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John Cole:

--[Center for] the Book in the Library of Congress [Library].  The center was created almost 25 years ago to use the Library of Congress's name and prestige to stimulate public interest in books, reading and libraries.  We do presentations here and through our affiliates program around the country.  We are involved with promoting books and often local literary heritage through what are now 44 state centers for the book, and we also work with literacy and organizations, many organizations concerned about the history of the book, a new field, a new and exciting field in which we are involved.   

But the talk that you're here tonight to hear, is part of a “Books and Beyond” series of talks which feature authors of currently published books and, if possible, the author of a book that has had a special connection with the Library of Congress.  Frequently it's through a book that comes out of the collections of the Library as Joanne's book, both books do that we're celebrating tonight.  Other times it's an author that has had a special connection with the Library and one of its programs, and Joanne actually as a former Library of Congress employee fits into that category as well, so it's a special night for us.   

It is remarkable in several ways that Joanne is with us at the Library of Congress tonight and I -- when I met her, when she worked at the Library, which is a brief part of my introduction that is coming up, I did not realize that she was at that time a graduate student at the University of Virginia and working hard on early American history.  But once that discovery was made, a lot of things made sense because she worked at the Library as both a curator of historic American history exhibits and became deeply involved with our “American Memory,” our National Digital Library's “American Memory” project which, as most of you know, is important in digitizing and making available the American history collections of the Library.   

Joanne received her Ph.D. from the University of Virginia in 1998, and it is also remarkable that here we are three years or so later celebrating not just one book, but in fact two books and not just books that have happened but books that are widely praised.  And it's a remarkable achievement, Joanne, and we of course want to hear all about this once we start the talk part of this.   

The reviews of both books really have been excellent.  “Affairs of Honor,” which, as many people have noticed, has reintroduced old-fashioned concepts of honor, reputation and character to early American politics.  It has been praised for its originality, its scholarship, and also for its style, something in which I know you take great pride.  For example, historian Jan Lewis who is a friend of the Library of Congress and has been here for some of our other meetings and symposia, called this book "the most important book that has been written on the origins of American politics in many, many years."  And even Gore Vidal has stepped forth, stating that "among its many virtues, ‘Affairs of Honor’ presents the clearest account to date of the presidential election of 1800."   

Two weeks ago the “Wall Street Journal” praised Joanne's work as editor of this book, The Library of America's new volume of “Alexander Hamilton: Writings.”  As the book loving director of the Center for the Book, I especially enjoyed the reviewer's statement that, quote, "This is a wonderful book, a pleasure to have and to hold and to read."  In fact, the same can be said of the Yale University Press's beautifully produced edition of “Affairs of Honor.”  Its handsome dust jacket even includes on the inside a color photograph of the author.  You don't see that very often in scholarly works published by a university press.   

Joanne's relatively sudden but well earned success has attracted an unusual amount of attention in academe and educational circles.  For example, her lifetime interest in Alexander Hamilton was highlighted in a profile in the Sept. 14 issue of “The Chronicle of Higher Education.”  It was even more attentioned [sic] because of its intriguing title:  "I Was a Teenage Hamiltonian."  The subtitle:  "Joanne Freeman Turns Her Obsession into a Landmark Revision of Political History."   

The author of many scholarly articles prior to the publication of these two books, Joanne has served as a history consultant for the History Channel, the Public Broadcasting Service, where not unexpectedly she appeared in the “PBS American Experience,” a documentary, “The Duel,” which explores and documents the 1804 duel between Hamilton and Aaron Burr.  And speaking of television, you can see her this weekend twice, speaking about “Affairs of Honor” on C-SPAN 2's book television [“Book TV”], both on Saturday and again on Sunday, and she is the featured history portion of “Book TV” this weekend.   

As I mentioned earlier, the Library of Congress also likes to claim Joanne.  From October '88, 1988, until the mid 90's she balanced her academic work at the University the Virginia with several jobs here, and these jobs took advantage, as I indicated, with her special knowledge and interest in American history.  She served as a curator of exhibitions.  She wrote exhibit guides and in particular she worked as a valued member of our National Digital Library's “American Memory” project, as I said.  And most recently, she was the recipient of the J. Franklin Jameson Fellowship Award which is sponsored by the American Library Association and the Library of Congress.   

I will conclude by just reading this brief nice acknowledgement at the end of Joanne's gracefully written acknowledgments section in “Affairs of Honor.”  "Finally, I would like to give special thanks to friends who spent many a year insisting that I go to graduate school.  During the years that I was employed by the Library of Congress, Diantha Schull, Selma Thomas, Ingrid Maar and John Sellers never stopped encouraging me to pursue graduate studies in history.  Like so many others, they went out of their way to encourage a beginning scholar.  I can only hope to give back to the history karma, what it has given me."  

Let me present Joanne Freeman. Joanne? 

[applause] 

Joanne Freeman:

Thank you for that wonderful introduction.  I have to comment for just two seconds on that unexpected color photograph in my book, which stunned me when I opened the book for the first time and caused me to immediately shut the cover.  It was obviously unexpected among some reviewers because I'm sort of stunned to say that one of my reviews reviewed my photograph.  

[laughter] 

Not what I was expecting, but I got good reviews, so... [laughs] 

Anyway, what I'd like to do today, really, is to begin by talking for a few minutes about the origins of, actually, both projects.  I'll start out with one and sort of segue my way into the other.  I want to talk about some of the insights and some of the evidence that first brought it to life, and then I'd like to discuss some of the more interesting and unexpected findings that arose during the course of researching and writing the book, including some of my findings about Alexander Hamilton, which of course will smoothly segue right into a brief discussion of Hamilton and some of his writings, specifically focusing on the exchange of letters that led to his famous 1804 duel with Aaron Burr.  

Now in a sense, actually now that I've been exposed in “The Chronicle of Higher Education I was going to say, in a sense “Affairs of Honor” began with my intense interest, which clearly was very intense, in reading the personal papers of the American Founders [Founding Fathers], or, as I like to say to my students at Yale, I enjoyed reading other people's mail.  There is simply nothing like a good letter to reveal not only the politics of the period, but as important, the personalities, passions and emotions of some of the period's foremost political players.  And as I'll talk about in a few minutes, emotion -- anger, outrage, humiliation, all became vital sources of evidence in my efforts to really try and reconstruct the founders' political world.   

Now because of this longstanding love of reading letters, which predates graduate school by actually quite a long time, I actually began my graduate studies with a mental database of early American political correspondence.  Towards the very beginning of my graduate career I was also invited to give a talk at the “Smithsonian Campus on the Mall” program, and my assigned topic was, not surprisingly, the clash between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson.  And my very wise graduate advisor at the time had one piece of advice, and he said, essentially, whatever you do, don't tell the same old story about Jefferson and Hamilton, the bank bill, the report on manufacturers.  Try and write about something different.  Maybe write about how they fought.  Maybe write about their political methods.   

Well, because I had this mental database of letters in my head, that suggestion actually had a huge impact on my thinking because a whole ream of evidence came to my mind.  And the more I thought about it, the more letters I recalled in which politicians seemed to be fighting according to some unwritten rule book.  And I want to actually show you the kind of letter that I'm talking about.  And in fact, this is one of the two letters that really spawned the whole project in the first place.  It was written by James Monroe to James Madison in 1798 and, as Monroe explained in the letter, President John Adams had just insulted Monroe in a public speech.  Monroe was outraged, but he wasn't quite sure how to respond, and so he was writing to his friend Madison for advice on the best strategy to combat what Adams had just said about him.  And this is how Monroe explained his options:  "Ignoring Adams' insult was impossible," he wrote, "for not to notice it may with many leave an unfavorable impression against me." 

"Responding personally with a challenge to a duel, was also impossible," Monroe observed.  "I cannot, I presume, as Adams is an old man and the President."  Wonderful logic on Monroe's part.  

A pamphlet might serve, but Monroe had recently written one defending himself and Adams continued to insult him.  Now here you see in this letter Monroe actually ticking off a list of political weapons which includes pamphlet writing and challenging the president to a duel.  Clearly he understood some rules of political warfare, a certain kind of attack demanded a certain kind of response, and the trick was in choosing the right response.  And this was really a key insight.  And suddenly other letters began to come to mind, all centered around a politician trying to figure out which weapon to deploy in defending his reputation or attacking someone else's.  And as suggested by Monroe's letter, some of these weapons were rather unexpected, like challenging the president to a duel.  Others showed politicians using nasty political gossip about their enemies in really interesting and very deliberate ways, another unexpected weapon among the Founders -- political gossip.  Pamphlets, newspaper essays, even personal letters written deliberately to be shown to other people were all also in this political arsenal.   

So this really became my task.  There seemed to be kind of a personal logic to politics in the early republic, a set of rules that these national politicians were following, and no one had ever really seemed to have noticed it or decoded before.  I dubbed this unwritten rulebook "The Grammar of Political Combat," and I organized the book around it, and every chapter was intended to focus on one political weapon, looking at the logic behind its use and what it showed about the politics of the period.  And there was my book.   

But where to begin?  And I decided ultimately to start by studying one of the two most unexpected political weapons -- political gossip.  And, one supreme source immediately leapt to mind, written by Thomas Jefferson.  Throughout his political career, Jefferson habitually recorded interesting dinner conversations or small talk about his enemies on little bits of paper, which he carefully hoarded away for possible future use.  And in his old age he spent endless years shifting these little bits of paper about and putting them in the proper order and mixing them in with his correspondence, ultimately filling three huge bound volumes and planting them among his papers so that after his death they would be discovered as the real history of Washington's administration.  And even he wrote an introduction to this sort of collection of gossip, saying just that:  "Here's what really happened behind the scenes."  a later editor dubbed this collection of gossip, the “Anas,” which is Latin for table talk.   

So I had seen the “Anas” before.  I knew it existed, so did many, many, many other historians, but neither I nor they had really focused on just what it was, a gossip log, a collection of Republican gossip about Federalists, and, not surprisingly, most of it was about Alexander Hamilton.  

Not only was its mere existence fascinating, but in these memoranda you could see Jefferson himself collecting gossip, researching it, dropping it in key places with key people, and ultimately, obviously this had to become the center of a chapter of the book because it was too amazing a source not to write about in detail.  But just think of all of the energy that Jefferson was expended on political gossip.  He cultivated it, he recorded it, he preserved it for decades, and then he presented it to posterity as the truth.  So clearly, Jefferson's “Anas” would be an ideal source for my study of gossip, and it really did reveal to me an entirely new political world.   

Now some of the first things that leapt out from these memoranda when I really began reading them, actually were the emotions behind them -- anxiety and fear.  We know the end of the story.  We know that the Constitution works, the Union survives, the nation prosperous and here we are today.  But early national politicians knew no such thing.  They believed that they were engaged in a political experiment whose outcome was entirely up for grabs.  And there was no telling if this experiment would work.  So in their minds all of their individual choices had a potentially a huge political impact.  One wrong choice, in their minds, might bring the whole government crashing to ruin.  So, think about how self-conscious this made them feel about their politics.  Think of their sense of really personal responsibility to what was going on in the government at the time.  

As the first national officeholders under the new Constitution, everything that they did established a precedent, and there was no modern nation that they could copy for precise rules and models, although they spent a lot of time in Congress in those years saying, "Anyone know what they do in Parliament?"  [laughs] so that they could figure out how to do it here.  National politicians were literally making it up as they went along, and foreign observers were quick to note how self-conscious American politicians seemed.  As one French minister complained to Thomas Jefferson in 1789, "American politicians are always as tense as a tight rope, engaged in a type of play that seems neither agreeable or useful."   

So to preserve this weak, new national government, some sense of order had to be maintained, making national politicians all the more aware of the importance of abiding by the rules.  And that same French minister who complained that American politicians were as tense as a tight rope, the Count de Moustier ran up against this concern for order in that same year, actually, 1789 when he asked President Washington for a private meeting to discuss French American relations.  To Moustier's utter astonishment Washington refused, explaining that he could have no such private meeting.  The system was set up so that foreign affairs were to be discussed with the secretary of state, period.  And this just dumbfounded Moustier, who actually gave Washington a lecture on the proper way to run a government.  He said it was one thing to hold up appearances, we all understand that, but everyone knows that you have to compromise behind the scenes.   

Moustier had run up against a second fact about early American politics -- the prevailing uneasiness with backroom bargaining and secret negotiations.  Among a population so concerned with being accountable to the body politic, and really that was one of the fundamental distinctions about America's new government, politicians were accountable to the American public to a really unprecedented degree.  So where accountability was so important, secret negotiations and behind-the-scenes compromises seemed like a throwback to monarchical corruption and court politics.  Closed-door politicking hinted at a corrupt ruling class that had something to hide.  So a good politician found a way to politic without appearing to politic, and what better place to do this than at social events.   

Now on the surface this sounds obvious, politicians discussed politics at dinner, but I mean much more than that.  Among politicians uneasy with secrecy and intrigue, dinner parties and receptions became vital political arenas, a place to negotiate, forge alliances, determine enemies and collect and drop -- and that's actually their words for it -- when they discussed gossip, their words were, I'm on a collecting mission or I'm going to drop this piece of information in the situation.   

So these situations, these dinners, became places to collect or drop strategic pieces of information.  Social events were public enough to avoid charges of secrecy and illicit bargaining, but private enough to permit political talk in quiet asides.  They were on nebulous middle ground between public and private life that enabled politicians to preserve their principles without sacrificing their ability to politic.  And foreign diplomats really considered this great aversion to secrecy a distinctive feature of American politics, which made dinner parties all the more important.  And, as one French minister put it, "It's after dinner that one relaxes, discusses matters, and it's during the toasts that confidence and persuasion can slip in.  A minister could do nothing here did he not often have congressmen at his dinner table."   

Which brings us back to Thomas Jefferson, because Jefferson's political modus operandi was the political dinner party.  He was an absolute master at using dinners and informal chats to forge political ties and spread his worldview without ever seeming to do either.   

Now, this is a political method that really is largely invisible, and as I've just explained, it's its invisibility that makes it so ideal.  But his contemporaries were really aware of what he was doing because they did it, too, although somewhat less skillfully than Jefferson.  And one Federalist actually even came up with a name for Jefferson's political technique, dubbing it "Jefferson's Epicurean Artifices."   

So let's look for a moment more closely at one of these dinner parties.  On Jan.2, 1792, Jefferson invited Representatives Thomas Fitzsimons of Pennsylvania, Amasa Learned of Connecticut and Eldridge Gerry of Massachusetts to dinner along with several other guests.  And after everyone but these three representatives had left, the conversation magically turned, to use Jefferson’s word in his little memorandum, just turned to the subject of congressional references to cabinet members for advice, a natural subject of discussion at dinner.  Jefferson and friends considered congressional references to be the source of Alexander Hamilton's influence.  Basically, Congress asked Hamilton for advice.  Hamilton was really happy to give advice and in a way he ended up kind of legislating through these references.  So Jefferson and his friends were really eager to quash this, and here we have a dinner party where the conversation has magically turned to this key strategic point.   

So the men talked for a time and at the evening's end, Jefferson recorded in a memorandum that Gerry and Fitzsimons were, as he wrote, "clearly opposed to such references.  They're on my team."  Two days later, when the House referred a question to Hamilton, Jefferson noted with some satisfaction on that same little slip of paper, "Gerry and Fitzsimons opposed it."   

Two weeks later, Fitzsimons again opposed a reference to Hamilton and Jefferson again took careful note of it on that same little slip of paper.  And finally, six weeks later on March 7, Republicans in Congress really broached the issue in earnest, arguing that the House was capable of doing its own business without referring matters to Hamilton.  And after a really animated debate Hamilton’s supporters prevailed.  "Gerry changed sides," Jefferson wrote on the bottom of this note, in a line explaining this bad outcome to this debate.   

So you could really see how this seemingly innocent dinner party was really a deliberate attempt to test and reinforce potential supporters in the House, really the start of a campaign against Hamilton's influence, documented in this really detailed memorandum.  Jefferson was just talking with friends, but he was also engaged in a political discussion criticizing Hamilton's influence over the legislature, a discussion with three key congressmen aimed at encouraging them to vote along proper lines.   

Compare that masterfully indirect dinner with a similar dinner orchestrated by Alexander Hamilton:  "I wish to have the advantage of a conversation with you," Hamilton wrote to Robert Morris in November 1790.  "If you will name a day for taking a family dinner with me, I shall think of the best arrangement.  The chief subjects will be additional funds for the public debt and the bank." 

[laughter] 

A very different dinner.   

Now, it's important to note that dinner table politicking was not reserved to Thomas Jefferson, but not everyone was skilled at passively directing such dinners for political purposes, and this was Jefferson's real forte.  Even those who distrusted him found themselves drawn to him at his dinner table.  New Hampshire Senator William Plummer, who greatly distrusted Jefferson, was eventually won over by such means and he describes this in wonderful detail in his diary.  "On one occasion," he observes in his diary, he noticed that on Jefferson's dinner table, "among the eight different types of wine and a great variety of pies, fruits and nuts, were two bottles of water from the Mississippi River and piece of the Mammoth Cheese."   

And I have to pause for a moment to explain the [Cheshire] Mammoth Cheese, which is probably my one favorite goofy thing from this time period.  It was an enormous 1200 pound, four foot long wheel of Cheese that some citizens of Massachusetts made and gave to Jefferson in honor of his inauguration in 1801, and it was amazingly famous.  It's amazing once you know that the Mammoth Cheese exists, how many references you see to the Mammoth Cheese.  Everywhere.  There are poems to the Mammoth Cheese.  There is an engraving that says, "Ode to the giant Cheese," actually, that's here at the Library of Congress that I discovered once.  It's amazing.  There were viewings, apparently; public viewings every New Years Day, where the public could file by the Mammoth Cheese and get a glimpse.   

So there on Jefferson's table is water from the Mississippi River and a piece of the Mammoth Cheese.  So in other words, the stage was literally set to woo guests with an evening of stimulating conversation focused around topics of interest -- the Mississippi River, the Mammoth Cheese, topics that by chance showed Jefferson in a particularly good light.  And I have to note that that same dinner guest, William Plummer, ate some of the Cheese in 1805, which is four years after Jefferson received it, and he very diplomatically wrote in his diary that the Cheese was, quote, "far from being very good." 

[laughter] 

Politicians, particularly high national office holders were not supposed to secretly politic, clearly, neither were they supposed to organize themselves into structured, permanent political parties.  The distrust of a permanent national two-party system was yet another distinctive aspect of early national politics.  Rather than assuming that this was the normal mode of conducting politics as we would, national politicians considered a party system a violation of republican government.  To them, a party or a faction was an exclusive group of men trying to benefit themselves, rather than really thinking about the general good.  People in political parties weren't independent in spirit, they were political tools, in the minds of the Founders.   

This resulted in an extremely personal form of politics that could be exceedingly confusing, because without the formal alliances offered by membership in a party, it was often difficult if not impossible to tell one's friends from one's foes.  There were no organized parties in this unstructured new arena, no set teams of combat.  And in a sense, politics, without a permanent two party system was like a war without uniforms.  Alliances were unpredictable.  You never really knew who was around you or how they would vote, and victory went to those who trusted the right people at the right time in the right way.  This was the politics of shifting coalitions and unknown loyalties, where an ally could become an opponent at the drop of a hat.   

In this personal political world, a man's reputation thus had great importance because it was a means of trying to determine his political sensibilities.  What kind of reputation does he have?  How consistent will he be?   

And this brings us to yet another distinctive feature about early national politics -- the importance of the code of honor.  Now, personal honor was important to any gentleman of the period.  It really defined a man's sense of self-worth, his very identity.  A man without honor was really no man at all.  But honor was even more important for politicians, because they won or lost offices and elections based on their personal reputations, above all else.  Not only their sense of self, but their careers rested on their reputations and honor.  In early national America it was really character and reputation that qualified you for public office, not job skills or particular talents.  Elections went to the man with the best reputation, the man who the public most respected, so to get voted into office, to get your friends into office or to exercise any power or influence, you needed to have the right sort of reputation.  So think of the power of a character attack in that kind of a world.  I mean, if it were successful it could destroy a politician's life and career in one blow.   

And thus the importance of the code of honor.  Among men who were so touchy about their reputations, rules of behavior became very important.  In the unstructured arena of national politics they became even more important, controlling and channeling political combat by enforcing or least trying to enforce gentlemanly standards of behavior, where insults could have such grave consequences, where the wrong word might lead to the dueling ground.  There had to be clearly defined rules and standards to prevent accidental insults and deaths.   

The code of honor set out clear standards of conduct:  words to avoid, actions to avoid, and when a line was crossed and honor was offended, the code of honor offered a regulated way of settling disputes, hopefully with negotiations but occasionally with gunplay and the dueling ground.  For example, there were a number of what I call "alarm bell words," that you could never use in reference to another gentleman, words like liar, coward, rascal -- which kind of a has lost its sting today, I think -- scoundrel, and my personal favorite, puppy.  You never want to call a gentleman a puppy.  These were fighting words, and anyone who hurled them at an opponent was almost inviting a duel.  In a sense they were like dares that virtually demanded a response.  And when you look at letters or diaries or accounts of political debate at that time where things got sort of out of control and one of these words sort of leaps into the debate, it's amazing to see pretty universally the instant sort of wave of response that goes through everyone in the room.  Faces blanch, people go still, background noise stops, and everyone turns to the accuser and his victim, waiting to see, how are they going to respond?  How is the moment going to play out?   

Now, not all of these honor disputes resulted in actual duels.  And as a matter of fact, the vast majority of them ended during negotiations.  The point of an affair of honor was to demonstrate your willingness to die for your honor, not to engage in gunplay.  So it was entirely possible to redeem your honor during negotiations by declaring your willingness to duel and then reaching some kind of a compromise and never reaching the dueling ground.   

When you realize that negotiations, all of these exchanges of ritualized insults and the negotiations afterwards, when you see that those are actually very ritualized affairs of honor, you discover that honor affairs were surprisingly common in the period, which brings us to the subject of another chapter of the book which is a chapter on dueling.  And, handily enough, to the Library of America’s “Hamilton” volume as well, which clearly also has some kind of a focus on dueling, towards the end of the volume, unfortunately.   

We all know about Hamilton's duel with Aaron Burr, but few people know that it was Hamilton's 11th affair of honor.  Ten times before, he had commenced negotiations in an honor dispute, but on all of those occasions he and his opponent had agreed on an apology or an explanation and there had never been a trip to the dueling ground.  In New York City alone, in the years surrounding the Burr-Hamilton duel, there were at least 17 other political duels, many of them interrelated.  So in other words, the Burr-Hamilton duel was not a grand exception, but instead it was part of a larger trend.   

Now of course Hamilton was the sort of person who attracted controversy.  Not only was he the leader of a political alliance, the Federalists, but he was a man of strong opinions who was not very good at keeping his mouth shut.  Sometimes this served him well, more often not.  And as the collection of his writing shows, he was always quick to rush into a situation and state his view, which in his mind of course was always the right view, the end, period.  He rushed forward and wrote political pamphlets while he was still at college at the outset of the revolution, he rushed forward to suggest and defend and argue and organize when he was George Washington's aide during the Revolutionary War.  He rushed forward to criticize the Articles of Confederation after the war, and he was at the forefront of the effort to create new constitution.  He rushed into controversy as Washington's secretary of the treasury by proposing dramatic, centralized, national programs and policies. And even after he resigned his office in 1795, he rushed forward to advise and manage the members of President John Adams' cabinet, although John Adams didn't necessarily know this for most of his presidency, steering their actions and their policies to a really surprising degree.  And of course he never hesitated to rush forward in opposition to Aaron Burr, a man who he considered "dangerous to the republic, an ambitious opportunist with no political morals to hold him back," or so Hamilton assumed.   

So all in all, Hamilton was aggressive, arrogant, brash, intensely irritating, astonishingly talented, dangerously impulsive and often self-destructive, and all of this is evident in his writings.  For all these reasons he was a man who became entangled in honor disputes again and again.  And let's look at actually one of these incidents because it really shows you, in a sense, at least for Hamilton, how easy it is easily is to collect duels.   

On one particular occasion in New York City in July of 1795, there was a protest meeting against a treaty.  Republicans hated the treaty, Hamilton liked the treaty.  He wanted to do something to corral this protest and defend the treaty, and so essentially he decided to take action, and this meeting was supposed to start at noon, and at the stroke of 12, Hamilton mounted a stoop, surrounded by a couple high-ranking Federalist friends, and he tried to seize control of this meeting that had thousands of people in attendance.  So first he tried to talk to the audience, only to be silenced by what one newspaper subscribed as, "hissings, coughing and hooting."  He cried out that he'd be happy to explain the treaty, literally offering to go sentence by sentence through the treaty if that would help them like the treaty better, only to be rebuffed by being told, well, the newspapers printed the treaty, people could consider it for themselves, thank you very much.  Finally in utter frustration he bellowed that the crowd had no constitutional right to give an opinion on the treaty.  Not a wise move in front of several thousand people.  At which point the crowd broke into an uproar, and suddenly someone threw a rock, striking Hamilton in the head.  Calling for the “friends of order” to follow him, Hamilton stormed off, humiliated and defeated.   

He soon encountered a loud public argument between a Federalist and a Republican.  Trying to break it up, he was dismissed by the Republican who said something like, "Why do I need to listen to you?"  Which was yet more mortification, and it drove the humiliated Hamilton to immediately challenge him to a duel there and then.  Actually, he even jumped ahead five steps and said, "I'll meet you when you please."  And the fellow actually wrote him some letters and said, "Wait, you're supposed to say now" [laughs] “explain or deny what you said."   

So seething, having just issued this challenge, Hamilton continued down the street, only to encounter another argument which drove him  into an absolute passion during which, according to witnesses, he waved his fist in the air and offered to fight the whole detestable Republican faction one by one.  At which point a Republican stepped forward to accept the challenge, offering to meet Hamilton, with pistols, in half an hour wherever he pleased. Explaining that he already had one duel pending, Hamilton swore that when that duel was settled, this second adversary would get his due.  So here we have two duel challenges within hours.   

Mortified by the public slap at his status during the rally, Hamilton turned to the code of honor to reaffirm his membership among the ruling elite, a pattern that was all too common.  And in fact, close study of Hamilton's many honor disputes along with the many, many other disputes of the time reveals a remarkable fact about political duels --  They were often deliberately provoked.  Right after an election -- this is actually one of the more astounding things.  I had this elaborate chart and calendar and I was graphing things and I was trying to figure out the pattern behind duels.  The pattern was not very complicated.  It was really, someone loses an election, he's mortified, and challenges the winner or gets one his friends to challenge the winner to a duel.  It was quite remarkable.  And in essence my interpretation of that was, you lost a democratic contest, it was a mortifying loss, and you use this aristocratic affair of honor to sort of redeem yourself and put yourself back up as a contender among your equals.   

So these were really -- many, many duels in the period, or at least political duels, were actually deliberate attempts to make a political statement.  This understanding of political dueling casts the Burr-Hamilton duel in an entirely new light, and conveniently allows me to talk about both of my books at the same time.  In 1804, Aaron Burr's political career was in trouble.  Vice president under Jefferson, he was entirely distrusted by Jefferson and cast aside after Jefferson's first term. 

Returning to his home state of New York, he decided to run for governor, only to lose, helped along by Hamilton's active opposition.  And it was a humiliating loss for Burr.  First ousted from the vice presidency, now essentially publicly declared not good enough to be governor.  So not surprisingly he began to feel desperate to prove himself a deserving political leader, especially to his supporters, who were beginning to doubt him.  Why cling to Burr as a leader if he could offer no patronage, no power, no influence?  And some supporters actually said this quite literally.  As one put it, "Burr had to fight back for if he tamely sat down in silence, what must have been the feelings of his friends?  They must have considered him as a man not possessing sufficient firmness to defend his own character and consequently unworthy of their support."  So to prove himself a political leader, to save his political career, Burr had to redeem his reputation.  And he was in this frame of mind when a friend put a newspaper clipping in his hand that suggested that Hamilton had said something, quote, "despicable" about Burr. 

It's important to note at this point that Burr was not thinking, "I must slaughter Hamilton."  Rather, he was thinking, "I've been humiliated.  My political career is dying.  I've got to prove myself, and now here in my hand is authentic evidence of someone attacking my honor, and better yet, it's evidence of Hamilton attacking me, someone who's been attacking me for 15 years."  For Burr, defending his honor felt necessary at this point.  It made sense.  Hamilton's specific insult made little difference.  Burr was really just looking for a way to redeem his reputation.  

And this brings us actually to one of the many mysteries that surrounds the Burr-Hamilton duel.  What was the mysterious despicable thing that Hamilton said the caused the duel and led to Hamilton's death?  And there are all sorts of theories about this and the most popular one, based on an informal poll of what people ask questions to me about in a variety of different talks, is that Hamilton accused Burr of incest, of sleeping with his own daughter.  That actually comes from actually Gore Vidal --  

[laughter] 

-- from his novel “Burr.  He's the one who thought it was a fine idea, he even said, acknowledged, "I made it up, but it seemed like a good enough reason to duel."  But it's not the reason why this duel happened.  And the fact is, in this case, as with so many other deliberately provoked duels, the precise insult was less important than Burr's chance to redeem his honor.  There was no specific insult.  This actually ends up being part of the problem.  There was a general insult that Burr seized upon to clear his name.   

So Burr sent Hamilton a ritualized letter inquiring about Hamilton's alleged insult and demanding a response.  So Hamilton receives this and obviously hears a threat.  But Hamilton was puzzled, because Burr said only that Hamilton had said something despicable about him, and Hamilton couldn't quite figure out how to defend or explain something despicable.  How could he respond to that?  His response to Burr's letter was probably the worst letter that he could possibly have written, but it really reveals how torn he was between what he felt was his need to face this challenge and his real dire desire to avoid this challenge.   

Trying to find a way out of this predicament, he began his letter with a long, tortured argument about the meaning of the word despicable.  It's very sad.  And essentially he asks, well, what does despicable mean, anyway, between gentlemen?  It doesn't really mean that much.  So he was trying desperately to back himself out.  To Burr, Hamilton's arguments sounded like an evasive, insulting grammar lesson.  

Hamilton then concluded his letter with a burst of bluster to show that he was not afraid to duel if he had to.  He wrote that he would not be held responsible for hearsay and that he was willing to face the consequences for his actions, a statement that, to Burr, seemed like an arrogant dare.  

So, needless to say, Burr's response to Hamilton's letter was quick and sharp.  He said that the letter revealed, quote,"nothing of that sincerity and delicacy which you profess to value."  In other words, Hamilton was not behaving like a gentleman, which was a highly offensive insult that Hamilton couldn't ignore.  

So now Hamilton felt insulted and he couldn't back down.  Burr felt more insulted and more insistent on fighting and you can see how things began to spiral down from this point.  Though Hamilton eventually offered something of an explanation, saying that whatever his insult was, he didn't mean it to be personal.  Burr was so insulted by that point that he felt that nothing but a trip to the dueling ground could redeem his honor.  So he did what any grievously dishonored gentleman would have done, he demanded an apology from Hamilton that was so humiliating that it would force Hamilton to fight.  He insisted that Hamilton apologize for everything that he had ever said that was derogatory to Burr's private character from throughout their entire 15-year rivalry.  And as Burr expected, there was no way Hamilton could make an apology.  Burr then formally challenged him to a duel and Hamilton accepted.   

Now remarkably, Hamilton later explained his actions in a final statement written the night before the duel to be made public only in the event of his death.  And it's not something that people haven't known about, it's just something that nobody appears to have ever really read carefully before.  It's a remarkable statement in which he says, "Let me explain to posterity why I'm dueling."  And somehow or other historians still say, "We don't know why Hamilton dueled."  Well, he tried to tell us and this statement was his effort.  

He acknowledged all of the reasons why he didn't want to duel -- his family, his debts, his religious scruples, his simple desire not to die.  He explained why he felt compelled to fight.  He had seriously insulted Burr over the course of their 15-year rivalry, and he believed what he said so he couldn't apologize, particularly since Burr had insulted Hamilton during negotiations.  And most fundamental of all, he felt, as he put it, that 

“All of the considerations which constitute what men of the world denominate honor, impressed on me, as I thought, a peculiar necessity not to decline the call.  The ability to be in future useful, in those crises of our public affairs which seem likely to happen, would probably be inseparable from a conformity with public prejudice in this particular.”
which is a long formal way of saying that Hamilton expected a future political crisis and, in fact, he expected a civil war, and in his mind if he didn't seem like a leader, if he didn't defend his honor, he would be dishonored, cast off and then useless at that final moment of crisis.  So in essence, Hamilton, like Burr, was dueling to prove himself a worthy political leader.  

People who study the Burr-Hamilton duel tend to blame it on irrational emotion, claiming that Burr was a murderous fiend out to kill Hamilton, and that Hamilton was depressed and had a death wish.  In essence, he was committing suicide by duel.  Obviously, however -- whatever emotions they were feeling, their decisions were not purely emotional and certainly not irrational.  These men were operating according to a reasoned course of logic.  They were sorting through their options at the time and coming to what, in their minds, felt like a really clear decision.   

So, to understand the political importance of honor and reputation, is thus really to understand the emotional reality of being a national politician during America's founding.  The knee-jerk sense of panic, the rampant suspicions, the high passions and shrill accusations were not irrational.  They were a natural product of the politics of reputation that blended personal identity, public office, and political experimentation in a dangerous mix.  Politicians were learning how to conduct national politics, one decision at a time.  

Now of course logical decisions can be bad decisions.  One can make rational choices for all of the wrong reasons or reason one's way into the wrong path.  And, indeed, honor bound politicians were not always honorable, and this is precisely the point. 

Too often the Founders are praised to the skies as saintly deities of governments, or condemned as self-interested elitists who care for money and power above all else.  In reality, there was something of both.  They sincerely wanted to create a great nation grounded on popular will and the rights of man and, they were also obsessively concerned with their interests, careers, reputations and pocketbooks, practicing down and dirty politics in their efforts to get ahead.  This is a distinction that makes a difference.   

If the founding generation were a band of angels, then American politics has been in a state of free fall ever since.  If they were little more than greedy power mongers, there is little hope that America can rise to much more.  But as real people, who struggled with a difficult task, sometimes inspired to high purpose, other times feeding their meanest appetites, they extend to posterity the gift of hope.  If these fallible, very human people could accomplish great things, perhaps future generations can do so as well.  It's the logic that inspired their greatest hopes for the future, the ultimate message that they hoped to impart.  Thank you very much. 

[applause]  

John Cole:

We have time for a few questions and then we're going to have a book signing.  You'll have another chance to get your books signed and to talk to Joanne.  But we'll be pleased to take a few questions right now, and I will go get you some water and bring you some. 

Joanne Freeman:

Thank you. 

John Cole:

Any questions for Joanne?  Let me ask --  Is there somebody back there?  No, sir, go ahead.  

Male Speaker:

[inaudible] 

Joanne Freeman:

Thank you. 

Male Speaker:

[inaudible] 

Joanne Freeman:

I'm sorry, repeat the question? 

Male Speaker:

[inaudible] 

Joanne Freeman:

It's in all of those.  The code of honor, I think, for all of the politics in that period was important, so to Hamilton, to national politics.  And it's part of, it was really the thing that I thought about at the very beginning of the project that led to the book was that idea, the code of honor was --  

[end of presentation]

