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Duels & Debates: “Lhe Hamilton/ Burr Stovy
IN-CLASSROOM PROGRAM

UTILIZING LETTERS AND OBJECTS FROM THE FENIMORE ART MUSEUM COLLECTION / GRADES: 8-12

Overview LEARNING STANDARDS

The fateful duel between Alexander Hamilton and Social Studies
Aaron Burr on July 11, 1804 has become something

of legend in American history, referenced in popular READING STANDARDS FOR LITERACY IN HISTORY

television commercials and reenacted in a Key Ideas and Details
blockbuster musical. What led up to the duel « Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of
between these two men who had known each other primary and secondary sources
for decades? What was it about their political beliefs
and personal character that led to the death of the * Determine the central ideas or information of a
founding of our country’s economic system? This in- primary or secondary source
class program will utilize the collections of Fenimore o Analyze in detail a series of events described in a
Art Museum, including letters written by Hamilton text
and Burr leading up to the day of the duel.

Craft and Structure
In this program, students will learn about the political
and personal disagreements between the two men e Determine the meanings of words and phrases as
and act out the parts of the Federalists (including they are used in a text, including vocabulary
Hamilton and James Madison) and Democratic- describing political, social, or economic aspects of
Republicans (including Burr and Thomas Jefferson) in history

an in-class debate. Students will use research on the
political arguments of the time as well as quotes from
the letters of Hamilton and Burr in the museum

e Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize
key points or advance an explanation or analysis

collection to construct a case for their side. They will e Compare points of view of two or more authors
then conduct a ‘creative debate’ by producing in their treatments of the same or similar topics,
artworks of their choice, from drawing to painting to including which details they include an emphasize
poetry and beyond, which relate to the history and in their respective accounts

the topic and which state a particular political case.
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WRITING STANDARDS FOR LITERACY IN HISTORY

Key Ideas and Details

e Write informative/explanatory texts, including
the narration of historical events or technical
processes

SPEAKING AND LISTENING SOCIAL STUDIES
STANDARDS

Comprehension and Collaboration

¢ Initiate and participate effectively in a range of
collaborative discussions with diverse partners
on topics, texts, and issues, building on others’
ideas and expressing their own clearly and
persuasively

e Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning,
and use of evidence and rhetoric, identifying
any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or
distorted evidence

Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas

e Present information, findings, and supporting
evidence clearly, concisely, and logically such
that listeners can follow the line of reasoning
and the organization, development, substance,
and style are appropriate to purpose, audience,
and task

SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Comprehension and Collaboration

e Prepare for and participate effectively in a range
of conversations and collaborations with diverse
partners, building on other’s ideas and expressing
their own clearly and persuasively.

¢ Integrate and evaluate information presented in
diverse media and formats, including visually,
guantitatively, and orally.

e Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and
use of evidence and rhetoric.

Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas

e Present information, findings, and supporting,
evidence such that listeners can follow the line of
reasoning and the organization, development,

and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and
audience.

o Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and
communicative tasks, demonstrating command
of formal English when indicated or appropriate.

LANGUAGE

Vocabulary Acquisition and Use

e Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown
and multiple-meaning words and phrases by
using context clues, analyzing meaningful word
parts, and consulting general and specialized
reference materials, as appropriate.

e Demonstrate understanding of figurative
language, word relationships and nuances in
word meanings.

e Acquire and use accurately a range of general
academic and domain specific words and phrases
sufficient for reading, writing, speaking, and
listening at the college and career readiness level;
demonstrate independence in gathering
vocabulary knowledge when encountering an
unknown term important to comprehension or
expression.

Using the Website

This lesson plan is part of our special website which
includes letters between Hamilton and Burr as well
as their seconds, Pendleton and Van Ness, before
and after the duel in 1804, and artwork relating to
Hamilton and other important figures and events
from the time period. It also includes information
which is meant to be useful to teachers and
students during the in-class debate. We encourage
you to share this website with your students and to
use it in conjunction with the in-class debate and
some of the pre-visit activities for a more enriching
experience.
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PRE-DEBATE ACTIVITIES OVERVIEW FOR TEACHERS

Dear Teachers,

We highly recommend conducting these activities prior to conducting the in-class debate in
order to prepare them for the themes and to introduce them to Alexander Hamilton and
Aaron Burr. Each activity has sheets for students as well as for teachers.

Pages with a yellow header are for students, and pages with a green header are for teachers.

Activity #1: Transcribing a Letter

Please conduct this activity before viewing the Hamilton/Burr letters on the web-
site. In the first exercise, students will be asked to attempt to transcribe a
segment of a letter from Alexander Hamilton and from Aaron Burr. This will
provide them with an opportunity to interact with primary source documents in
a meaningful way. Full transcriptions of the letters with the segments in bold are
provided to you later in this packet that you can print out for students after
completing the activity.

Activity #2: The Key Players

This simple activity will familiarize students with four important figures from the
American Revolution and the early history of America who had direct contact
with Hamilton and Burr. The activity features our Browere Life Masks, realistic
busts of these historic figures made from actual plaster casts of their faces.

Activity #3: Dissecting an Argument

Students will read a segment from a letter by Alexander Hamilton to friend
James McHenry in 1801, 3 1/2 years before the duel. In it, Hamilton lists a series
of grievances he has against Aaron Burr and explains why he should not be
elected U.S. President. This activity will help students to decipher each griev-
ance and what it means.
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ACTIVITY #1: TRANSCRIBING A LETTER

Letters written centuries ago can be difficult to read because of the cursive style and the
flowery language often used. In this exercise, you will attempt to transcribe the following
letter from Alexander Hamilton to Aaron Burr during the lead up to their fateful duel.
Hamilton is responding to a previous letter from Burr in which Burr demands that Hamilton
explain an insult that he supposedly said about Burr in a private conversation.
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ACTIVITY #1: TRANSCRIBING A LETTER

On the lines below, do your best to transcribe the letter on the previous page. If
you cannot immediately identify a word, first attempt to figure it out by looking

at the context of the rest of the sentence. If you can still not guess it, leave a “?”
in its place.
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ACTIVITY #1: TRANSCRIBING A LETTER

After transcribing the letter to the best of your ability, write a paragraph below
about what you think Hamilton is saying in his response. Is the response polite?
What is he telling Burr about his accusations? What do you think happens next?
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ACTIVITY #1: TRANSCRIBING A LETTER ANSWER SHEET

Here is a transcript of the letter on page 4. Please recite to students or provide a copy:

New York, June 22d, 1804.
Sir:

Your first letter, in a style too peremptory, made a demand, in my opinion,
unprecedented and unwarrantable. My answer, pointing out the embarrassment, gave
you an opportunity to take a less exceptionable course. You have not chosen to do it, but
by your last letter, received this day, containing expressions indecorous and improper,
you have increased the difficulties to explanation, intrinsically incident to the nature of
your application.

If by a “definite reply” you mean the direct avowal or disavowal required in your first
letter, | have no other answer to give than that which has already been given. If you
mean anything different admitting of greater latitude, it is requisite you should explain.

I have the honor to be, Sir
Your Obedt. Servt.
A. HAMILTON

Context:

Hamilton is admonishing Aaron Burr for making a request which Hamilton sees
as impossible to make. Burr requested to know more about the rumor of an
insult that Hamilton had made, but since he could not name the insult
Hamilton refused to provide more details. Instead, Hamilton accuses Burr of
being improper in his last letter and making the accusation more difficult to
answer. It is this stubbornness of character, both in Hamilton and Burr, that
helps to lead to their duel.

Peremptory: expressive of urgency or command; characterized by often imperi-
ous or arrogant self assurance (Merriam-Webster)
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ACTVITY #2: THE KEY PLAYERS

Draw lines to match the images below to the correct names, and then match
the names to the correct descriptions.

James Madison  John Adams  Thomas Jefferson Marquis de Lafayette
A fierce political Fought alongside A partner with The second
opponent to Alexander Hamilton in President of the
Hamilton, he Hamilton during drafting the U.S., he and
argued against the Battle of Federalist Papers. | Hamilton had great
Hamilton’s Yorktown in the He later helped to | differences despite
proposal for a American form the Demo- belonging to the

central federal
bank. Despite their

disagreements,
Hamilton endorsed
him for President
against Aaron Burr.

Revolution and
then returned to
France to
participate in the

French Revolution.

cratic-Republican
party in opposition
to Hamilton and
the Federalists. He
became the 4th
U.S. President in
1809.

same political
party. His Alien and
Sedition Acts were
very controversial,

then and today.
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ACTVITY #2: THE KEY PLAYERS ANSWER SHEET
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ACTVITY #3: DISSECTING AN ARGUMENT

Below is a transcribed portion of a letter by Alexander Hamilton to his friend
James McHenry on January 4th, 1801, 3 years before his duel with Aaron Burr. In
it, he lists a series of arguments for why Aaron Burr should not be elected U.S.
President. All spellings and wording are Hamilton’s own and have not been
changed. Read the arguments and try to match each number to the correct
summarized versions on page 13.

Very Confidential

1- He is in every sense a profligate, a voluptuary in the extreme, with uncom-
mon habits of expence; in his profession extortionate to a proverb; suspected on
strong grounds of having corruptly served the views of the Holland Company, in
the Capacity of a Member of our Legislature (He cooperated in obtaining a law
to permit Aliens to hold and convey lands and he is supposed to have been
largely remunerated) and he is understood to have been guilty of several
breaches of probity in his pecuniary transactions. His very friends do not insist
upon his integrity.

2- He is without doubt insolvent for a large deficit. All his visible property is
deeply mortgaged, and he is known to owe other large debts for which there is
no specific Security. Of the number of these is a judgement in favour of Mr. An-
gersteen for a sum which with interest amounts to about 80,000 Dollars-.

3- The fair emoluments of any station under our government will not equal his
expenses in that station; still less will they suffice to extricate him from his em-
barrassments and he must therefore from the necessity of his situation have re-
course to unworthy expedients. There may be a bargain and sale with some for-
eign power, or combinations with public agents in projects of gain by means of
the public monies; perhaps and probably, to enlarge the sphere-a War.
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ACTVITY #3: DISSECTING AN ARGUMENT CONT.

4- He has no pretensions to the station from services. He acted in different ca-
pacities in the last war finally with the rank of Lt. Col in a Regiment, and gave in-
dications of being a good officer; but without having had the opportunity of per-
forming any distinguished action. At a critical period of the war, he resigned his
commission, assigning for cause ill health, and went to reside at Paramus in the
state of New Jersey. If his health was bad he might without difficulty have ob-
tained furlough and was not obliged to resign. He was afterwards seen in his
usual health. The circumstances excited much jealousy of his motives. In civil life
he has never projected nor aided in producing a single measure of important
public utility.

5- He has constantly sided with the party hostile to federal measures before and
since the present constitution of the United States. In opposing the adoption of
this Constitution he was engaged covertly and insidiously; because, as he said at
the time “it was too strong and too weak,” and he has been uniformly the op-
poser of the Federal Administration.

6- No Mortal can tell what his political principles are. He has talked all around
the compass. At times he has dealt in all the Jargon of Jacobinism; at other times
he has proclaimed decidedly the total insufficiency of the Federal Government &
the necessity of changes to one far /more energetic. The truth seems to be that
he has no plan but that of getting power by any means and keeping it by all
means. It is probable that if he has any theory ‘tis that of simple despotism. He
has intimated that he thinks the present French Constitution not a bad one.

7- He is of a temper bold enough to think no enterprize too hazardous and san-
guine enough to think none too difficult. He has censured the leaders of the fed-
eral party as wanting in vigour and enterprize, for not having established a
strong Government when they were in possession of the power and influence.
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ACTIVITY #3: DISSECTING AN ARGUMENT CONT.

8- Descerning men of all parties agree in ascribing to him an irregular and inordi-
nate ambition. Like Cataline, he is indefatigable in courting young men and
profligates. He knows well the weak sides of human nature and takes care to
play in with the passions of all with whom he has intercourse. By natural disposi-
tion, the haughtiest of men, he is at the same time the most creeping to answer
his purposes. Cold and collected by nature or habit, he never loses sight of his
object and scruples no means of accomplishing it. He is artful and intriguing to
an inconceivable degree. In short all his conduct indicates that he has in view
nothing less than the establishment of Supreme Power in his own person. Of
this nothing can be a surer index than that having in fact high-toned notions of
Government he has never the less constantly opposed the federal & courted the
popular party. As he never can effect [sic] his wishes by the aid of good men, he
will court and employ able and daring scoundrels of every party and by availing
himself of their assistance and of all the bad passions of £he society, he will in all
likelihood attempt an usurpation.

9- Within the last three weeks at his own table, he drank these toasts succes-
sively 1. The French Republic. 2. The Commissioners on both sides who negotiat-
ed the Convention. 3. Buonaparte. 4. La Fayette and he countenanced and se-
conded the positions openly advanced by one of his guests that it was the inter-
est of this country to leave it free to the Belligerent Powers to sell their prizes in
our ports and to build and equip ships for their respective uses, a doctrine which
evidently aims at turning all the naval resources of the United States into the
channel of France; and whieh by making these states the most pernicious enemy
of G. Britain to oblige her to go to war with us.

10- Through possessing infinite art, cunning and address, he is yet to give proof
of great or solid abilities. At the bar he is more remarkable for dexterity than
sound judgment or logic. From the character of his understanding and heart it is
likely that any innovations, which he may effect will be such as to serve the turn
of his own power rather, than such as will issue in establishments favourable to
the permanent security and prosperity of the Nation founded upon the princi-
ples of a strong free and regular Government.
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ACTVITY #3: DISSECTING AN ARGUMENT WORKSHEET

Fill in each blank with the correct number of the accusation against
Burr in Hamilton’s letter that matches its summary below:

He has no real political beliefs, and only wants to be in power for
his own sake.

He is extremely ambitious and he uses his charming personality
to tell people what they want to hear so that he can get ahead.

He spends too much money and is a corrupt businessman.
He is in extreme debt and is likely unable to pay.

He is trying to play nice with France in order to provoke another
war with England.

He used poor health as an excuse for leaving his post in the
Revolutionary War, even though he really wasn’t ill.

He opposed many parts of the written Constitution.

He might try to make deals with foreign countries to pay off his
personal debts, and as president this could cause a war.

He’s clever and a good speaker, but he has never done anything
significant and would put his own interests before the country’s.

He is too reckless with his ideas and thinks he is bolder than
other people.
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ACTIVITY #3: DISSECTING AN ARGUMENT ANSWER SHEET

Fill in each blank with the correct number of the accusation against
Burr in Hamilton’s letter that matches its summary below:

__6___He has no real political beliefs, and only wants to be in power for
his own sake.

__8 Heis extremely ambitious and he uses his charming personality
to tell people what they want to hear so that he can get ahead.

1 Hespends too much money and is a corrupt businessman.

9  Heistrying to court favor with France in order to provoke
another war with England.

2 Heisinextreme debt and is likely unable to pay.

4 He used poor health as an excuse for leaving his post in the
Revolutionary War, even though he really wasn’t ill.

5 He opposed the adoption of the Constitution.

__ 3 He might try to make deals with foreign countries to pay off his
personal debts, and as president this could cause a war.

_ 10 He'sclever and a good speaker, but he has never done anything
significant and would put his own interests before the country’s.

__7__Hels too reckless with his ideas and thinks he is bolder than
other people.
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THE 'CREATIVE DEBATE:" A GUIDE FOR TEACHERS

Students will use the materials on the hamiltonburr.org website as well as the pre-debate
activities provided in this packet as references while creating their own ‘creative debate’
artwork, creative writing piece, or even a musical number which states an opinion on one of
the political or personal arguments between Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists, and
Aaron Burr and the Democratic-Republicans. The making of the art piece can be given as a
homework assignment if desired, with follow-up discussion taking place in the classroom.

Procedure

1. Pair students up as you see fit (preferably ones who work together well or are good at
debating each other).

2. Print and cut out the cards on the next page. Give each paired student one of the match-
ing Topic cards but from an opposing Point of View (example: give both students a
“French Revolution” card, but one from the POV of Jefferson and one from the POV of
Hamilton). It is fine to give more than one pair of students the same Topic cards.

3. Ask the student pairs to work together to research the topic, beginning with the re-
sources on the hamiltonburr.org website as well as other resources. Focus particularly
on how each person would frame the issue.

4. (After this research, a brief mock debate in class might help to focus their ideas. In this
optional activity, ask students to briefly state their person’s topic and point of view and
then give the paired student an opportunity to explain the other side of the debate)

5. For the final project, the students will use research to produce a creative art piece which
illustrates their figure’s point of view on the provided topic. This art piece can be in the
form of:

« Painting/Drawing

« Poem

« Creative writing piece, such as an imaginary letter written to the other figure

« Song/rap lyrics

« Collage/diorama

Or other artistic piece. Preferably the paired students should agree on one type of
artwork that each of them produce (both students write poems, for example) but
they can also be different if the students cannot agree.

6. Give students some time to create their pieces outside of class (feel free to decide on

parameters that you feel are appropriate for size/length of artworks and writings) and
then schedule a class day in which students either perform or introduce their pieces.
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Topic: Topic:
Creating a National Bank Creating a National Bank
From the POV of: From the POV of:
Alexander Hamilton Thomas Jefferson
Topic: Topic:
Assist w/French Revolution? Assist w/French Revolution?
From the POV of: From the POV of:
Alexander Hamilton Thomas Jefferson
Topic: Topic:
Election of 1800: Burr or Jefferson? Election of 1800: Burr or Jefferson?
From the POV of: From the POV of:
Alexander Hamilton Aaron Burr
Topic: Topic:

Strong Central Government vs.
States’ Rights

From the POV of:
Alexander Hamilton

Strong Central Government vs.
States’ Rights

From the POV of:
Thomas Jefferson

Topic:
Foreign Trade and Taxes
From the POV of:

Alexander Hamilton

Topic:
Foreign Trade and Taxes
From the POV of:

James Madison

Topic:
Alien & Sedition Acts
From the POV of:
John Adams

Topic:
Alien & Sedition Acts
From the POV of:

Thomas Jefferson
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THE 'CREATIVE DEBATE:" A GUIDE FOR TEACHERS, CONT.

Post-Project Discussion

After students have presented their projects, consider leading the following conversations
in class as a follow-up.

1. Hamilton: The Musical—Some students may be familiar with the hit Broadway musical,
while others may not. The musical follows Hamilton’s life, in particular his relationship
with Aaron Burr. Many elements of the story are dramatized, but overall the musical
relates true events. In the classroom, play the song Your Obedient Servant (link: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yr-mO1oluHk). This song between occurs just before the
end of the musical when the duel takes place, and dramatizes the writing of the letters
between Hamilton and Burr. Ask students to listen carefully to the words and then to
look back at the letters on the hamiltonburr.org website. Can the students identify
sections of the letters that relate to the lyrics Lin-Manuel Miranda wrote for the
musical?

2. Hamilton/Burr in the 21st Century—The act of dueling has been outlawed across the
United States since the start of the 20th century. What if Hamilton and Burr were living
out their disagreements today instead of 18047 Ask students to hypothesize the discus-
sions that Hamilton and Burr would have today and how they might settle their differ-
ences. What correspondence other than written letters might they use? Feel free to al-
low students to imagine and write/perform dialogue for both men (email? Text mes-
sage? TV news interview?)
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