CHAPTER XVI
THE LAST STRUGGLE FOR POWER

1. EscapE FANTASIES

HOUGH the storm had actually broken, Burr's resilient
and essentially imaginative nature seemed to throw off with
ease all despondency and sense of defeat. His letters were
never as gay and sprightly as they were now. The world was a cos-
mic jest an(! be studied its variegated face with ironic humor
Only .wh(m it came to Theo and his little grandson, dubbed ali
most immediately with a hundred en(lcari;lg pet names, did he
show the slightest concern. Theo had emerged an invalyid from
the o.rd_eal of childbirth. It was thought that the semi-tropic
Carolinian climate was too enervating for her. Burr took her
back to New York with him, and she tried the waters of Saratoga
and BaI.lston Spa for relief, but without much success. She vx;as
to remain a semi-invalid for the balance of her life. Finally she
returned to Charleston and her husband, taking the little boy with
her. Burr was disconsolate. New York, \‘Vashiﬁgton even, became
suddenly lonely and empty. Not even his deceased wife had
Plumbed the full depths of his devotion. This was to be achieved
in all the world by but two persons — his daughter Theodosia
and his grandson, Aaron Burr Alston. '
These were the deeps. The surface texture of his being im-
periously demanded other consolations — the remedial pattern of
sex and the society of woman. He had been a widower for over a
deca.de, he was forty-seven, still handsome, irresistible, the Vice-
President of the United States. Glimpses of little ro;ztretemps
of sm'flll gallantries and affairs of the heart, begin to peep through’
the airy persiflage of his letters. He was a splendid catch, and
many a lady set herself to achieve the conquest. One at le;;st al-
most succeeded, hidden forever in his detailed accounts to an
ar.nused Theodosia under the name of Celeste. But her feminine
wiles, her no when she meant yes, gave the half-hearted lover his
chance to escape before it was too late. “ They made me laugh,”
wrote Theo of his letters, *“ yet I pity you, and have really a fe’l-
low feelir:ng for you. Poor little Rippy, so you are mortgaged! But
you bear it charmingly . . . Spasmodic love. It is really quite new
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... Poor Starling! ”* And when the father announced the ter-
mination of the love affair, for all his experience a little be-
wildered at feminine twists and turns, the daughter knew exactly
what had happened. “ As to Celeste,” she scolded, “ she meant,
from the beginning, to say that awful word —yes . . . you took
it as a plump refusal, and walked off. She called you back. What
more could she do? I would have seen you to Japan before I would
have done so much.” 2

There were others too, a long line of vanished ladies, all wear-
ing the decent anonymity of initials, of pseudonyms, yet obviously
all well known to Theo, the solitary recipient of his confidences.
They were a definite need, an escape fantasy, possibly, from the
harassments of the outer world.

Burr continucd to preside in the Senate, with a distinction
which no other Vice-President has ever lent to the office. Friend
and political foc alike were unanimous in their testimony as to
that. Said the Federalist Senator Plumer, * Burr presides in the
Senate with great ease and dignity. He always understands the
subject before the Scnate, states the question clearly, and con-
fines the speakers to the point. He despises the littleness and mean-
ness of the administration, but does not distinctly oppose them
or aid us.” ®

As Vice-President, he could do no more than direct the course
of debate, preserve order and confine speakers to the issue. On
the great and pressing problems of the day — the Louisiana Pur-
chase, foreign relations, the delicate negotiations with France,
Spain and England — in all of which he was profoundly inter-
ested, he could neither act nor express an opinion even. He was
an outlaw in his own Administration, a lonely figure against
whom all hands were turned.

Such small solace as he could obtain was received from the
always loyal College of his youth. Princeton, in the person of
Governor Bloomfield of New Jersey, conferred on him the degree
of Doctor of Laws, and accepted gratefully his proposal to present

the College with a portrait of his father, second President of that
already venerable institution.* A little later, his help was required
in a more tangible way. The College had been swept by fire, and
Burr subscribed a substantial sum to the rebuilding fund.®

2. JEFFERSON IN THE SADDLE

At the beginning of 1804, political thoughts were already point-
ing toward the Presidential election of the following year. As to
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the Republican candidate for President, there was no doubt
whatever. Jefferson was the unanimous choice, and would be re-
el_ected l?y an overwhelming vote. The Federalists were badl

disorganized, and less than half-hearted in their efforts. Jeffersor);
pad used his office so skilfully that he had driven a huge wedge
into the ranks of his opponents. He had placated and soothed
wherever possible, he had wielded the patronage with telling
effect; more, he had shown the jittery Federalists that Jacobinism
was not the anarchical, revolutionary béte noire they had ex-
pected. It was hard sometimes to distinguish the policies of his
Admlnlstration from those of an orthodox Federalist. The Execu-
tive powers had not been weakened by one jot; in the purchase of
Loglslana “ the strict constructionist ” had stretched the Consti-
tution until it literally cracked. He had gone to war with Tripoli
in the best military tradition; and the Hamiltonian system —
funded debt and bank, the anathemas of old — had not been dis-
turbed in the slightest detail. Moreover, the country was prosper-
ous. No wonder the Federalists deserted in droves to the fleshpots
of Republicanism.

In the ranks of his own party, however, Jefferson was implac-
able. He had nothing more to fear from the Federalists, but Burr
was an ever-present threat to the continued existence in power
of the Virginia group. Madison, Monroe, these were the heir-
apparents.

So .successful had been the campaign of vituperation and ac-
cusation against Burr that, when the Congressional leaders of
the party met in informal caucus to discuss nominations, his name
was barely mentioned for the Vice-Presidency. George Clinton
agefi.now and feeble, achieved his ultimate dream without opi
position. It was part of the bargain with Jefferson for having
dra.gged Burr down. Jefferson knew that Clinton presented no
serious threat in the future against Madison, whom he was al-
read)_' gr(?oming for the event of his own retirement. But Clinton’s
nomination opened the field in New York, where he had been
Governor.

] Burr cast his eyes in the direction of his own home State. There
if at all, would be the place to recoup his political fortunes. He
would have to start from the beginning, and rebuild anew the -
careful edifice which had been shattered by the patronage and
Fhe paper warfare of his enemies. Let New York once more come
into his grasp, and he would be in a position to dictate terms to
those who now scorned, vet secretly feared him. Nor was the
task as hopeless as it seemed. His “ little band " was still active
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and devoted; Tammany had stuck to him loyally and remained
recalcitrant to the blandishments of the Clintons and the Living-
stons. And Burr still possessed many personal friends among the
New York Federalists. Their party had been smashed almost be-
yond repair in the recent elections, and, under the Jeffersonian
dispensation nationally and the Clinton regime locally, there
seemed but little difference in principles between the two parties.

Before he turned to New York, however, Burr made a last des-
perate attempt to settle matters with Jefferson by a personal in-
terview. The President set down the facts of that strange confer-
ence with malicious glee. We have only his word as to what took
place, and Jefferson’s word, as noted before, was sometimes not
quite trustworthy. ‘

Burr, said Jefferson, called on him privately, recapitulated his
history since coming to New York “a stranger ” and finding “ the
country in the possession of two rich families,” and assured him
that he had accepted the Vice-Presidential nomination only “ with
a view to promoting my [Jefferson’s] fame and advancement, and
from a desire to be with me, whose company and conversation had
always been fascinating to him.” The Clintons and Livingstons,
Burr said, had soon turned hostile and excited calumnies against
him, but his attachment to Jefferson was as strong and sincere as
ever. He believed, however, that ““ it would be for the interest of
the republican cause for him to retire; that a disadvantageous
schism would otherwise take place,” but that he did not wish to
retire under fire, as that would be construed as an avowal of de-
feat. Wherefore, to prove to the world that he still possessed the
favor of Jefferson, he asked him to bestow some outward mark of
such favor upon him for all to sce.

Jefferson thought he was hinting for some appointment, and
turned the conversation “ to indifferent subjects.” As for the pub-
lished attacks, he assured Burr, forsooth, he “ had noticed it but
as the passing wind.” In short, Jefferson bowed him out with
evasions, and hastened back to his library to record how “ 1 had
never seen Colonel Burr till he came as a member of Senate. His
conduct very soon inspired me with distrust. I habitually cau-
tioned Mr. Madison against trusting him too much . . . When I
destined him for a high appointment, it was out of respect for
the favor he had obtained with the republican party, by his ex-

traordinary exertions and successes in the New York election in
1800.” ¢

1t was in any event a most extraordinary interview, and, at the
best, betrayed the desperation with which Burr surveyed the
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future. In earlier years his proud spirit would never have humbled
itself to beg any favor, no matter how slight, from one whom he
!mew to be his inveterate enemy. And he had humiliated himself
in vain.

Burr now turned definitely to New York as his sole hope for sal-
vation. The gubernatorial election was to take place in the spring,
and his friends proceeded at once to whip up waning enthusiasms
in his behalf. His enemies hailed his approach with furious ac-
tivity of their own. Already had they prepared their lines. De
Witt Clinton had resigned, after a short period, as United States
Senator, and General Armstrong was returned again to the Sen-
ate. The Clintons and the Livingstons were shifting their pawns
about with remarkable agility. Whereupon De Witt Clinton was
promptly appointed Mayor of the City of New York, and as
promptly filled all city posts with political hirelings in an effort to
break the power of Tammany. The Manhattan Bank was mo-
bilized and all its resources poured into the impending battle.
Should Burr win, not all the aid of the national administration
could save the Clintons from ruin.

When Burr had presented himself for the fatal interview with
Jefferson, the latter had already been warned of his plans by De
Witt Clinton. “ A certain gentleman [Burr] was to leave this
place yesterday morning,” he wrote. *“ He has been very active in
procuring information as to his probable success for governor at
the next election. This, I believe is his intention at present, al-
though it is certain that if the present Governor will consent to
be a candidate, he will prevail by an immense majority.” This
was before George Clinton had been offered the Vice-Presidential
nomination. *“Perhaps a letter from you may be of singular
service.” 7

But Jefferson refused to commit himself in writing. He still
preferred to work through subterranean channels. “1 should
think it indeed a serious misfortune,” he replied, *should a
change in the administration of your government be hazarded be-
fore its present principles be well established through all its
parts; yet on reflection you will be sensible that the delicacy of my
situation, considering who may be competitors, forbids my inter-
meddling even so far as to write the letter you suggest. I can there-
fore only brood in silence over my secret wishes.” 8

Jefferson had assured Burr in their interview that as in the
past he had “ never interfered directly or indirectly ” to influence
any election, so, he said, ““ in the election now coming on, I was
observing the same conduct, held no councils with anybody re-

THE LAST STRUGGLE FOR POWER 241

[T
specting it, nor suffered any one to speak to me on the subject.

In spite of this assurance, he found no quz_llms, however, as he
himself admitted later, in sending a warning posthaste to the
Clintons advising them of Burr’s proposed plans and putting
them on their guard.'® His vaunted neutrality was a sham.

3. BURR FOR GOVERNOR

The Clintons and Livingstons were in command of the Repub-
lican machinery of the State. They nominated Chancellor Lan-
sing, an able, trustworthy man. At ﬁr§t h(_e accepted; then, on
February 18, 1804, he threw consternation 1nto the hearts of h1i
supporters by publicly announcing his declination on .the ground
that he had accepted solely in the interests of esFabhshmg a union
of factions, but that “ subsequent events have 1ndL{ce(i”me to be-
lieve that my hopes on this subject were too sanguine.

These “ subsequent events ” were the upsurge .Of c9n51derat?le
Burr sentiment. In New York City, the Burrites, in spite of Clin-
ton’s exertions, were very powerful. In almost every county qf
the State distinguished Republicans dec!ared o_penly for his
candidacy. In Dutchess and Orange Counties sentiment was par-
ticularly strong in his favor. On February 18th, the very date of
Lansing’s declination, the Burr forces met at the Tontine Coffefz
House in Albany, and, amid scenes of enthusiasm, formally nomi-
nated Burr for Governor. New York City held its meeting two
days later to the same effect. A ticket was drawn up, and Ol{ver
Phelps of Ontario County chosen as his running-mate for Lieu-
tenant-Governor.**

The Clinton faction grew alarmed. Burr was stronger than
they had suspected, and they were still without a nominee. 03
February 2oth they called another caucus and hastily propose
Morgan Lewis, Chief Justice of the State SuprerX}e Court, and a
member of the Livingston clan —and he as hast{ly accepted.

Burr knew, running as an independent Repubhcan aloge, tl}at
he could not hope to defeat the regular chubl‘xcar'l machine, in-
trenched as it was in patronage and the organization of govern-
ment. His only hope lay in attracting the Federalists to his stan-
dard. They were disorganized, hopelessly routed. They had n}tl)t
even a candidate to offer. No one could be found to accept the

ure defeat.
bu]g‘llintgi Smoribund figure of Alexa_nde‘r Hamilt_on rose (}):‘m}(:
again to block his path, to put the last link in the cha.m with Ml.llC
his Republican enemies had almost surrounded him. Hamilton

RS
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himself at all revolutionary: in his constant aversion to the en-
tire Judiciary system. Impeachment was his remedy.

To his plans the Federalist Congressmen from New England
could at first only interpose despair. Their ranks had crumbled,
the Virginians were in the saddle, and in the attack on the Ju-
diciary they saw only the ultimate destruction of all sacrosanct
property rights, of freedom itself.

Despair gave way to secret conclaves, in the course of which

four New England Senators — Pickering of Massachusetts, Plumer
of New Hampshire, Tracy and Hillhouse of Connecticut — to-
gether with Roger Griswold, Congressman from Connecticut, and
others from the House, agreed that desperate times demanded
desperate measures. In short, New England, now at a disadvantage
within the Union, must declare the compact of the States at an
end, and forthwith secede. At once the conspirators stirred into
a bustle of frenetic activity. They wrote to those in their respec-
tive States whom they felt most likely to heed, sounding them out,
apprising them of their plans. Pickering, the head and front of
the movement, wrote George Cabot that the separation “ must
begin in Massachusetts. The proposition would be welcomed in
Connecticut; and could we doubt of New Hampshire? But New
York must be associated; and how is her concurrence 10 be ob-
tained? She must be made the centre of the confederacy. Vermont
and New Jersey would follow of course, and Rhode Island of
necessity.” %

This, then, was the very heart of the problem. Without New
York, the conspiracy must be doomed to defeat. With New York,
it would flourish as the green bay tree. So the plotters turned to
Aaron Burr. He was the key to the situation. He was an outlaw
in his own party; his resentment would make him amenable. With
him as an ally, New York might be captured and made an integral
part of a Federalist nation. .

They sounded him out in Washington early in 1804. Timothy
Pickering, James Hillhouse, William Plumer and others dined
with him. ‘Hillhouse, watchful of the effect, declared that the
United States “ would soon form two distinct & separate govern-
ments.” Others expressed themselves in similar fashion. Burr

participated in the conversation with his usual easy grace. Plumer,
well pleased, took home with him the impression that Burrv“ not
only thought such an event would take place — but that it was
necessary it should.” Unfortunately, in the silence of his own
study, when Plumer tried to analyze Burr’s remarks, he fou_nd
“ nothing that he said that necessarily implied his approbation
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of Mr. Hillhouse’s observations.” Whercupon he became attentive
to Burt’s alter talk and discovered “ perhaps no man’s language
was ever more apparently explicit, & at the same time so covert &
indefinite.” ** Which may be ascribed to Plumer’s disgruntlement
at not having been able to pin Burr down to an acceptance of
their plans.

The conspirators did not give up, however. Burr was most es-
sential to them. The old Essex Junto — George Cabot, Fishe,
Amcs, Stephen Higginson, Theophilus Parsons — as well as Ham-
ilton, were all opposed to the idea. They admitted the premises,
but denied that secession was the proper remedy.

Pickering wrote rather optimistically to Rufus King that “ the
Federalists here in general anxiously desire the election of Mr.
Burr to the chair of New York; for they despair of a present
ascendancy of the Federal party. Mr. Burr alone, we think, can
break your Democratic phalanx; and we anticipate much good
from his success.” 17

Roger Griswold was more practical. He tried to ascertain Burr’s
views, but obtained little information. *“ He speaks in the most
bitter terms of the Virginia faction,” Griswold told Oliver Wol-
cott, “ and of the necessity of a union at the northward to resist it;
but what the ultimate objects are which he would propose, T do
not know.” But Griswold was determined to find out. “ 1 have
engaged to call on the Vice-President as I pass through New York,”
he continucd. “ He said he wished very much to sce me, and 1o
converse, but his situation in this place did not admit of it, and
he begged me to call on him at New York . . . Indeed, I do not
see how he can avoid a full explanation with Federal men. His

prospects must depend on the union of the Federalists with his
friends, and it is certain that his views must extend much beyond
the office of Governor of New York. He has the spirit of ambition
and revenge to gratify, and can do but little with his * little band
alone.” 18

The interview took place on April 4th in the house of Burr in
New York. But all Griswold’s insistence could elicit nothing fur-
ther from Burr than that *“ he must go on democratically to obtain
the government; that, if he succeeded, he should administer it
in a manner that would be satisfactory to the Federalists. In re-
spect to the affairs of the nation, Burr said that the Northern
States must be governed by Virginia or govern Virginia, and that
there was no middle course; that the Democratic members of Con-
gress from the East were in this sentiment, some of those from
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THE following hand-bill was circulated in the year 1801, by
the Federal party.” It is now re-published for the grarification of
those Federal gentlemen who are now supporting * this Cataline.”
The original may be seen at the office of the Citizen:

Aaron
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New York, some of the leaders in Jersey, and Tikewise in Penn-
sylvania.” ** And with that Griswold had 1o be content. ’
Burr's intarview with Griswold cannot be tortured into an ex-
pression of approval of secessionist sentiments, He welcomed il-v(l-
cralist support, itis true, but he must go on demo Nm.,,”/'\' .lvu
obtain the government. He wished the North to govern \ n‘gl’m»l‘
not vice versa, but * there was no middle course.’ ._\ (h';u' winn-
ing, it scems, against all thoughts of dmu]mn. Yt it l\k]>("rv\l.\l(‘lvlil\l
alleged that Burr had joined the New Iﬂngl:l‘nd (,unspn.u‘\i, anc
would, if elected, have piloted the Northern .hl;llc? to seeession. .
The campaign was both active and acrimonious. Hu’n(llnl‘l;
fluttered in pmfusi(m, the newspapers 1('>:n‘v~d, Checetham ‘u-(. u?;l(
Burr of keeping a seraglio, of being “‘ a disgraceful (1}'1)::*1( hee \i u:
permitted an infamous prostitute to insult and cmlmln l(h(' dving
moments of his injured wife.” = With these assertions it
their ears, the clectors of the State of New York marched to the

1ging in

S .
po{l\]hen the votes were counted, it was seen that Morgan I,(‘v&\’l\"
had been elected over Burr by a vote of g0,829 0 2254, New
York City gave Burr a small n.mi(’)fity of 100 votes, bm‘ l,h}(l,“{kl‘ 1.1.p—
state swept strongly for Lewis. I'he chu_l)l}(’an l)i-llll\/‘ 11:; ‘ )f(tn
thoroughly poisoned against him — ()l'll}' his nmnc(‘l.mu adberents
supp()rtcd him within its ranks — w.lnlc the unceasing u])‘p«ltsnmn
of Hamilton had alicnated a sufficient number of Federalists 'u;
insure his defeat. The debacle in New Ym'!( had 711:111(:1@1 d[‘
Burr’s dreams of rchabilitation. 'I'houg_;-h. \'uo-l‘lcsulc_m of th
United States, the future held only a polmcal blank. His enemics

had finally triumphed.




