasury 
Secretary’s eyes were closed. His breathing was raspy. 

As the boat headed back toward New York, the doctor worked on 
Hamilton. He massaged his face, lips, arms, and chest with spirits 
of hartshorn, which was then used as a stimulant. The combination 
of the vigorous massage, the hartshorn, and the cool breeze revived 
Hamilton. He half-opened his eyes and said, “My vision is indis-
tinct.”3 As he got stronger, his eyesight returned. 

Once his vision had come back, Hamilton saw the case with the 
dueling pistol in the boat. “Take care of that pistol—it is cocked! 
[ready to be fired]” Hamilton urged. “It may go off and do mis-
chief.”4 A few minutes later, Hamilton said, “Pendleton knows that 
I did not intend to fire at him.”5

Those two statements by Hamilton helped ignite a histori-
cal controversy that continues today. Did he or did he not try to 
shoot at Burr? If he did, why did he say what he did to his friend? 
Furthermore, why was Hamilton so worried when he saw the pistol? 
Was he assuming that it was still loaded? Would he have thought 
that if he had tried to shoot Burr? But if he had no intention of shoot-
ing at Burr, why did he fight the duel at all? Why did his dueling 
pistol have a special hair trigger that could be easily fired? 

These are questions that only Alexander Hamilton could have 
answered. But he was silent as his boat moved toward the New York 
shoreline. Maybe he was thinking about his amazing life. . . . 
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Aaron Burr was born in Newark, 
New Jersey, on February 6, 1756. His 
mother’s name was Esther. His father, 
the Reverend Aaron Burr, was the presi-
dent of the College of New Jersey (now 
Princeton). Aaron was a sickly baby; he 
almost died twice when he was very 
young. By the time he was around two 
years old, his parents both died, and 
he went to live with his uncle Timothy 
Edwards in Elizabethtown, New Jersey. 
Edwards beat young Aaron, several 
times causing the boy to try to run away 
from home. 

Burr entered Princeton at age thirteen, and graduated from there 
with distinction in 1772, at sixteen years old. The Revolutionary 
War started while he was in law school, and in 1775 he joined the 
Colonial Army. He retired four years later for health reasons. 

Burr was appointed attorney general of New York in 1789; 
he served as a senator from that state from 1791 to 1797. In 1800 
he ran with Thomas Jefferson of the Republican Party  (which is 
the ancestor of today’s Democratic Party) for the presidency. At 
this time, the man who got the most electoral votes was to be the 
president, and the one with the second-most the vice president. 
The other candidates were current President John Adams and his 
running mate, Charles Pinckney. Jefferson and Burr both finished 
ahead of Adams and Pinckney. Burr was clearly supposed to be 
the vice presidential choice, but when he got the same number 
of electoral votes as Jefferson, the election was thrown to the 
House of Representatives, where it was rumored that Burr was 
trying to make a political deal to become president. However, 
Hamilton’s support of Jefferson helped swing him the election. 
The Republicans, angry with Burr for almost stealing the presi-
dency from Jefferson, did not want him back in 1804. Burr then 
lost the New York governor’s race. He felt that he had lost largely 
because of Hamilton’s continued attacks on him. Eventually, 
Burr’s injured feelings led him to challenge Hamilton to a duel. 

The duel finished Burr’s political career. He then got involved 
in a mysterious scheme involving the Louisiana Territory, Spain, 
and the United States. He was arrested for treason, but was acquit-
ted in 1807. Never able to make people forget the famous duel, 
Burr died in 1836. 

Aaron Burr

Aaron Burr
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