
Aaron Burr: Presidential Candidate for the Election of 1800* 

Former Senator from New York: Born 6 Feb 1756 Died 14 Sep 1836 

Aaron Burr was born in 1756 in Newark, New Jersey, into a family of ministers. His father was 
the second president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University), and his 
grandfather was Jonathan Edwards, the famous theologian. Burr's parents died when he was a 
young boy, and he lived with various friends and family as a child. He went to college at 
Princeton in 1769 at the age of thirteen, graduating three years later.  

In 1775, with the outbreak of the American Revolution, Burr joined the Army to fight against the 
British. He accompanied Benedict Arnold's failed expedition to try to invade Quebec, and in 
1776 he became a member of General George Washington's staff. He served in the Army until 
1779, when ill health forced him to resign. Burr then decided to study law, and he was admitted 
to the bar in New York in 1782. 

After moving to New York City, Burr set up his law practice. He was elected to the state 
assembly of New York in 1784 and served one term. In 1789, the governor of New York chose 
Burr as the state attorney general, and just two years later, the state legislature appointed him to 
the Senate of the United States, where he served until 1797. During his tenure in the Senate, Burr 
became part of the Democratic-Republicans who were nominally led by Thomas Jefferson. He 
returned to New York after his stint in the Senate and again served in the state assembly. In 
1800, the Democratic-Republicans chose Burr as the vice presidential candidate to run with 
Thomas Jefferson who was the presidential candidate. 

*Source: Taken from the Miller Center @ 
http://millercenter.org/president/jefferson/essays/vicepresident/1823 

Campaign Tactics and Policies* 
The key to the results in New York was Jefferson ally Aaron Burr, who literally invented modern 
campaign techniques. On a personal level, the New York election became a political duel 
between Burr and Alexander Hamilton that four years later would lead to a duel that would kill 
the Federalist leader. But Hamilton, who was a world-class statesman, was out of his league 
when it came to local politics Burr was a talented politician and charismatic personality who 
both attracted and repelled contemporaries. Historian Gordon S. Wood wrote: "For Burr, 
befriending people and creating personal loyalties and connections was the way politics and 
society worked. Aristocrats were patrons, and they had clients who were obliged to them. Hence 
Burr sought to patronize as many people as he could."95 Burr combined his organizational genius 
with personal charisma. Historian Joanne B. Freeman wrote that Burr "politicked through the 
agency of a league of energetic young lieutenants." She quoted one top Burr aide, Matthew 
Davis, who wrote: "It was one of the most remarkable exhibitions of the force of his 
character...this bending every one who approached him to his use and compelling their 
unremitted, though often unwilling, labours in his behalf."96 
 



Burr's alliances and friendships were sometimes curious for an ambitious New Yorker. Burr was 
not a conventional or predictable Jeffersonian, noted historian Roger G. Kennedy. Burr was 
"willing to cooperate with the Federalists and to be lukewarm toward France. Neither position 
endeared him either to the Francophile Virginians or to the Livingstons" who dominated New 
York politics. Kennedy wrote: "Burr's aberrations from Republican discipline and taste might 
have been enough, but he added his abolitionist alliance with Hamilton and Jay, as well as that 
peculiar insistence upon the intellectual equality of blacks and women to white males, for which 
Mr. Jefferson has said 'the public is not prepared nor am I." Kennedy added: "Aaron Burr 
exacerbated his relationship with Jefferson by being unwilling to inveigh either against John 
Jay's handling of the Federalists' Alien and Sedition Acts or for Jefferson's countermeasures, the 
Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions."97  
 
Still, Burr held a pivotal national position for Jeffersonians. As Jefferson's 1796 running mate, he 
was miffed about the Jeffersonians' handling of the Electoral College vote in Virginia. In order to 
make sure that Burr was not elected president, Virginia withheld its votes from him, giving 
Massachusetts' Samuel Adams fifteen of the state's sixteen votes. Historian Garry Wills wrote: 
"Burr, angered that he had been betrayed by his own party, refused to join the Republican ticket 
again, in 1800, unless he was assured that there would be no repetition of the humiliating snub he 
had received the first time."98 

Burr’s Political Position: Supporters & Opponents 

While many Federalists embraced Burr, [Alexander] Hamilton sought to push him away from them. 
Hamilton began his barrage of letters in December 1800. "There is no circumstance which has occurred 
in the course of our political affairs that has given me so much pain as the idea that Mr. Burr might be 
elevated to the presidency by the means of the Federalists,"  Hamilton continued . "He is by far not so 
dangerous a man and he has pretensions to character." Hamilton did not temporize: "As to Burr, there is 
nothing in his favor. His private character is not defended by his most partial friends. He is bankrupt 
beyond redemption, except by the plunder of his country. His public principles have no other spring or aim 
than his own aggrandizement…If he can, he will certainly disturb our institutions, to secure himself 
permanent power, and with it wealth. 

Burr biographer Nancy Isenberg wrote: "In defense of Burr, Federalists made two arguments. The first 
was simply that they should vote for him because he was not Jefferson....The second argument in favor 
of Burr was that he impressed many Federalists as a 'vigorous practical man,' who combined 'courage 
with 'generosity,' as Gouverneur Morris described the view of his House colleagues. Here again, Burr's 
appeal was his military record and his balance of masculine traits.” 

Source: Taken from: Source: Taken from: The Lehrman Institute @ 
http://www.lehrmaninstitute.org/history/1800.html 

 

 
 


