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PREFACE 

In the brief period of seven years from 1800 to 1807, 

Aaron Burr fell from a place of high honor, his near election 

to the Presidency of the United States, to a place of disre

pute and hatred by his own countrymen. The American Republic 

at this point was still in its infancy strugglirlg for its own 

survival~ not yet certain of the success of the American ex-

periment. In spite of its youth there were men of insight in 

the United States who saw and recorded their rea.ctions to the 

events of that post-Confederation period. These men witnessed 

the life of Aaron Burr, its meteoric ascent and fall, and re-

corded their reactions for posterity. 

It is the author's purpose in this presentation to 

discuss Aaron Burr as he was seen by his own period of history 

and his own world. This objective shall be accomplished by 

examining sources contemporary to Burr and relev'ant to the 

three major areas of his life: the man, the politician, and 

the conspirator. This division of discussion has been chosen 

because the author feels that almost every part of l~ron 

Burr's life can be adapted to one of these three areas. The 

author has also found that any matter which cannot be suited 

to one of these three areas is but incidental commentary and 

has little importance for the subject at hand. 
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AARON BURR AS HIS CONTEvIPOlliiliIES SAW' HLVl 

I • AARON BURR: THE ~'IA.N 

Aaron Burr, the individual, was viewed in many differ-

ent ways by his contemporaries. No single individual saw him 

in the same way as another did. He was a man of many differ-

ent sides and colors. 

Some saw Aaron Burr as a patriot. Matthew Davis in 

his biography of Burr gave us a picture of Burr answering 

his nation's call in the American Revolution and outraged 

by the spilling of lUfierican blood. l Davis also saw Burr as 

one who was viewed as a patriot by the youth of the post

Confederation period because he had fought along side their 

fathers in the .American Revolution. 2 William Van Ness con-

sidered Burr a zealous patriot who sought only the best in

terests of the Republic in his actions. 3 

In opposition to those who depicted Burr as a patriot, 

others conceived of his actions as arising out of interests 

1. Matthew Davis, The Memoirs of Aaron Burr, 2 vols. (New 
York: Harper & Brothers, 1836), I, 58. 

2. Ibirl., II, 56. 

3. ',Villiam Peter Van Ness, Examination of the Various 
Charges Exhi bi ted Against Aaron Burr (New York: 'Nard & 
Gould, 1803) , p. 23. 
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other than patriotism. John ';).uincy was one of thi s group. 

When Burr was involved in the Revolutionary \Var, he was de-

tennined to accompany Arnold to Canada in spite of his ill 

health. Adams questioned Burr's motives and believed his 

determination did not arise from honest patriotism but from 

other motives. 4 

Others saw Burr as fundamentally a liberal. Burr's 

liberalism expressed itself in three manifestation in addi-

tion to his attitude on women and their rights and place. 

The first was his support of the French Revolution and 

French System. Davis noted that Burr's support of the 

French Revolution brought him into conflict wi th iYashing

ton's Administration because of its neutral atti.tude to

ward the new French government. 5 Hamilton referred to 

Burr's praise of the ]:"rench system for "unshackling the 

mind and leaving it to its natural energies •••• n6 

A second manifestation of Burr's liberalism. was his 

atti tude toward slavery. ~Nhile serving in the N81.v York 

State Assembly, he proposed an amendment to a bill before 

the Assembly which called for the gradual aboli iii on of slav

ery in New York state. His amendment called for immediate 

4. Charles F. Adams (ed.), The Memoirs of John ~uinc Adams, 
12 vols. (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1874-77 , IX, 
434. 

5. Davis, I, 327. 

6. Henry Cabot LOdge (ed.), 'rhe Works of .. Uexander Hamilton, 
12 vols., Federal Edition (New York: G-:-"p.Putnam's Sons, 
1904), X, 415. 
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abolition. So Burr was almost considered an abolitionist. 

But at the same time, Burr held slaves himself. Yet, in 

spite of this fact, his liberal attitude prevailed in that 

his slaves were taught to read and write. 

A third liberal expression was Burr's support of the 

opening of Senate sessions to the public. For several years 

after the commencement of the new goverllillent, the Senate had 

held all sessions behind closed doors. Burr, it. was recorded, 

favored opening the legislative operations of the Senate to 

the view of the public. 7 

There was a third side to the man Burr which his con-

temporaries al so saw. He was a man of mystery. Robert rrroup 

referred to Burr as "an enigma that we cannot decypher.,,8 

Mrs. Abigail l\dams viewed Burr and his life as enveloped in 

mysteries of many sorts. 9 William Plumer saw the mysterious 

aspect as a strong, dominant part of Burr's character, and 

he continued to state that Burr had carried the encompass

ment of his affairs by mystery to extremes. IO 

Burr's contemporaries also saw in him qualities of 

---------------------------.~--"".-.- .. -...•.. --
7. 

8. 

9. 

Davis, I, 249, 403, 407. 

Charle~. R. King (ed.), rrhe Life and. CO.:Fe§..l29~:g~.!l~~.~ 
Rufus King, 6 vol s " Let t er-Pre ss Edi tl. on (New York: G . 
P. Putnam's Sons, 1894-98), III, 459. 

CollectioI}..lLP!.-..1.il~. EIassa9huset~!3_lIist01'J.cal ,societz: 
Fifth Series, 10 vols. {Boston: Mass. Historical 
Society, 1871-88), IV, 494. 

10. Everett Somerville Brown (ed.), William Plumer's Memo
randum of Proceedin s in the United States Senate 1803-
1807 Ne'/l York: M:acmillan Co., 1 923), p. 54:0. 
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both strength and weakness, assets and liabilities, and so 

on. On the strength or asset side of the ledger, there are 

five elements: (I) his ancestry and name, {2} his mind, 

(3) his Personal magnatism, l4} his speaking abilities, and 

(5) his legal ability. 

Burr did possess a famous ancestry and nmne which 

served as a great source of advancement in his life by 

"opening doors," influencing votes, etc. John Adams con-

sidered Burr's ancestry as pious and virtuous and felt that 

directly because of his lineage Burr had secured an addi

tional 100,000 votes in the Election of 1800.11 Hamilton 

believed Burr used his illustrious name for his advantage. 12 

Burr's greatest Quality, as seen by this period, was 

his mind. His mind was said to be very analytical. l':atthew 

Davis remarked that Burr'S mind, while not comprehensive, 

was Itacute, analytical, prespicacious, discriminating, ••• 

and quick to conceive things in detail • ,,13 It was also . . . 
believed that his mind had a great power of concentration. 

Davis stated that while Burr was at Haverstraw, over sixteen 

hours of his day ,,'lere consumed in study. At another point 

Matthew Davis saw Burr as capable of intense application of 

11. Lester J. Cappon (ed.), The Adams-Jef.f.~~p L~tters, 2 
vols. (Chapel Hill, Korth Carolina: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1959), 11,399. 

12. Lodge (ed.), X, 22. 

13. Davis, II, 19. 
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ilis power .14: John .Javi s CO]1.'llent ed tha t Burr l1is capable of 

yielding undivided attention to a single object ofpursuit.ul5 

This wouhl also indicate concentration of Burr's mental pow-

ers. Ha.:nil ton not ed that ]urr's mind was imaginati'Ve but 

that this imagination was not free from whimsies, and he even 

went so far as to call Burr a visionary.16 

.A special area of Burr's mind was his love of litera-

ture. Jeremy Benthan commented that he met Burr largely 

through Burr's interest in Bentham's works. 17 John Davis 

considered Burr an individual who was well versed in the 

literary areas and who desired to cultivate literature in 

others. 18 

A third area of strength for Burr was his personal 

magnatism. lmtthew Davis believed Burr possessed a tremen

dous ability for attracting people to him, ps.rticularly young 

people, and that Burr's friends were extremely loyal.l9 

A fourth asset which Burr possessed was his speaking 

ability. From all quarters BUrr was praised as an excellent 

speaker. Nathaniel Hazard in 1791 reported that Burr fthas 

an Address not resistable by cornmon Clay; he has Penetration 

--------------------------,---,-_ .. _.-
14. Ibid., I, 219, 58. 

15. John Vance Cheney (ed.), rrravels of John Davis in the 
United States of America, 1798-1802, 2 vols. (Boston: 
printed privately for Bibliophile Society, 1910), I, 41. 

16. Lodge (ed.), X, 415. 

17. John Bowring (ed.), The \Vorks of Jeremy Benthrun, 11 vols. 
eNew York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1962), X, 1808. 

18 • Chen ey (ed.), I, 43. 

19. Davis, II, 55-56. 
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Fire, incessant Perseverance, animately active execution 

«20 li:atthew Davis observed the very persuasive 

ability and power of condensation which Burr POss!3ssed in 

his public speaking. 21 

6 

An integral part of Burr's speaking achievement was 

his ability as a conversationalist. Plumer had much to tell 

us on this matter. Burr's conversation, as Plu..'?'Jl!3r witnessed 

it, was on the surface quite clear and explicit, but at the 

same time it was indefinite. Burr was a master of manipula-

ting words to mean what he wanted them to mean. He possessed 

the talent of apparently making an opinion on a subject but 

in reality not doing so.22 

A final ability which Burr possessed was his legal 

apti tude. Burr's capacity as a lawyer was strf3ssed by both 

I·!Iatthew Davis and John 0avis. Matthew Davis presented Burr 

as one whose qualifications for the legal profession were 

earned by his own endeavors even to overcoming the prejudice 

existent against him by the established legal profession. 23 

John Davi s suggested that Burr V/aS the greatest lawyer of 

the period. He was unrivaled, brilliant, and while "the most 

20. Harold C. Syrett (ed.), The Pa ers of hlexanderHarnil ton, 
g vols. (New York: Columbia Uni versi ty Press, 1961-65 , 
IX, 537. 

21. DaviS, I, 406. 

22. Brown {ed.}, p. 518. 

23. Davis, I, 240. 
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skilled of any [;len in the practice, he was al so the most 

eloquent • 1124 

In spite of Burr's many abilities and assets, there 

were also many liabilities which were noted. Burr's great-

est liability, as }.latthew Davis saw it, was his credulous-

ness; he was easily deceived. He thus became the target 

for anyone who would take advantage of him. 25 .AS if in re-

buttal to Davis, Henry Clay viewed Burr himself as deceptive 

in nature. ':'{hile Burr was in Kentucky, Clay believed Burr 

innocent of all charges of treason against him. But upon 

arrival in Washington, Clay, finding public opinion against 

Burr, believed Burr had deceived him. 26 

Closely related with :3urr's deceptive nature was his 

cunning. Plu."Uer suggested that Burr was not only cunning 

but that he had even constructed a reputation for being cun

ning. 27 Hamilton affirmed this statement of fault and at a 

much earlier date. 28 

A third liability, which many believed to be Burr'S 

greatest fault, was his unlimited ambition. John:::;,uincy 

Adams remarked that "ambition of military fame, ambition of 

24. Cheney (ed.), I, 41, 44. 

25. Davis, II, 56. 

26. Jarnes F. Hopkins {ed.}, 'The Papers of Henry Clay, 3 
vols. (Lexington, Kentucky: University of Kentucy 
Press, 1959-63), I, 280. 

27. Brovnl {ed.}, pp. 516, 540. 

28. Lodge (ed.), X, 417. 
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conquest over female virtue, was the duplicate passion. 

•• f! of Burr's 1ife. 29 Adams believed that it was ambition 

which eventually destroyed Burr. 50 J. Hale cons:tdered Burr's 

opposition to the Federalist Party to have arisen from ambi

tion. 51 Plumer suggested that ambition was the real moving 

force in Burr's life. 52 Clay narrated that Burr became "the 

tool 8..7J.d instrumen t of unprincipled ambition . • n53 

Writing to Albert Gallatin, John Bado1let regretted that 

there Sl10uld exist such ambition as Burr possesEied in a na

tion so young. 34 Hamilton, more than others, di.scussed 

Burr's ambitious nature at great length. Burr's only source 

of action was his ambition. Hamilton felt that Burr's ambi-

tion would drive him to go beyond that w11ich either party 

would allot to him and seek higher honors, namely permanent 

power and wealth. 55 

Another area of liability was Burr's alleged lack of 

integrity. .dale believed Burr to be less politically honest 

29. C. F. Adams (ed.), IX, 435. 

50. Ibid,., p. 429. 

31. King led.), III, 5? 2. 

32. Brown (ed.), p. 440. 

33. Hopkins {ed.), I, 352. 

34. Gayle T'hornbrough led.), The Correspondenoe of John 
Badollet and Albert Gallatin, 1804-1856, uIndiana His
torical Society Publications, H Vol. X:XII (Indianapolis, 
Ind.: Indiana :-listorica1 Society, 1963), p. ?2. 

55. Lodge (ed.), X, 402, 395, 39? 
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than Jefferson. 56 Hamilton concurred and held that not even 

Burr's friends would venture to defend his honesty, and that 

his integrity was seriously lacking. 57 

Concerning Burr's principles, which could be connected 

wi th his lack of integrity, Hamilton stated on s:everal occa-

sions that BUrr had no principles to control or limit his 

ambitions or desires. 58 Others tended to agree with Hamil-

ton in that there was no restraining force or principles to 

contain Burr and his goals. Plumer related that neither 

man-made nor divine laws had any restraining afj~ect on 

Burr. 39 Abigail Adams considered Burr an indivldual who 

had offended his religion and faith by his actions. 40 In 

agreement with Plumer was John ::,1uincy Adams who stated that 

Burr possessed no "sense of responsibility to a moral Gov

ernor of the universe."4l 

A final liability, in addition to these others which 

Burr's contemporaries noted and which many of them also faced, 

was the poor state of his finances. This problem seemed to 

haunt Burr's entire life; he was in a perpetual state of 

36. King (ed.), III, 372. 

37. Lodge (ed.), X, 406, 22. 

38. Ibid., pp. 20-21, 387, 402, 405, 417. 

39. Brown (ed.), p. 213. 

40. Stewart :.:i tchell (ed.), New Letters of Abigail Adams 
(Boston: Houghton Eifflin Co., 1947), p. 266. 

41. C. F. Adams (ed.), IX, 429. 
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bankruptcy. His financial state was beyond help, as Hamil

ton expressed, except through the pillage of his own coun

try.42 i\. rumor reported that the marriage of Burr 1 s daughter, 

Theodosia, to Joseph Alston was arranged by Burr for the 

wealth ~~l.lston possessed. 43 The truth of this rumor mieht 

be Ciuestioned, but it Ifcust be noted that the problems with 

finances was a haunting specter for Burr which be tried in 

many ways to escape. 

'rurning to more general observations concerning 

Burr's personality and character as a unit or whole, John 

'~uincy i-dams admi tted that Burr was an extraordinary in-

dividual which only New England could have created. But he 

al so considered Burr a type which the nation would soon like 

to forget and bury forever. 44 Bentham found Burr filled with 

facts of interest. 45 Clay saw himself unable to entertain 

the same vievls as those which Burr held46 and further stated 

that "no man entertains a more despicable opinion of Aaron 

Burr t 'rlan _T do. n47 B . d d d· ti . h d ~ ~ urr was conSl ere 18 neU:1.8 e ano 

celebrated by John Davis. 48 Plumer saw Burr as an 

42. Lodge (ed. ) , -,-
-'>.. , 392. 

43. King (ed. ) ) III, 459. 

44. C. ]' . Adams (ed • ) , L(, 429. 

45. Bowring (ed. ) , X, 1808. 

46. Hopkins (ed. ) ) I, 273. 

4'7. Ibid. , p. 362. 

48. Cheney (ed. ) ) I, 41. 
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extraordinary individual. 49 

Hamilton's attitude toward Burr can be described only 

as one of vehemence. ~l..n interesting note is that while the 

atti tude of other individuals tOVlard Burr changed and altered 

as the years passed, Hamilton's attitude remained basically 

the same. Hamilton continually viewed Burr as a traitor an~ 

a usurper. In 1792 he referred to Burr as an f1e:mbryo-Caesar,1f 

and in 1800 he saw Burr as "the Catiline of America." He 

recorded that Burr was unable to display any of the quali

ties of a true statesman and was actually inferior to Jef

ferson in ability.50 

rrhe man Burr, which has been discussed above, was 

seen as a man of many different sides and flavors by his 

contemporaries. He was viewed by a large group as a mys

tery, a man difficult to understand or comprehend in his 

O\Affi times. He was accepted as a man whose natural endow

ments were greater than those of most men but whose gifts 

were subverted by the weaknesses of his character and the 

flaws of his life. By all rights Burr should have been 

recorded as one of the great men of the early American 

period; but due to the faults which his contemporaries 

saw he was not so recorded. His life was seen by his pe

riod of history as not yielding greatest but yi.elding the 

fruits of evil and corruption. 

49 • :a I' own (ed.), p. 213 • 

50. Lodge (ed.), X, 22, 392, 402, 417. 



II. AARON BURR: THE POLITICIAN 

Of the two great periods in Aaron Burr's life, the 

political period extending for some twenty years is one 

which has been largely neglected by con temporary scholars 

in the examination of Burr. ]''xceptions to this rule do 

exist; some have examined the political aspects of Burr's 

life, but these have been either parts of general biogra

phies51 or as portions of larger works on Nlleriean poli

tics. 52 

Burr's entry into the political arena was marked in 

1784 by his election to the New York State Assembly. 

:.:atthew Davis at this point saw two principal political 

qualities emerge as Burr served as a legislator. First, 

he was active in the workings of the legislature. For 

example, 1:Iatthew "Javis !nentionecl that I=\urr v.-as appointed 

and served as chairnan of a joint cornmittee to revise the 

laws of Hew York. Secondly, he vras characterized as a de-

fender of the peoI;le's rights. This defense was revealed 

in i3urr's opposition to the Mechanics Bill. This legislation 

51. Cf. Nathan Schachner, Aaron Burr (New York: F. Stockes 
Co., 1937). 

'T">. .... -L~ _~ ___ irt1 t""Ir.'TTO_ 
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would have given the mechanics union sway over the officials 

of New York City through the un1' on I s 1 - andholdings in New York 
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would have given the mechanics union sway over the officials 

of New York City through the union's landholdings in New York 

which they would be allowed to hold in perpetuity. Since 

land was the source of political power through the franchise 

property qualifications, the mechEnii cs would have exerted 

lJTICIU8 influence in New Yorl{ City with the passage of this 

rroposal. By hi s rNd stance to t21i s bill, Burr stood, in 

Davis' opinion, as a ohampion of the people's rights. This 

quality was also suggested in Burr's objeotion to the new 

national constitution which he felt would strip the states 

of sovereignty •. 

While r.latthew Davis recorded these two qualities of 

Burr's tenure as a state legislator, he did not see Burr as 

a partisan politician. Burr tried to remail, above politics. 53 

Davis stated that Burr's "ambition, at this time, was not 

political; or, if it was, he had determined to smother it 

t until a more convenient season. 1 ,,54 

b.fter some three years as attorney-general of New 

York State, the second great milestone of Burr'S political 

career was manifested in his election as United States Sena

tor from New York in 1791. Burr's a bili ty whi(}I1 was demon

strated during his term in the state legislatUJre was also 

apparent in the six years he served in the Senate. Some 

53. Davis, I, 249, 251, 286, 285. 

54. Ibid., p. 249. 
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said that Burr and his senior Senator, Rufus King, offered 

New York a higher cali ber of representation than t.he repre

sentatives of any other state of the Union. 55 It was also 

apparent, as Matthew 0avis noted, that the journals of 

Congress give sufficient evidence that Burr was very active 

in service through his work on committees usually as chair

man. He was also chairman of the committee of t.hree which 

drafted the Senate's reply to the President's annual mes

sage. im indication of his ability and activity revealed 

itself in his great interest in the matters of the State 

Departmen t in whose files, r.Tatthew Davis recorded, he spent 

much ti;l1e informing himself of the state of foreiel l affairs 

l1ntj 1 he v>'as denied access to those files by the admini stra

tion. 56 

Burr as a United States Senator was also seen as a 

conscientious public servant who stood by what he believed 

to be right. This quality was shown in several cases, all 

of which Mat;thew 0avis was careful to make note. First was 

his opposition to the "Frontier Protection Bill" which he 

believed had several undesirable featuref; for the people of 

the Southwest 'rerri tory. On the basi s of these obj ectionable 

traits Burr 'y.TaS instrumental in preventing the bil1 1 s passage 

on the third reading. Second, in spite of his personal 

55. Cheney (ed.), I, 43. 

56. Davis, I, 359, 331. 
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involvement with Chief Justice John Jay, Burr strongly 

opposed the nomination of that individual as minister to 

the Court of St. James and the treaty which came from Jay's 

mission. A third example was his stand on the seating of 

Al bert Gallatin in the Senate. Gallatin, born in Sv/i tzer

land, had not been a ci tizen of the l.Jni ted States for the 

nine years required by the Consti'tution as a prerequisite 

for the office of United States Senator. Upon G,allatin 1 s 

appearance in Washington to claim his seat in the Senate, 

several Senators rose to protest his being seated by ap

pealing to the Constitutional qualification. Though real

izing he was in conflict with the Constitution, Burr stood 

by his beliefs and supported Gallatin. 57 

The relationship of partisan politics to Burr was 

totally different eluring his senatorship fron hls servlce 

in the New York Assembly. Matthew Davi s saw Burr as an 

unwilline partisan. Burr, according to Davis, was vir

tually forced into t.he partisan jungle by the controversy 

over the ballot canvass in the New York gubernatorial elec

tion of 1792. It had been Burr's desire to remain neutral 

in the matter, not wishing to become involved in party af

fairs. Problems arose after the election which forced Burr 

to align himself along partisan lines with the Republicans. 

Following the election both Burr and Rufus King were asked 

57. Ibid., pp. 360, 407-408, 409,406. 
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by New York State to hand down their opinions concerning 

the legality of votes in certain counties in New York. 

After conferring, Burr and King differed in their opinion, 

King supporting the Federalist and Burr supporting the Re

publican viewpoint in the issue. Burr proposed that neither 

should publish their views on the legality of the votes 

since they could not agree. King, refusing Burr's propo-

sition, publicized his opinions on the matter. This action 

forced BUrr to make his own views known and support the 

Republican cause. This brought Burr into the Republican 

camp where he remained for the balance of his political 

career. 58 

By the latter part of 1792, Burr had achleved some 

recognition as a partisan politician. There was some dis-

cussion that he would be the Republican Vice-Presidential 

candidate in the Election of 1792. 59 Rufus King believed 

that Burr ViaS seeking and working for that candidacy. 50 

Political recoe;nition also gives rise to criticism 

and political assault. Leading members of the Republican 

Party considered Burr too young and inexperi enc'3d to aid 

the Republican cause by standing for the office of Vice-

President, as James 1Ionroe related in a letter to James 

_______ ~ __ -__ .--_ ... ....-.. ... _.~ ___ ... , ... _~._-_'_"-'" __ ..... __ .... ---.11--.. -- .. -.. _. ___ __ _ 
58. 

59. 

~., pp. 332-33. 

Stanislaus Murray Hamilton (ed.), The VTrit~s of James 
Monroe, 7 vols., Letter-Press Edition (New York: cr:--r. 
Putnam's Sons, 1903), I, 242. 

50. King (ed.), I, 430. 
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Madison. 6l It was at this point that Hfu'1lilton's opposition 

to 3urr began, as he stated that he felt "it to be a re

ligious duty to oppose ••. n Burr and his career. 62 Hamil

ton gave the impression that his opposition to Burr began as 

the result to the latter's support of George Clinton, who 

was at this time the Republican candidate for the Vice

Presidency in 1792. 63 Others represented Burr as desiring 

to attack and destroy the institutions and creations which 

the Federalists and Hamilton had established. 64 

The most tragic event for the Federalist Party in the 

United States was the Election of 1800 which vau.lted Jeffer

son into the Presidency and threw the Federalists out of the 

National Executive Office. :Matthew Davi s viewed Burr as 

playing a laree and almost singularly important role in lay

ing the basis and the preparation for this revolution in 

American politics. Davis presented a picture that Jefferson 

could never have achieved the Presidency without New York 

State and New York State would not have svrung into the Re

publican ca~p except for the actions and energies of Aaron 

Burr. 

First, Matthew Davi s attested that Burr vms very 

61. Hamilton (ed.), I, 243. 

62. Lodge (ed.), X, 20. 

63. ~., pp. 19-20. 

64. Syrett (ed.), VII, 615. 
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involved in creating the Republican Party organization in 

New York State in preparation for the election. Under his 

guidance in the New York State Assembly, the Re.:)ublicans 

finally secured a bank, the :,lanhattan Company, t.hrough which 

they could counteract th e influence of the two great Feder

alist banks in New York City. It is interesting to note 

that v/11ile .oavis exhi bi ted Burr aidine; in the creation of 

the Manhatta.l1 Company solely for the party's cause, 65 

James Cheetham considered Burr's motives to be entirely 

for his own interests. 66 

The next problem of party organization wllich Burr 

faced, as :Javis regarded it, was party unity ani harmony. 

Burr achieved thi s by appealing to the discordant elements 

to unite and "rescue the country from LFederalisq mis

rule. no7 Burr spared no effect to bring unity: meetings 

were held frequently to discuss the success of the party. 

Davis contended that "the triumph of the party, as a whole, 

was the great object" for which Burr striveo_. 68 r\~atthew 

vavis also reported that Burr was instrumental in the form-

ing and election of the Republican slate of candidates for 

the New York State Assembly which elected the state's 

-----------------
65. Davis, I, 413. 

66. James Cheetham, View of the Political Conduct of Aaron 
~ (New York: .Jermiston & Che-etham, '180,21, p. 33. 

67. Davis, I, 434. 

68. Ibid., II, 56. 
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Presidential electors; therefore, insuring Jefferson's 

possession of New York's electoral votes. 69 

John Adams, writing to Mrs. Mercy Warren, a familY' 

19 

friend from the Revolutionary Period, tended to agree with 

Davis in regard to Burr's role but also placed tihe responsi-

bility for his defeat squarely at the feet of ffiurrilton as 

well. 70 This responsibility for the overthrow of the Fed-

eralist regime, attested by Matthew Davis, carne largely 

through the efforts of Hamilton to discredit .d.dams in 

South Carolina and thus prevented Adams t election as Presi-

dent but at the same time insure the election of Federalist 

Charles C. Pinclmey. Ha..'YJlilton hoped to accomplish this 

coup de grace to Adams through a pamphlet designed to ques-

tion the conduct of Adams as President. Because Burr had 

secured a copy of thi s tract prior to di stri buti. on in South 

Carolina and arranged for its wide dissemination throughout 

the states before the election, Matthew Davis held Burr 

responsi ble for the split of the Federalist l)arty and the 

final defeat of Adams. Again the attitude seems to pre

vail tha t Burr V18.S solel;,{ responsible for the Republican 

victory. 

The Republic&l victory was evident, but complications 

arose when the electoral ballots were counted on February 11, 

-------,---
69. Ibid., pp. 56-60, I, 435. 

70. Collections of the I-Jass. Historical Society:: Fifth 
Seri es, IV, 433. -->--- --
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1801. Upon a tally of the votes, it was found that Burr 

and Jefferson had tied for the office of President. Conse-

quently, according to Constitutional provisions, the elec-

tion was thrown into the House of Hepresentatives where the 

lame-duck Federalists still maintained control. The ensuing 

contest was bitter and complicated, but after seven days and 

thirty-six ballots Jefferson was finally duly elected to the 

Presidency.71 

The contest in the House was complicated by the de

sire of some Federalists to support Burr rather than Jeffer-

son for the high office. The fact that Burr possessed ad-

vacates among the Federali sts who hoped to see hLn in the 

President's chair was verified by several leading Federal

ists.72 

While it has been accepted tl1at there vras some Fed

eralist support for Burr, the problem which has arisen from 

this contest concerned itself with whether or not Burr had 

deliberately intrigued and sought Federalist support for 

the office of President. Among his contemporaries, the 

feelings were mixed. Robert Troup expressed no doubt as 

to Burrts guilt in plotting for that office. 73 James 

Cheetharl insisted that Burr ff91..9. intend to be President 

71. DaVis, II, 65, 74. 

72. King (ed.), III, 358, 303, 366; Collections of Mass. 
Historical Soci~ty: Fifth Seri es, IV, 452. 

73. King ( ed • ), IV, 161. 
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of the United States."74 Not only did Burr intrigue for 

the Presidency; but, as Cheetham viewed it, the intrigue 

began at the very moment Burr was nominated to run with 

Jefferson. 75 

This attitude toward Burr was not shared by all 

observers. Jefferson, himself, noted that Burr's conduct 

21 

in the election had been honorable and had embarrassed the 

Federalists vvho offered to support him for the President t s 

chair. rrllis comment however was made a month before the 

counting of the electoral ballots; yet, at this tine Jef

ferson saw no signs of intrigue in Burr's conduct. 76 Al-

bert Gallatin, writing to Jefferson, reported having in 

his possession a letter from Burr in which the latter 

clearly denied any attempted usurpation of Jefferson's 

rightful office. 77 I~i:atthew.)3.vis also came to Burr's de-

fense by stating the various charges against BUrr and then 

attempting to present evidence to discredit those charges. 

Davis not onl:r believed Burr was innocent of intriguing 

with the Federalists but believed Jefferson, not Burr, was 

.~ .. -.--.. - ----_ .. _._-----------
74. Cheetham, View. , p. 55. 

75. Ibid., pp. 43, 119. 

76. Paul L. Ford (ed.), The \'iorks of Thomas Jefferson, 12 
vols., Federal Edition (New York: G. P-:-Putnam's' Sons, 
1904-1905), IX, 166-67. 

77. Henry Adams (ed.), The Vvriti;ngs .9.!_~U1:>~~r_t_.9_.allatiP:, 3 
vols. {New York: Antiquarian Press, Ltd., 1960}, I, 
101. 
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guilty of such intriguing and negotiations. 78 

The contest in the House led many contemporaries to 

conjecture ill1 imaginary picture of Aaron Burr as President. 

When the election in the aouse continued for days, many 

felt that Burr would eventually be elected Presi(ient. 

Robert 'rroup reported from New York City that "the general 

opinion here is that :Burr will ultimately be chosen.u79 

Because many believed or feared this would OCCUI:', there was 

conceived in their minds the Presidency as it would have 

existed under Aaron Burr. It is from this speculative con

ception by his contemporaries that the author draws this 

portion of the discussion concerning Aaron Burr, President 

of the United States. 

The first issue in the Presidency of Aaron Burr which 

his contemporaries identified was the partisan affiliation 

of Burr's administration. Jefferson expressed the belief 

that Burr's administration would have been truly Republican 

in nature. 80 This statement was not shared by many indi

viduals. Others envisioned the Federalists maintaining 

control of the national executive under Burr. They felt 

that Burr could not hope to carry out the business of 

goverrunent without dependence on Federalist su:pport. 

--------------.--".--.. -"-,,~.-.----.---

78. Davis, II, 89-94, I, 436. 

79. King (ed.), III, 390. 

80 • P. L. Ford ( ed • ), I X , 206 • 
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Consequently, they depicted Burr prt~serving "those systems 

which the Federalists thought necessary for the public 

prosperity.nSl 'rne institutions which the Federalists had 

created in twelve years of dominance would not "be swept 

away under Burr's guidance as they would have been under 

Jefferson's. There would be fewer disrnissals of Federalist 

officer holders under Burr. S2 In other words, the 1!'ederal-

ist regime and system would be preserved virtually in tact 

under Burr's administration. Thomas Puine saw npresident n 

Burr as a mere pawn in the hand s of the Federalists. Burr 

would have been Ita mute, a sort of image, .•• the dupe 

and slave of a party, placed on the theater of the United 

States and acting the farce of President. nS3 

}\. change lmder Burr's administration was anticipated 

by others; a change, not in parties, but in the very struc-

ture and system of the United States federal gO"lTernment. 

The old insti tut:i.ons woul::l be swept away and replaced by 

new ones which vlOuld enlarge the pow'er of the President} 

Aaron Burr. 

'.rhe end of the American two-party syste~Jl under 

Burr's Presidency was envisioned by some; and in place of 

the two-party system, a one-party system would emerge from 

------------------_._---,-_._ .. ,. .. -~ .. ----. - -----
Sl. King (ed.), III, 455. 

82. Ibid.} p. 336. 

83 Ph'l' ,..., h' (od) '111 "r 't' f "r' • 1 lp 0 • ..L Oller ~ • , '.Lne 'irl ln9'S 0 nomas 
Paine, 2 vols. (New Yor~k~:~~~~~~~r~e~s~s~,~1~9~4~5~-,~-=~ 
930. 
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the ruins of the ]'ederalist and Republican parties. Others 

saw a change in the very nature of Presidential power itself. 

lfumilton believed, and others concurred, that Burr as Presi

dent would seek per.::n.allent power.84 l.ia:milton averred that 

Burr's Hambition ••. will be content with nothing less 

than permane~ power in his own hands. ,,85 

rrhe question which arises out of this issue is one 

of what form of permanent pmver the goveI'ILrnental change 

would take. Bentham saw Burr molding the United States 

into an absolute monarchy with the latter as absolute 

monarch. 86 Others prophesied the creation of a military 

government styled along the lines of Napoleon's consular

ship in Franc e. 87 It 'Nould be, as Hamilton called it, the 

reformation of ttthe government ~t 10. Bonaparte. n88 Freedom 

and civil authority would be consumed in the glory of mili

tary power.89 

There were those vvl1.O felt that there would be no 

great cilanges under Burr's Presidency. John ~uincy Adams 

----------- - ----.-.. --- .--. - ----- .. ~ ---------
84. Lodge (ed.), A, 403, 417, 392, 400, 406. 

85. Ibid., pp. 402-403. 

86. Banring (ed.), IX, 100. 

87. James Cheetham, Nine Letters on the SupJect of Aaron 
Burr's Political Defection (New York: Dermiston & 
Cheetham, 1803), p. 137. 

88. Lodge (el.), X, 387. 

89. Cheetham, Nine • .. , p. 137. 
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was a member of this group. He saw no end to the Union under 

the Presidency of either Burr or Jefferson. Bu~r as Presi

dent would be unable to make profound changes or disturb the 

nation w·ith any great harm, as Ada:ns saw it. 90 

The matter of corruption in the government under Burr 

was also considered by some in addition to partisan and 

structural changes. Because of Burr's financial state, I~~l-

ton believed that Burr would resort to any means in order to 

secure wealth including the possi bili ty of sellin:-;; out his 

country to a foreign power or misusing his office for per-

sonal gain. It vms also sU;.'Sgested that Burr would never re-

lyon honest men for cOUl1sel but ·would seek the worst nen 

of the country vrith v.rhom to consort. 91 

Foreign affairs under Burr posed a greater problem 

t han corruption, as seen by nal;lil ton and others • Hamilton 

stated tldisgrace abroad ••• are .5l.iJ the fruits fl . . . 
of Burr's tenure as President. 92 There were three charac-

teristics of Burr's management of foreign affairs as proph-

esied by contemporary critics. First, no agreement made by 

Burr in the name of the United States with a foreign power 

would be honored by him. At any time that would fit his 

needs, any such agreement would be broken. Second was an 

90. 'Northington C. :B'ord (ed.), The Wri ti 
~~~~~~=-~~~~~~==~ Adams, 7 vols. (New York: Iilacmillan 

526, 508. 

91. Lodge (ed.), X, 403, 400, 417. 

92. Ibid., p. 404. 
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alliance with France. Ha'1lilton envisioned a final separa

tio::l of ties wi t.h Great Britain and closer relationship 

with France under Burr's supervision culminating in an al

liance with Napoleon. 93 'rhe final characteristic of Burr's 

foreign policy ViaS war. Both Hamilton and Chee-bham. saw vvar 

as a necessary device through which BUrr could achieve the 

power and wealth he desired. 94 Neither mentioned that na-

tion with which Burr would engage in war, but Cheetham does 

allude to vfild expeditions similar to those of J:-Tapoleon' s 

Egyptian caInpaign. 95 

The election of Jefferson to the Presidency by the 

3:ouse demoted Burr to the office of Vice-President of the 

United States instead of the Presidency as many had fore

seen. As Vice-President Burr was largely concerned with 

presiding over the Senate. 

Burr's ability as President of the Senate ViaS rec

ognized by most of the Senators and others who :3aw him con-

duct the business of the upper house of the National Legis

lature. Aaron BUrr presided over the Senate adeptly and 

with dignity. John Javis stated that fino man knew better 

the routine of the House LSenate or upper hous~T or how to 

acquit himself with more dignity than • •• ft Bu:c-r. 96 He 

-----.~.-". -.. - .. -.~-.------
93. Ibid., pp. 397, 403-408. 

94. Ibid., p. 407; Cheetham, Nine • •• , p. 1~)7. 

95. Cheetham, Nine . . . , p. 137. 

96. Cheney (ed.), II, 109. 
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presided with a sense of superiority and dignity; but this 

was combined with energy and impartiality.97 Because of 

these Qualities Burr was reasonably well suited for the 

office of President of the Senate; and his behavior re-

flected a good example for both the Senate and t:n.e na

tion. 98 

Notable exceptions in Burr conduct and ability were 

recorded by some witnesses who did not view Burr as a skill-

ful presiding officer. These were noted in the impeachment 

trial of J"ud~e Samuel Chase in which Burr was both rude and 

reprimanding. 99 It was also apparent durine the last months 

of his tenure of office that certain partialities were shown 

on 3urr's part which were believed to have been caused by 

personal obligations arising from the circillustances sur-

rounding his duel with Hamilton and the indictm.ent lodged 

against him for murder. lOO Burr's attitude, as viewed by 

Plume r, was almos t that of a tyrant or that of a school-

master lecturing and scolding his class, the Senate of the 

United States. lOl Plumer stated that Burr tlhas merited the 

97. Vavis, II, 363, 356; C. F. Adams (ed.), I, 325. 

98. Brown (ed.), pp. 75, 310. 

99. Ibid., p. 239. 

100. C. F. Ada-rns (ed.), I, 325; ','J. C. Ford (ad.), ~lri tings 
• • • , III, 104. 

101. Brown (ed.), pp. 283, 285. 
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contempt and indignation • . . of manyll because of his 

attitudes. l02 
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Burr's capabilities as President of the Senate had 

little or no effect onais standing within his own party's 

structure. Even at the time of his nomination to the Vice-

Presidency, most considered his party standing to be at a 

low level. 3:e had not been chosen by his party out of hieh 

esteeTIJ or respect l03 but because of his influence and the 

efforts he had exerted in New York State. l04 HIs influence 

wi th Jefferson was considered to be minute; 105 yet, rrroup 

believed that three of Burr's friends received federal 

appointments arising froIT, the influence Burr did possess .106 

As far as his political life and stancling v.Jere concerned, it 

w'as acknowledged that Burr vIas politically a ru:lned manlO? 

and would be dropped by his party at the next election. l08 

He was feared and distrusted by the Republicans because they 

102. Ibid., p. 329. 

103. Collections of Mass. Historical Society: Fifth Series, 
IV, 452. 

104. ~avis, 1,435; King (ed.), III, 455; Saul K. Padover 
(comp.), The Complete Jeffer~~ {New York: 0ue11, 
Sloan & Pearce, Inc., 1943} , p. 1285. 

105. King (ed.) , IV, 103; Pad over (comp. ) , p. 1285. 

106. King (ed. ) , II, 460·,- 495. 

10? Ibid. , IV, 136, 160; Brovm (ed. ) , p. 213. 

108. King (ed. ) , IV, 103-104; Cheetham, View . . . , p • 
120. --
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believed he had betrayed the party during the Election of 

1800,109 and Jefferson commented that Burr's actions filled 

him with distrust. 110 Williat:l jJickson went so far as to 

state that Burr had lost the trust of the people of the 

United States. III 

Burr's encounter 'with Hamilton on the "Field of 

Honorn took a place of central importance during his term 

as Vice-President and ~is political life. Burr's contem-

poraries interpreted his conduct in this fatal duel in a 

number of ways. Bentham considered. it Ii ttl e more than 

IYJurcleJ', a:r..c1 thi Eo attitude was shared by Lorenzo Sabine who 

presented docUITlents of the duel in his publication. 112 

John Quincy Adams felt Burr's conduct had been unreasonable 

in that he had made demfu'"lds of Hamilton which Burr knew the 

latter could not accept. 113 Others attempted to justify 

Burr's actions in the duel. Judge Richard Pete.rs believed 

t.hat Has an old military man Colonel Burr could not have 

acted othervli se than he did. nl14 Gouverneur Morris, a 

109. Brown (ed.), p. 219. 

110. Padover (comp.), p. 1285. 

Ill. John Spenc f3r Bassett (ed.), Correspondence of l~.Q]:'ew 
Jackson, 7 vols. (Washington, D. C.: Carnegie Insti
tution of'Nasi1ingtol1, 1926), III, 429. 

112. Bowri:1g (ed.), X, 1808; Lorenzo Sabine, Notes on DUels 
anJ Duelline (Boston: Crosby, Nichols, & Co., 1855), p. 
212. 

113. ~,V. C. Ford (ed.), Writings • •• , III, ':1:-2. 

114. Charles Biddle, Autobiographl {Philadelphia, 1883), p. 
303, ci ted in =Iarold C. Syrett an d Jean G-. Cooke (ed s. ) , 
Interview in :Neehawken: The Burr-Hamilton Duel as Told 
in the orif;Inar Document-s-~-n.Ir(fd'fEl·t·owri·, -Ccmn. : Wesleyan 
trnlversity Press, 1960), pp. 170-71. 
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close assoclate of H&'nil ton, sa"'l little difference between 

:Jurr and any other man who had killed on the nField of 

Honor. ,,115 

'rhe repercussions of Hamilton's death were felt quite 

strongly in the political arena. Uost Federalists despised 

Burr. Pltuner, himself a Federalist, found it repulsive and 

h1.Uniliatinr.; that Burr, an indicted murderer, should preside 

over the Senate t s deli bera ti ons . Burr's )OI)ulari ty among 

the Republicans appeared to soar as a result of Hamilton's 

death due to the strong Republican hatred of Hrunilton. 

Plumer believed that were it not for previous arrfulgen:ents 

the RepUblicans would have again offered Burr the Vice

Presidency at the next election.116 John Q.uincy Adams 

agreed that Burr was treated with a respect whieh before 

Hamilton's death was withheld from him.117 

As a politician, in summary, Burr was seen as a 

paradox by hi s contemporaries. £Ie Vias accepted as a poli-

tician of outstanding abilities. His role in the Election 

of 1800 demonstrated quite clearly this ability which was 

acknowledged by men of both parties. He ViaS considered 

very influential in shaping the structure and role of ~:uneri-

can politics. Yet, he was also depicted by many of these 

115. Anne C. Horri s (eel.), 'rile Diary and Letters of Gouver
neur llorris, 2 vols. (Hew York, 1888), II, 457-48, 
cited in Syrett and Cooke (eels.), p. 171. 

116. 3rO\'vn (ed.), pp. 185,204. 

117. N. C. Ford (eel.), ':lritings . •• , III, 104,. 
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men as one who had intrigued for the office of President 

and who, had he achieved that office, would have destroyed 

that political structure and broueht the nation to ruin in 

hi s quest for povler and glory. 



-

III. .A.ARON BURR: THE CONSPIRATOR 

rhe 1!Burr Conspiracy," which followed the end of 

Burr's political career, has been surrounded by much con-

troversy and disputation. .A. large portion of the modern 

works on Aaron Burr has been devoted to the analysis of 

this debatable period of his life. The diversity of 

opinion regarding the nature of the conspiracy is not, 

however, a characteristic of recent thought alone, but 

was also very prevalent in the period tUlder disoussion. 

There Vlere basically three schools of thought in 

this period regard.ing Burr's aims or goals in the so-

called conspiracy. The attainment of empire was regarded 

as Burr's ultimate aim by some individuals. There appeared 

to be two different ideas concerning the extent of this 

domain which Burr vms seeking. Some, as Benthfu'U, believed 

Burr vii shed only to place himself on the throne of Mexico 

and claif1 Mexico alone as his dominion. 118 This was re-

iterated by the Richmond Enquirer which atternptied to out

line Burr's plan for establishing himself alon€~ the Gulf 

of Mexico. 119 

118. Bowring (ed.), .x: , 1808. 

119. The Ric~~ond Enquirer, ~ecember 11, 1806, quoting the 
Philadelphia Aurora, cited in V. B. Reed and J. D. 
;;'lilliams (eds.), The Case of .1aron Burr, "Houghton 
11ifflin Researc!! Series, f' t,~o. II (Boston: ~-Ioughton 
Mifflin Co., 1960), p. 46. 
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It was also accepted by others that Burr intended to 

include both 1,~exico and the Western states of the Union in 

hi s imperial designs. .,\. chi ef advocate of this line of 

thinking was "General" ';Hlliam Eaton who saw the boundary 

line of Burr's realm at the Allegheny Mountains and the 

capital at New Orleans. 120 Jefferson also supported this 

thesis of a combined empire of Mexico and the Western 

states and maintained that Burr would use such an instru

ment to subvert the United States.12l Eaton's conception 

of an imperial capital at New Orleans was shared. by John 

:~uincy Ada..-rns who believed Burr was also trying to destroy 

the Union. 122 

Some accepted as Burr's ultimate aim the wresting 

of the Vlestern states from the Union. This school also 

was divid.ed into two groups. First were those who be-

Ii eved the conquest of l'vIexico was connected wi t::l the move-

ment for disunion but that no attempt had been made to 

create an empire. Henry Clay was a proponent of this ap

proach making comments to this effect on several occasions 

but with no mention of empire. 123 Jefferson, in instances, 

------------- - .•. --- .•. --.. -.--------- .-...•.. - .... -
120. .American State Papers: Documep.ts., Legislatiy~~d 

Executive, of the Co oress of the United States, 
Class X: Miscellaneous, 2 vols.Nashington: Gales 
& Seaton, 1834), I, 495, 496. 

121. P. L. ]'ord (ed.), X, 463. 

122. 'tv. C. Ford (ed.), ','rri tings , III, 4£30. 

123. Hopkins (ed.), I, 270, 273, 275 • 
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appeared to lean in this direction.124 AlthoUgh it must be 

admitted that between this group who accepted Mexico and the 

cleavage of the United States without empire and those who 

accepted it vd th empire, there existed a very flne line of 

division. 

A second group of this school believed separation, 

and separation alone, had been the end for which Burr had 

strived. Lafayette appeared to accept this idea. 125 Jef

ferson, again, appeared to also embrace this cO::1ception. 126 

As noted above, Jefferson's conception of Burr's goals can 

fit neatly into several schools or sub-schools of thought. 

Jefferson, then, did not possess a uniform attitude toward 

Burr's ends in the so-called conspiracy. His thoughts can 

be placed in both the empire school and the separation 

school. These attitudes were either constantly changing 

or were not fully stated by Jefferson himself. 

There were several individuals at this time vlho be-

lieved BUrr had adVocated a partition of the Union not only 

124. Gilbert Chinard (ed.), The Letters of Lafayette and 
Jefferson, "The John Hopkins Studies in international 
I'hought!1 (Baltimore: John dopkins Press, 1929), p. 
258; John D. Richardson (comp.), A Compilation of the 
l\les sages and Pa£e_rs of the.2resi4eni?.§...,_ .. ~ 1789-1897, 10 
vols. (Washington, D. c.: Government Printing Office, 
1896-99), I, 414. 

125. Chinard (ed.), p. 252. 

125. P. L. Ford (ed.), X, 348; Collections of the Ma.ssachu
setts Historical Society: Seventh Series, 10 vOls. 
(Boston: 11a~its-~- HlstorlcarSociety--;1900-1915), I, 
118. 
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by actions but also by words. Plumer recorded that Burr 

had openly stated in conversation that a severance of the 

Western states from the Union would occur and that it was 

essential that it should occur.12? Eaton described a con

versation in which Burr said that a revolution of the Western 

states was eventual. Others, such as Lemuel Henry and James 

'.'filkinson, referred to statements which he made stressing 

the inherent rights of the people of the 'ifestern states to 

separate from the Union if they so desired. 128 

Finally, there was a group who believed Burr's final 

goal in the conspiracy had been merely the conquest of Mexico 

with no connection to separation or empire. Chief Justice 

John Marshall stressed this point as he handed down his deci-

sion in the conspiracy trial and stated that fTt::1e real and 

,,129 direct object of the expedition was Mexico • . . . 
Plumer appeared ultimately to have accepted this contention, 

as he denied Burr had any intention of separating the Union.1OO 

Burr employed several methods in an effort to achieve 

his aims as recorded by his contemporaries. Each viewed 

Burr's methods as consisting of one or more of the following 

four points: (1) deception, (2) taking advantage of discontent 

-----.. - .... ~--"-- ~" .. " - . ~ -----,_._---_ .. _---
127 • Brovm ( ed • ), pp. 51? -18 • 

128. American State Papers: Miscellaneous, I, 494, 579, 602. 

129. Ibid., p. 645. 

130. Brown (ed.), p. 619. 
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and foreign aid, (3) the seizure of New Orleans, and (4) the 

reduction of Mexico. ':fi th regard to the fourth point, the 

reduction of Mexico, enough has been said about the rela

tionship of Mexico to the empire and separation schools of 

thoughts that it may suffice to state that many did con

sider Uexico a means to the end of empire or separation. 

Jeception, as noted in the discussion of Burrts 

personal attributes, was already accepted by some as a part 

of Burr's character. It was natural, then, that duplicity 

was regarded as a method which Burr employed to achieve his 

ends. Burr used deceit to secure the men who accompanied 

hirn on his ezpedition. Jefferson stated that Burr had been 

able to procure a large number of his following by telling 

them that the governm.en t secretly approved of his schemes .131 

J 0lL.'1 Badollet shared Jefferson's opinion on thi s point and 

believed Burr had deceived individuals by persuading them 

that the national government supported his projects. 132 

In preying upon the di scontented elements of society 

and accepting aid from foreign powers, conte.ll1poraries saw 

a second method utilized by Burr. .A few believed t.hat Burr 

had sought out the unhappy, disgruntled elements of society 

to accompany him on the expedition. These malcontented com

panions were individuals who were failures in life or else 

.-.- ---.---.-.- -- .. -----_._--_.------------
131. P. L. Ford (ed.), X, 322, 329. 

132. Thornbrough (ed.), p. 90. 
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had lost confidence in the Union .rhe Richmond E.nq uirer 

noted that Burr had searched "the receptacles of despera-

tion and disappointment in ever'J part of the Union . • • If 

to secure men to forge out his empire. 133 It was assumed 

by some that Burr had accepted aid from foreign powers to 

achieve his grandiose schemes. ',\'11kinson conceived of 

37 

Burr as merely a pawn in the hands of the foreign powers 

who were supposedly supporting Burr's actions. l34 Spanish 

ambassador Yrujo was believed by Jefferson to have aided 

Burr in his plans to separate the Union. 135 Bentham re-

corded that when Burr reached England after leaving ~llnerica 

in self-imposed exile, he approached the royal goverrlIllent 

concernins it s support fo r ~li s plans in Mexico .136 

rhe expected seizure of NevI Orleans served as a 

final means which Burr used to accomplish his desires. 

Jefferson saw the seizure of New Orleans as the key to 

the success or failure of Burr's plans. Control of that 

city would have given Burr an entrance into Mexico and a 

strangle hold over the upper 'Nestern states .137 'rhe 

-----------------------'''------,-----
133. "rhe Richmond Enquirer, December 11, 1806, Quoting the 

Philadelphia Aurora , cited in Reed and.Villiams (eds.), 
p. 46. 

134. American State Papers: Miscellaneous, I, 549. 

135. P. L. Ford (ed.), X, 382. 

136. Bowring (ed.), X:, 1808. 

137. P. L. Ford (ed.), X, 465. 



-

-

38 

anticipated capture of that city would have provided Burr 

wi th pllmder, wealth, and mili tary supplies which he could 

have utilized to launch his expedition against i,lexico and 

Vera Cruz .138 

The attitudes which were expressed about Burr during 

and after the conspiracy manifested themselves in two forms--

opinions as to the guilt or innocence of Burr with regard to 

the charge of treason, and the public reaction in the ~est-

ern states to Burr and the conspiracy. The guilt or inno-

cence of a man charged with a crime is legally decided in 

a court of law, but contemporary' opinion al so evinced i t-

self quite stronely on this matter even though it had no 

legal standing. Clay averred a firm belief in the guilt 

of Burr and hoped to see him receive his proper punish

ment .139 l'iIeriwhether Lewis stated a similar 01):inion of 

guil t as he referred to Burr's "treasonable pra'~tices. ,,140 

Lewis reaffirmed this belief when he stated that; the United 

States could "never make fA Burr' of • •• " him, that his 

attachment to the nation was inseparable. 141 Lewis at this 

time was in a financial situation similar to the one Burr 

138. Richardson (comp.), 1,414; P. L. Ford (ed.), X, 327. 

139. Hopkins (ed.), I, 311. 

140. Donald Jackson (ed.), Letters of Lewi s and Clark with 
Related Jocumen ts, 1783-1854 (Urbana-:rll.: Uni versi ty 
of illinois, 1962 , p. 387. 

141. Ibid., p. 460. 
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had experienced, namely, near bankruptcy. Lewis spoke in 

order to reaffinn his patriotism to the Republic reeardless 

of hi s m.onetary state. ae would not betray hi s CouIltry for 

his ~vn financial gain, as he believed Burr had done. 142 

Also Plumer, whose opinion constantly changed, believed at 

one point that Burr was very much guilty of treason. 143 

There were those who entertained definite doubts 

about Burr's guilt but were not ready to proclaim his in-

nocence. Jefferson believed that the conspiracy was so 

wild a scheme that those 'Nho knew Burr would not have be

lieved his guilt so long as there was room for doubt. 144 

Plumer, him.self, admitted that many of the things charged 

against Burr was too ridiculous for him to be guilty of 

having co~~itted.145 

A small group of men defended Burr against the 

charges of treason. Among them was Charles Biddle who 

believed Burr was innocent at the time of the trial in 

1807. He reaffi rmed thi s position six years later iNhen 

he, again, declared his faith in Burr's innocenee.146 

142. Ibid. 

143. Bro-wn (ed. ) , p. 591. 

144. P. L. Ford (ed • ) , ..~ 339. j}.. , 

145. Brovm (ed. ) , p. 516. 

146. of Charles Biddle 
cited in Reed and 
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Luther L~art;in, vrho sel"led as Burr's attorney, expressed his 

firn balief in Burr's innocence, as he wrote to Joseph Al

ston. 147 And Joseph Alston, Burr's son-in-law, eould not 

reconcile Burr's great talents with any attempt to sever 

the Union .148 

In the Western frontier states attitudes tow'ard Burr 

were not as mixed as in the East. Here he was thoroughly 

detested as public reaction was decidedly against him. The 

Richmond Enquirer, reprinting a letter to the edltor, stated 

tha t Burr ~'Tas hated throughout the en tire Western country. 

It continued to state that if Burr had returned to I,ouisiana, 

he would probably have been tarred-and-feathered.149 A 

communication from 'rhe ','{estern \'lorld stated that on the 

night of January 21, 1807, Burr was burned in effigy in 

Frank~fort, Kentuc~J.150 This was a good reflection on the 

sentiment of the';;estern frontier concerning Burr and his 

alleged proj ect of separation. The 'Nest vms hostile toward 

Burr largely because it believed that he had advocated 

147. 

148. 

149. 

150. 

'Northington Chauncy Ford, "Some Papers of Aaron Burr, T! 

Proceedir~s of the ~~erican Anti uariwl Soci~~, :wITA, 
Pt. I April 9, 1919 , 123. 

Ni~li~m H •• ~af&Ord (e;:), The Blenne~h~ssett :a1ers 
(ClIlclnnatl. l,~oore, ,hlstach, Keys OG vo.:, 1801 , p. 
228. 

'The Richmond I!.nquirer, March 17, 1807, cited in Reed 
and Williarrs (eds.), p. 84. 

'rhe ';'Jestern Viorld (Frankfort, Kentucky), ~ranuary 22, 
1807, cited in Reed and Nilliams (eds.), p. 72. 
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splitting the Union. In earlier phases of the conspiracy, 

the -Nestern states had supported Burr because they assumed 

his goal was the invasion of Mexico. A.fter coming to real-

ize Burr's obj ect had been disUllion, the \iestern frontier 

displayed only indignation and contempt for him. 

The treason trial at Richmond, Virginia, afforded 

Burr's supporters an opportunity to declare his innocence 

again. Luther Martin felt that. Burr was not being prose

cuted by the government but persecut.ed. Martin not only 

presumed Burr innocent but t.hought that, in reality, the 

c.;overmnent also believed hj_Ill to be ::;uiltless. 11" . . ,_no govern-

E18nt was not seekine justice at Ricrul10nd but vengeance and 

Burr's blood.151 Martin stated, in relation to Burr, that 

the government "would feel no more compunction in taking 

his life than that which a philosopher views a rat expir-

ing • n1 52 . . . 
Because of insufficient evidence, Burr was acquitted. 

Yet ~;,urr' s fate or destiny vIas viewed by this period in 

basically two ways--escape from punishment and obscurity. 

There were those who believed he had received insufficient 

punishment considering the nature of his crimes., Henry 

Clay expressed regret that Burr had not received the pun

ishment he deserved .153 This premise was also C:cccepted by 

151. W. C. Ford, Some Papers • • • , pp. 123, 124. 

152. Ibid., pp. 123-24 . 

153. Hopkins (ed.), I, 362. 
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Bentham, who stated that in England a man in Burr's place 

would have been disemboweled and had his entrails burned 

before his eyes. 154 Jefferson also felt that Burr had 

received inadequate punishment and that he would become 

. . l~'~ the center of future plots and conslnracles. ~ .... 

There was a second group who saw Burr's fate not 
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as escape from puni shment but as obscuri ty. -'Nhile travel-

ing through the western United States in 181 g, '-'lilliam Faux: 

recorded seeing Burr whom he described as tfa little lean, 

pale, witherecl, shabby lookine, decayed, Greyed-headed 

~ old gentlerr.an," the picture of obscurity.156 John 

Q.uincy Adams noted that in 1817 Burr was residing in New 

York in obscurity.15? 

Ada..rns added an unusual twist to his conception of 

Burr's fate. :-re saw the delTlolition of Durr's character in 

the eyes of America as the result of divine justice and 

retribution for Burr's part in the defeat of AdaJi1S' father 

in the Election of 1800. 158 So in a sense Adams believed 

154. Dov/ring (ed.), VIII, 515. 

155. I'homas Jefferson Papers, Vol. 170, No. 30084, Library 
of Congress, cited in Reed and Williams (eds.), p. 
186. 

156. iH1liam Faux, ~Iemorable Days in America: Being A Jour
nal of A I'our of the Dui ted States, Vol. ):.:1 of Early 
Nestern rrrave1s, ed. Reuben Gold T':Twai tes, ::52 vols. 
{Cleveland, Ohio: i;'rthur H. Clark Co., 1905), p. 159. 

157. C. F. Adams (ed.), III, 480. 

158 • I bid., IX, 442. 
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that Burr did receive punishment but for another "crime." 

The author realizes that the witnesses to Burr's life 

and actions Whl.ch are cited above did not vi ew his actions 

wi thout an element of prejudice, bias, or I)ersonal involve

ment which vlOuld tend to make their analysis of 3urr less 

than objective. But it also must be accepted that Burrts 

contemporaries possessed a greater insight into the details 

of matters with which they were directly concerned than an 

"obj ecti ve ,t hi storian r81floved frop the period in question. 

'rhe type of man Aaron Burr was in reality we cannot 

know and perhaps 'ivill never know since the eye-witnesses 

did not have the objectivity necessary to Give us a true, 

accurate picture of Burr. Yet, each man is seen by society 

as society wishes to see him. To early .t·l.l11erican society, 

Aaron Burr was seen as that society wished to see him, re

;gard.less of the type of man he was in truth. 'rhus, society, 

in general, saw Burr as a man v'v'hose weaknesses doninated his 

strengths and brought about his ruinj a man of great politi

cal ability, yet a man distrusted by his own party; a man 

responsible for the death of Hamilton; a man whose lust for 

glorJ and power led hin to forsake his own country to achieve 

those ends. Perhaps Aaron Burr as seen by his own period of 

history ViaS best su:m:oarized by Jolm I~uincy Adams when he 

stated that Burr had "lived and died as a man of the world--

brave, generous, hospitable and courteous, but ambitious, 

rapacious, faithless and intriguing. lll59 

-----_._--. __ .. -. __ .. ~ .•...•. -.-~----------
159. Ibid.) p. 429. 
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The author does not see Aaron BUrr in the srune light 

as early American society sav., him. Aaron Burr was greatly 

misunderstood by both his generation and the present one. 

His 0'WIl period of history overemphasized his weaknesses. 

':Ihile there is, no doubt, some element of truth in hi s 

alleged weaknesses of character, these have been magnified 

beyond reasonable proportion. This exaggeration was due 

to bias and prejudice on the part of the leadinG ficures 

of his period. Hamilton saw in Burr ambition, lack of 

principles, and lack of integrity. But Hamilton hated 

Burr e .. nd could not conceive of any praiseworthy features 

in Burr's character. Clay considered Burr deceptive, but 

Clay also despised him. The greatest fault Burr possessed, 

the author believes, was his ability to kindle hatred and 

prejudice against him by the leaders of this period. These 

individuals not only shaped contemporary public opinion then 

but also fonned historical opinion. They 1:101ded the concep

tion of Burr which has been handed down to the present gener

ation, and which wodern society appears to be accepting at 

face value: the portrait of Burr as a traitor and scoundrel. 

Modern historians, such as Thomas Abernethy, have 

accepted the notion that Burr was a traitor and did attempt 

to sever the Union. The author disaGrees with this posi

tion. Burr's ultiraate ain in the ostensible conspiracy was 

the conquest of ~,!exico and/or, possibly, the creation of an 

empire there. But he never attempted to split the Union, 
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at least not according to the available evidence, then or 

now. He was, after all, acquitted of the charge of treason. 

As Burr's contenporaries recorded, he did advocate the right 

of a state to leave the Federal Union. The author does not 

dispute this position, but must point to the fact that many 

prom.inent individuals at th.is time, such as Daniel Webster, 

adhered to the same position, as clid John C. Calhoun and 

other Southerners in later years. A sincere belief in the 

right of a state to sever its relationship with the Republic 

does not make an individual a traitor. 

Burr was also misunderstood in relation to the Elec

tion of 1800. Burr, as the author sees hirn, never attempted 

a premeditated seizure of the Presidency from Jefferson. 

W'hen the ti e oc curred in the Electoral College, Burr, as 

histortJ records, did make a bid for the high office of Presi

dent; yet, the author wonders if any politician in a similar 

position would do otherHise. The principal fault in this 

situation belongs not with Burr but with the Electoral Col

lege ;.vhose weaknesses allowed such a condition to exi st. 

In other words, Burr was a man whose runbi tiOIlS were com

bined with opportunity. "-m indi vid ual cannot be condenmed 

for allowing his ambition to shape to the mold of opportunity. 
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