
LESSON TWENTY-FIVE

The Rise of Alexander Hamilton
Have you ever felt like something was just too hard to do – or life wasn’t fair? I’m sure you’ve had
some days when things just didn’t seem to go your way. Maybe you had to clean your room instead
of playing with your friends. Or, maybe you had a school assignment that was really difficult. Well,
that was just about every day for Founding Father Alexander Hamilton when he was a kid. Hamilton
had an incredibly tough time growing up. Just about everything in his life was a struggle. Fortunately,
he was determined to work hard, persevere, and eventually go on to help found our country!

Hamilton grew up on a Caribbean Island called Nevis, which is part of the West Indies.1 A tropical
island might not sound like a bad place to grow up, but in the 1750s when Hamilton was born there,
it was nothing like a vacation. (Historians disagree about whether Hamilton was born in 1755 or
1757).

It was almost always hot on Nevis (this was long before air conditioning). The weather was
unpredictable for most of the year. And most people on the island spent all their time working
outside farming sugar cane to sell in Great Britain and the colonies.

[Note for parents: Nevis was also a major center for the African slave trade. Roughly 9,000 of the
10,000 people who lived on Nevis in Hamilton’s time were African slaves or indentured servants.
For more context, see the previous lessons on the U.S. Civil War and the 13th Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution.]

To make things even worse, Hamilton didn’t have parents around to help him and his brother learn
how to succeed. Hamilton’s father, James Hamilton, was a trader from Scotland who left Nevis when
Hamilton was about 10 years old and didn’t come back. His mom, Rachel Faucette Lavien, got sick
and passed away a short while after his dad went away. This left Hamilton and his older brother to
be raised by a slightly older cousin (who also unfortunately died a few years later).2 Hamilton and his
brother had no money, no parents, and no clear way to get their lives back on track.

Fortunately, Hamilton had been taught how to read and write, and he was blessed with a strong work
ethic. He got his first job when he was about 11 years old. Can you imagine starting your first job at
that age? Hamilton worked as a clerk for a trading company on St. Croix, an island to the west of
Nevis that is now part of the U.S. Virgin Islands.3A clerk is a bookkeeper who keeps track of
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payments, shipping details, and records important messages for ship captains and their crews. This
meant Hamilton got plenty of practice reading, writing, and doing math. This education turned out
to be the key to him getting away from the Caribbean and starting a new life in America.

In his free time, Hamilton started writing poems and other letters for the local newspaper. Some of
them were published and this led to Hamilton’s life-long love of writing.4 In 1772, a big hurricane hit
St. Croix. Hamilton decided to write a letter to his father, who was living on the nearby island of St.
Kitts. Hamilton’s letter described the storm and the damage that it caused.5 It was misplaced by a
courier on the way to St. Kitts and found by a passerby. The man who found the letter was so
impressed with Hamilton’s writing he sent it to his friend, an editor of the Royal Danish American
Gazette, a newspaper that served the West Indies. Hamilton’s letter was ultimately published in the
newspaper, and the people of St. Croix thought it was so well-written, they took up a collection to
gather money to send Hamilton to college in the North American British colonies.6 This was his big
chance to escape the hardship of living in the Caribbean and make a better life for himself.

Hamilton didn’t get into the College of New Jersey (a decision the college, now known as Princeton
University, likely regretted later), but he was accepted to King’s College (which is now known as
Columbia University).7 He arrived at King’s College in late 1772, just as the American colonies were
starting to seriously consider declaring their independence from Great Britain. The Revolutionary
War was brewing, and Hamilton was keenly interested in playing his part.

Having just escaped his rough upbringing in the Caribbean, Hamilton could have stayed out of the
fight with Britain and quietly finished his college career. But this wasn’t Hamilton’s nature. Before he
even graduated, he started working for the cause of American independence from the British crown.
Doing what he did best, Hamilton started writing pamphlets and other political papers defending the
First Continental Congress’ moves to block trade with Great Britain. One such pamphlet included “A
Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress.”8

When the war started in earnest, Hamilton was quick to volunteer to help with the fighting. He
joined the Continental Army and led an artillery company in Princeton, Trenton, and other battles.
He personally led a charge at the Battle of Yorktown. Once again, his writing ability and hard work
helped him stand out. Due to his military successes and detailed reports, Gen. George Washington
sought out Hamilton in 1777 and asked him to join Washington’s staff as aide-de-camp.9An
aide-de-camp is a top personal assistant, a right-hand person, and someone a leader trusts to
manage crucial tasks and important messages. Hamilton’s key position in Gen. Washington’s staff
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and his unwavering work ethic helped him grow his reputation as a persistent patriot with great
integrity throughout the war.

After fighting in – and helping to win – the Revolutionary War, Hamilton’s service to our country
was far from over. When he resigned from the military, he went back to his studies. He taught
himself how to understand and write laws.10 But he also learned a lot from his colleagues John Jay
and William Paterson (founding fathers who would eventually become U.S. Supreme Court Justices).

He also never stopped being active in politics. He worked with fellow founding father James
Madison to bring about the Constitutional Convention of 1787. Hamilton and others were concerned
that the government first set up under the Articles of Confederation was not strong enough to sustain
the newly independent America. He was concerned that individual states would eventually start
bickering between each other and weaken America’s overall position in the world. This was
especially concerning since countries in Europe coveted America’s land and resources.

He and others called for the Annapolis Convention in September 1786 and proposed that delegates
later “meet at Philadelphia on the second Monday in May next, to take into consideration the
situation of the United States.”11 This meeting did happen, and it started a movement to write a new
Constitution for the United States of America. While Hamilton was a relatively junior and minor
member of the New York delegation, he was instrumental in writing the Federalist Papers with
Madison and Jay that helped shape the new Constitution. (You’ll learn more about the Federalist
Papers in a future lesson!)

Hamilton has one of the most extraordinary stories of all the founding fathers. As you learned, he
was born into an incredibly difficult life far away from what would become the United States of
America. Through hard work and determination, he was able to rise through the ranks of the
Revolutionary Era and become one of the most important, influential figures of American history.

In addition to writing 51 of the 85 Federalist Papers, he founded the U.S. Department of Treasury
and the Federalist Party (the nation’s first unofficial political party). His work in developing our
Constitution and early banking and financial systems laid a foundation for more than 200 years of
stable economic and societal success.

Hamilton was not perfect. He also made plenty of mistakes – both in politics and in his personal life.
He also made many enemies. He had a long-running feud with founding father Thomas Jefferson.
And his personal disagreements with Vice President Aaron Burr ultimately led to Hamilton’s death. In
July 1804, Burr and Hamilton held a duel with pistols in New Jersey over an insult Hamilton had
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made toward Burr. Burr won the duel, and Hamilton was shot and died. Strangely, Hamilton’s own
son had died in almost the same way – in the same place – three years earlier.12

Regardless of his controversial death and personal disagreements with other founders, Hamilton’s
legacy of hard work and patriotism should never be overlooked. Hamilton was an amazing person
who did extraordinary things. There is even a popular Broadway play about his life and legacy.

Without Alexander Hamilton, the United States of America would not be the free and exceptional
country it is today.
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