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American Black Sheep
Aaron Burr—grandson

of the preacher Jonathan
Edwards, distinguished vet-
eran of the War for Indepen-
dence, and our third vice
president—was one of the
United States’ great villains, an American
Napoleon whose ambition knew no bounds, a
lady-thrilling Lothario, a modern Catiline
who plotted against the Republic.

Such, at least, was the popular reputation
of the man among his contemporaries, and
it’s the view that has endured to this day. But,

writes University of
Tulsa historian Nan-
cy Isenberg, “every-
thing we think we
know about Aaron
Burr is untrue.”

Even granting the
author some dra-

matic license, that’s a provocative statement.
Isenberg describes Burr’s rise—from an am-
bitious young New York lawyer and assem-
blyman to state attorney general to U.S. sena-
tor to vice president—with an eye toward
Making a Point. What results is a mix of great
biography and special pleading.

To take the special pleading first, flip to the
event for which Burr (1756–1836) is best
remembered. On the morning of July 11, 1804,
Burr and former Treasury secretary Alexander
Hamilton exchanged gunfire in Weehawken,
New Jersey. Burr had challenged Hamilton to a
duel in response to defamatory remarks by
Hamilton that a third party passed on to a news-
paper, and had refused to settle for Hamilton’s
half-apologies. Hamilton missed by a mile; Burr
did not miss.

Isenberg says that Hamilton may have
fired first (most historians say otherwise),
that he meant to discharge his weapon, and
that to the very end he was minding his repu-
tation (he converted to Episcopalianism on

his deathbed and was eulogized as a religious
man). That Hamilton had made a show of
adjusting his pistol and donning his spec-
tacles before the duel Isenberg trots out as
evidence to rebuff “modern historians who
see Burr as the aggressor.”

But those historians have a good point.
Burr was angry at Hamilton for working to
deprive him of the presidency. In the election
of 1800, Burr received the same number of
Electoral College votes as his running mate,
Thomas Jefferson, and it fell to the House of
Representatives to sort out the mess. (The
hastily ratified Twelfth Amendment ensured
that this would never happen again.) In part
due to Hamilton’s lobbying efforts, Jefferson
became president. When Jefferson dropped
Burr from the ticket for his 1804 reelection
campaign, Burr ran unsuccessfully for gover-
nor of New York, with Hamilton again work-
ing against him behind the scenes. Burr’s
resentment ran deep.

After Hamilton’s death, Burr escaped trial
for murder and served out the remainder of
his vice-presidential term. He presided over
the impeachment proceedings against Su-
preme Court justice Samuel Chase with dis-
tinction, and delivered a farewell address to
the Senate so touching that there was “a
solemn and silent weeping for perhaps five
minutes” after he finished.

Burr then moved west to establish a settle-
ment in the Louisiana Territory whose inhab-
itants would double as a private army. War
between America and Spain appeared likely;
Burr and his men would invade and conquer
Mexico so that it could be annexed to the
United States. But political opponents feared
that instead he wanted to found his own
breakaway empire. He was soon arrested and
put on trial for treason.

Isenberg’s determination to vindicate Burr
pays dividends in the courtroom drama. She
puts readers in the jury box and walks them
through the twists and turns of the legal bat-
tles. The government did an awful job of
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making its case, and Burr’s team calmly but
forcefully tore it apart. Reasonable doubt? Of
course.

However, in passages about the trial and
Burr’s postacquittal exile in Europe, where he
moved to escape creditors and political
adversaries, alert readers will get the sense
that he was up to something more. Burr did
speak of western secession, at least in general
terms. And while in Paris, he asked Napoleon
to give him a few frigates to challenge the
Spanish in North America—using Florida as
his base of operations.

Does that make him a traitor? No. But it
does raise old suspicions anew, and that’s not
all to the bad. Isenberg, for all her attention
to the public’s perceptions of Burr, doesn’t
seem to get that his villainy is the chief rea-
son we find him so fascinating.

—Jeremy Lott

S C I E N C E  &  T E C H N O L O G Y

Animal Needs
Human beings have

always relied on plants and
animals for survival, but only
recently have many plants
and animals begun to rely on
us for theirs. Perhaps no
creature exemplifies this bio-
logical role reversal better
than the American buffalo.

In A Buffalo in the House, R. D. Rosen uses
the story of one buffalo’s entry into the home
and hearts of a southwestern couple to illustrate
the current plight of wild bison. Sculptor Veryl
Goodnight needs a buffalo calf to serve as a
model for a piece memorializing her ancestors’
role in the survival of bison. Her husband, Roger
Brooks, a retired commercial airline pilot who
flew secret missions for the CIA in the 1960s,
needs something more than the occasional com-
petitive soccer game to occupy his time. And an
orphaned buffalo calf needs a mother.

So Veryl and Roger fly to Idaho from their
ranch on the outskirts of Santa Fe to collect
Charlie, whom they name after cattleman
Charles Goodnight, Veryl’s great-great uncle,
who helped save bison from the brink of extinc-
tion at the turn of the 20th century. Charlie lives
in the couple’s house until he reaches 400
pounds, and Roger spends many hours walking
and playing with him. Months later, when Roger
takes him to a ranch to live with other buffalo,
Charlie has trouble adapting and injures himself
running headfirst into a fence. Using the story of
Charlie’s subsequent struggle for survival as a
framework, Rosen recounts the tragedy of North
America’s heaviest land mammal.

Bison, which are native only to North
America, once numbered between 30 and 40
million in the United States and played a key
role in the ecology of the Great Plains. Yet
over the course of a few decades, they were
nearly annihilated. By the 1830s, buffalo were
virtually eliminated from the East Coast, and
by the 1840s they were mostly gone from the
American West. The only substantial popula-
tion left roamed the Great Plains.

The re-introduction of the horse to Amer-
ica, improved firearms, the completion of the
transcontinental railroad, and the wrath of
cattle ranchers intent on protecting grazing
lands all contributed to the decimation of the
buffalo. And it was their misfortune that they
supplied the Plains Indians with food, cloth-
ing, and shelter, making them targets for
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