Aaron Burr, fugitive and traitor, 1804

Introduction

On July 11, 1804, Vice President Aaron Burr shot former Secretary of the Treasury Alexander
Hamilton in a duel in Weehawken, New Jersey. Nine days later he wrote this cryptic letter
(partially in cipher) to his son-in-law, Joseph Alston.

The year 1804 proved to be a difficult one for Burr, who was trying to revive his political career.
Hamilton had led Federalists in opposing Burr’s nomination in the New York gubernatorial race.
Powerful Democratic-Republicans like George Clinton, the New York governor, and his nephew
DeWitt Clinton also worked against Burr. DeWitt, then the mayor of New York, used the
American Citizen, edited by James Cheetham, as a mouthpiece for resurrecting scandalous
allegations against Burr from the election of 1800. Working together, Federalist and Republican
forces helped deliver Burr a crushing defeat in the election, a humiliation that eventually led to
the fateful Burr-Hamilton duel on July 11.

By Friday, July 20, a grand jury in New Jersey and the coroner’s jury in New York City were
considering charges against Burr. The coroner’s jury was expected to deliver the verdict of its
inquest the following Monday, and, as Burr phrased it, “the result will determine my
Movements.” Burr believed that the same forces that had conspired against him politically were
now aligning to charge him with murder.

At the same time, Burr was plotting with General James Wilkinson to form a separate country
from the western part of the United States including the Louisiana Territory. In August 1804,
Burr contacted Anthony Merry, Britain’s minister to the United States. Merry immediately sent a
dispatch to Britain detailing Burr’s offer to “effect a separation of the western part of the United
States” from the rest of the country. In return, Burr wanted money and ships to carry out his
conquest.

The second part of the letter and an enclosed missive to Charles Biddle (a cousin by marriage to
James Wilkinson) are written in cipher. In the early republic, cipher was often used in mails in
the interest of privacy. Whether he was discussing fleeing the murder charge or his plot to form a
separate country, Burr was understandably fearful of having his plans exposed. Anyone
intercepting Burr’s letter would have been met with this impenetrable line:

80 IX71 8HIVIX1VIIIX 41 0IVXII2, A 751X
AIVX102 (()IVX 52Y8VIIHI1 ~ To VHIIX512
- To 61V IXIV L, XVIIIVV1 IVVI ) 75IX?
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Questions for Discussion

Read the document introduction and transcript and apply your knowledge of American history in
order to answer these questions.

1. What explanation could Aaron Burr have provided to explain his decision to flee?

2. How did public reaction to Alexander Hamilton’s death influence Burr’s actions?

3. Base your response on historical events. What information might Burr have included in
the coded message to Charles Biddle?
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Aaron Burr to James Alston, July 20, 1804 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC01523 #1)

© 2012 The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History
www.gilderlehrman.org



http://www.gilderlehrman.org/

Aaron Burr, fugitive and traitor, 1804

Aaron Burr to Charles Biddle, July 20, 1804 (The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC01523 #2 p.1)
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Aaron Burr to Charles Biddle, July 20, 1804 (The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC01523 #2 p.2)
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Transcript

Immediately on the receipt of your letter on finance, | put the thing in a train of inquiry — The
person employed has not yet met with success — your name is not used —

The jury Mentioned in my last have adjourned over to Monday Eve® (23%.) — The result will
determine my Movements — You perceive that a certain description of federalists and The virulent
Clint>®. are in perfect harmony — In the estimation of the former, Cheetham is a gentleman and a soldier
and Dewitt will probably soon attain similar dignities.

Your letter of the 20 June was particularly grateful ~ The discernment, the frankness and the
attachment which it manifests, flatter my pride and affect my heart — | concur fully with your opinions.

~S5VIE (-)IVX 5VII1 IIIIVIX madeofmore V1015IIIIX
N51X1VI8510VII IX7Z51 I (-)VII1100. The advice comes with double force ~
The 108IXIX101 4 51112 -
being about 20,000 81l IX7 8 VIl VIIIX5IX1
VIIX5112 08 VI~
80 IX71 S8IHIVIX1IVINIIX 41 0IVXII2, A75IX AIVX102 (-)IVX
2Y8VII1 ~ To VIHIIX5HI2 - To 61V IXIV 1, XVIIVV1 IVVI,
AT75IX?~
Enclose to Ch®. Biddle, Phil® —

J. Alston Esq*
[docket]
A.B. Aug* 1804 20" July

Joseph Alston Esq'-
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