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Honor and Impunity in the Early American Republic 

 
 On a hot and muggy morning in July 1799, two parties of men approached each 

other from across a coastal bluff near the small town of Bladensburg, Maryland.1  The 

reputation and credibility of one of the men, Lieutenant Richard Somers, of the United 

States Navy, had been brought into question by several shipmates who had publicly 

scorned him at a recent banquet in celebration of the independence of the young nation.  

Accompanied by his friend and mentor, Stephen Decatur, Somers exchanged pistol shots 

with three of his antagonists, in rapid succession.  As a fourth challenger took his place 

opposite a bleeding and barely standing Somers, who now had three pistol balls lodged in 

his body, it would appear that his earlier enthusiastic remark, “I shall fight the whole lot 

of them!” had been a grave miscalculation.2  Yet, despite many objections, including 

those from Decatur, an accomplished duelist himself, Somers wounded his final foe in an 

exchange of gunfire.  All those present agreed that Somers had vindicated himself, and 

that no more bloodshed was required. 

 Why was this duel necessary?  What was the mindset of its participants?  These 

are complex questions, and several factors concerning antebellum American culture, 

society, politics and violence help to answer them. The practice of dueling serves as a 

lens through which numerous aspects of the period may be studied. 

                                                 
 1Hamilton Cochran.  Noted American Duels and Hostile Encounters (New York: Chilton Books, 
1962), 120.  
 2 Ibid, 123. 
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 Alexis de Tocqueville, while traveling extensively through the United States, 

commented on the role of dueling in American society, noting that “the duel based on 

extreme susceptibility to points of honor, the monarchic duel, is almost unknown in this 

country.”3  American dueling, he observed, had become detached from its European 

roots: “In France, one hardly ever fights a duel except in order to be able to say that one 

has done so.  In America one only fights to kill; one fights because one sees no hope of 

getting one’s adversary condemned to death.”4  Was Tocqueville’s explanation of 

formalized violence as an alternative to a punitive criminal justice system an accurate 

description of the rise of dueling in the antebellum United States?  This French critic 

clearly saw European dueling as a search for public honor, but he overlooked American 

notions of honor, self-respect, and civility similar to European tradition.  The duel 

developed on both sides of the Atlantic as a man’s search for public approval, but its 

prominence following the American Revolution reveals the American duel’s particular 

role in a fluid social hierarchy.  

 The Barbary Wars of 1801-1805 bred not only the U.S. Navy but an American 

naval officer who was aggressive, intrepid, and ambitious.5  Servicemen’s challenges of 

their superiors led to new principles of honor, reflecting a democratic ethos that was 

carried onto U.S. ships ranging from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, where sailors’ 

immense competition and impatience for promotion resulted in many duels, costing 

dozens of sailors their lives.6  On U.S. ships dueling became “democratized,” allowing 

                                                 
 3 Alexis de Tocqueville.  Democracy in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), 350.  
 4 Tocqueville, 44. 
 5 Cochran, 37. 
 6 Paul Gilje.  Liberty on the Waterfront: American Maritime Culture in the Age of Revolution 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 129. 
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enlisted men to participate in such affairs, in contrast even to the American Revolution, 

when dueling remained an exclusive right of the officer class.     

 Some of the first proponents of these challenges in the United States were 

prominent statesmen who had served in the military.  Politics in the early American 

republic, as in the military, was characterized by rivalry and a widespread sense of the 

duel’s social and political role to settle scores.  The sharp divisions within the nation’s 

political system resulted in more than one occasion of congressmen participating in an 

“affair of honor” to come to terms with their foes.  Hamilton Cochran remarks that: 

“Dueling was a court of last resort, in which weighty points of etiquette, social and 

political problems and questions of veracity, property and right were expounded by the 

convincing power of gunpowder.”7  The extreme degree to which dueling was utilized 

can be seen in the use of the Bladensburg dueling grounds in Maryland.  As the practice 

had been outlawed in Washington D.C. (a perceived “civilized” city, where mediation 

was increasingly prized over violence), it became necessary to establish a location for the 

sole purpose of conducting challenges.  A mere one mile outside of Washington, 

Bladensburg witnessed no fewer than 100 duels during the first decade of the 19th 

century, with over fifty of them resulting in death.8  A multitude of congressmen, 

senators, and other elected officials congregated on this raised bluff to resolve public 

disputes. 

 As factional politics emerged around elites such as Alexander Hamilton and 

Aaron Burr, politics blended with older traditions of status.  In 1802, The New York 

Evening Post remarked upon this practice, noting that “when men take the liberty of 

                                                 
 7 Cochran, 131. 
 8 Ibid, 190. 
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appealing to the public about their private quarrels, it can be done with no other view 

than to influence public opinion in favor of themselves.”9 That a seemingly petty 

argument over the meaning of the word “despicable” resulted in the death of the 

Federalist party organizer and U.S. treasury secretary Hamilton shows that affairs of 

honor of the early nineteenth century were hardly private affairs.  As loyalties were tested 

on a daily basis, the duel became the most popular way in which an individual could 

merge his political convictions and personal values to create an identity defensible 

against personal insults, as well as achieve political success. Getting a piece of legislation 

through Congress was much easier when one had proven oneself during a challenge, 

especially if the vanquished adversary was of a higher status than that of victor.  An 

elevation in rank and credibility was the ultimate prize for those politicians that adopted 

the duel to influence their partisan actions. 

 Although a man’s right to resort to violence to defend respectability was a 

widespread value in the early American republic, there were differences between 

southern and northern settings for structured violence.  A Virginia plantation owner was 

more inclined to take up the pistol in response to the slightest questioning of his 

intentions and placed a premium on concluding the challenge that day, if possible.  A 

congressman from the North, meanwhile, also held his public character in high regard, 

but was more likely to be careful and calculated in his use of the duel.  Anti-Federalist 

New Yorkers pelted Alexander Hamilton with rocks and garbage after he publicly 

supported the pro-British Jay’s Treaty in 1795, ignoring the potential harm to his person, 

Hamilton, in rapid succession, protected himself by issuing three challenges to his 

                                                 
 9Joanne Freeman. “Dueling as Politics: Reinterpreting the Burr-Hamilton Duel,” William and 
Mary Quarterly 53, no. 2 (April 1996): 308.    
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tormentors to duel, intimidating them.10 The situation served to label Hamilton as a man 

consumed with his own political identity.  Political duelists in the North, thus, were more 

likely to have a practical reason for issuing or accepting a challenge, not merely a defense 

of their honor, which was the ultimate vindication of a successfully orchestrated duel in 

the South.              

 Of the hundreds of duels that took place throughout early American history, none 

have had a more profound impact on the nation than the duel between Alexander 

Hamilton and Aaron Burr.  The public outcry and mourning that resulted from this duel 

precipitated substantial public backlash against formal challenges for the first time   

 Aaron Burr’s family had a history of political aspiration.  Dating back to the days 

of British colonialism, the Burrs had a distinguished line of ancestors that represented the 

Crown.11  Their family name was among those most respected in the both the colonies, 

and later, the young United States.  On the other hand, Hamilton was born an illegitimate 

son in the British West Indies.  Upon arrival in New York, he worked as a clerk and 

saved enough of his own money to fund his own education.  From there, he married 

Elizabeth Schuyler, daughter of the influential General Philip Schuyler, and gained the 

social acceptance that he had desired.  In many ways, Hamilton was a self-made man, 

while Burr was simply born into wealth. Their duel was the product of both political 

divisions between Federalists and Democratic-Republicans, and differences in their social 

and economic backgrounds. 

Despite Hamilton’s constant ridicule of his character, Burr won a seat in the New 

York legislature and then served for six years in the Senate.  He won 30 electoral votes in 

                                                 
 10 Ibid, 298. 
 11 Ibid, 15. 
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the Presidential election of 1796, and tied with Thomas Jefferson at 73 electoral votes in 

1800 before consenting to Congress’s selection of the Virginian as President.  Burr was 

Jefferson’s first vice president, but Jefferson constantly ignored Burr and eventually 

replaced him with George Clinton.  Following Burr’s departure from the White House, he 

returned to New York to practice law, never again to hold another political office. 

 Burr, however, remained politically active. Encouraged by a visit from 

Jeffersonian-Republican Senator Williamson Cary Nichols of Virginia, who asked, “Who 

is to supply the talents we have lost by your removal and in whom shall we find the 

friend we have lost in you?”12  Burr allowed himself to be nominated for governor of 

New York, his supporters portraying him as the true candidate of the people and the “sum 

of Republicanism…emerging from its premature obscurity,” in the words of one 

campaign writer.13  Upon hearing of Burr’s entrance into the race, on the other hand, 

Hamilton labeled Burr as “that unequalled conqueror from whom it is painful to detract, 

in whom one would wish to find virtues of his shining talents.”14  To a modern audience, 

such an expression seems petty and insignificant.  But in a time when all Americans were 

receptive to the words of the honor-bound gentleman, the public questioning of one’s 

character were harmful to any white male’s standing in society.  Other Federalists alleged 

Burr had excessive debt to creditors and committed adultery with New York senators’ 

wives.  Such character attacks and outgoing New York Governor George Clinton’s 

political machine contributed to Burr’s defeat by a wide margin.15 

                                                 
 12 Tomas Fleming.  Duel: Alexander Hamilton, Aaron Burr and the future of America (New York: 
Basic Books, 1999), 48. 
 13 James Cheetam.  An Examination of the Charges Exhibited against Aaron Burr, Esquire, Vice 
President of the United States (New York, 1803), 22. 
 14 Ibid, 54. 
 15 Fleming, 239. 
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 As friends and family attempted to console Burr, supporters emphasized the 

impact of character attacks on his failure.  New York Evening Post editor William 

Coleman remarked that the “very extraordinary attacks on his character, which were 

circulated with an industry and an expense hitherto unexampled,” had turned the race.16 

An office holder in neither Washington D.C. nor New York, Burr’s fortunes had turned 

in an instant.  His resentment would wound him for the rest of his life, culminating in a 

fragile mental state and desperate desire for credibility.  

  The published comments of a New York Federalist, Dr. Charles D. Cooper in 

June 1804, that Hamilton had expressed a “despicable opinion” about Burr, convinced 

Burr that Hamilton had been behind the myriad of rumors concerning his character over 

the past decade.17  Burr immediately called upon his rival to explain what precise words 

had been attributed to his character, as any politician of the day would have done. 

Hamilton replied, in an almost mocking tone, that “I will add, that I deem it inadmissible, 

on principle, to consent to be interrogated as to the justice of the inferences, which may 

be drawn by others, from whatever I may have said of a political opponent in the course 

of fifteen years of rivalry.”18  Even such mild language had a designated purpose.  The 

mere fact that Burr demanded that Hamilton explain the meaning behind Cooper’s 

comments indicated a severe violation of the civility that was to be exhibited by 

influential leaders.  

 Each man then turned to their closest colleagues, in hopes that the affair would be 

concluded.  Nathaniel Pendleton and William P. Van Ness, the seconds selected for the 

anticipated challenge, met together to represent the principals. Traditionally, under 

                                                 
 16 Fleming, 255. 
 17 Freeman, 289. 
 18 Fleming, 286. 
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dueling etiquette such meetings often could defuse a duel, but in this case Pendleton 

stated that “(Hamilton) did not attribute to Col. Burr any instance of dishonorable 

conduct, nor relate to his previous character; and in relation to any other language or 

conversation of Gen. Hamilton which Col. Burr will specify.”19 Reflecting the political 

forces surrounding Burr’s and Hamilton’s showdown, both Pendleton and Van Ness were 

blind followers, more desirous to see their respective hero and the politics he represented 

triumph than to follow the European code of personal honor. 

 Burr saw Hamilton’s response as an attempt to evade the questions and soon 

became infuriated, arguing that a challenge was the only option in resolving the dispute.  

He immediately sent a response via Van Ness, who proclaimed to Hamilton that Burr 

“feels as a gentleman should feel when his honor is impeached or assailed; and is 

determined to vindicate that honor.”20 It was at this moment, with the challenge of a duel 

before him, that Hamilton could have easily apologized or advocated reconciliation.  

Perhaps the hostility he still felt towards Burr, coupled with his characteristic impatient 

nature, resulted in Hamilton’s acceptance of Burr’s challenge.  Pendleton and Van Ness 

made all the necessary arrangements, with the duel to take place on the morning of July 

11, 1804, in northeastern New Jersey, since New York had prohibited dueling.21  Even 

with so many opportunities for each party to avoid a duel, Hamilton and Burr prepared 

for the culmination of almost thirty years of rivalry.   

 Both men arrived at the designated area, not speaking to each other.  Hamilton, 

upon being handed his pistol by Pendleton, commented that he might “throw away his 

                                                 
 19 A Collection of the Facts: The Death of Alexander Hamilton (New York: Rooks for Libraries 
Press, 1904), 9. 
 20 Fleming, 353. 
 21 Ibid, 402. 
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fire,” indicating that he might purposely miss Burr or fire straight into the air.22  Before 

Pendleton could discuss this with Hamilton, Van Ness called the principals to their 

marks.  When ordered, Hamilton and Burr fired within seconds of each other.  When the 

smoked cleared, Hamilton fell to the ground, with Burr’s pistol ball lodged in his lower 

abdomen.  Burr was immediately ushered off the dueling ground as Hamilton was rushed 

off to a Manhattan boarding house, only to die the next morning.  Word soon spread of 

Hamilton’s death and the nation mourned the loss of one of its greatest minds, an 

outpouring of grief never been witnessed before.  Overnight, Hamilton’s political scores 

were forgotten as thousands turned out to witness his funeral procession, his death treated 

more as an assassination than as an honorable killing.  The Republican governor of New 

York, Morgan Lewis, who had defeated Burr, delivered the eulogy at Hamilton’s funeral, 

remarking: “I feel that instead of the language of a public speaker, you will hear the 

lamentations of a friend.  But I will struggle with my bursting heart to portray that heroic 

spirit, which has flown to the mansions of bliss.”23  

 Burr cannot be faulted for taking such a degree of personal offense against 

Hamilton’s remarks in the Cooper letter.  In a time when public identity was the basis of 

evaluation of a gentleman’s accomplishments, allowing such an insult to go unaddressed 

would have destroyed what was left of Burr’s public credibility.  Yet on account of his 

honor, Hamilton was, in a sense, responsible for his own death, by reluctantly going 

through with the ritual.  Burr traveled extensively in the South and West after the duel, 

possibly to prepare for a filibuster expedition into Louisiana or Mexican Texas, 

                                                 
 22 Collection of Facts, 38. 
 23 Ibid, 43. 
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prompting a trial for treason by the Jefferson administration.24 On this trip he visited one 

of his longtime supporters, Andrew Jackson, whose assessment of the duel seems 

prophetic: “Hamilton dead proved to be a much more dangerous enemy to Burr than he 

ever did when alive.”25  Even in death, Burr’s greatest tormentor had secured one final 

victory over his foe. 

 Jackson, indeed, was no stranger to dueling.  In an 1828 campaign pamphlet 

attacking “Bloody General Jackson,” the administration of John Quincy Adams claimed 

that Jackson had participated in 103 hostile encounters, including 14 formal duels.26  

Jackson’s feud with Charles Dickinson deserves special attention, partly because Jackson, 

at the time a small-time lawyer from North Carolina, did not, unlike Burr, suffer a 

backlash for killing Dickinson, a renowned duelist.  Old Hickory’s success on the field of 

honor contrasted with similar European duels, where social mobility was not possible in 

stratified nations such as Franc and Great Britain. 

The roots of the Jackson-Dickinson duel lay at a Kentucky horse track at which 

Jackson placed a substantial amount of money on his horse to win.  Dickinson, never one 

to back down from a bet, met the wager under the condition that he might pay a lesser 

forfeit bet if he desired to change his mind at the last minute.  Jackson agreed to this and 

watched as Dickinson retracted his bet at the last minute, instead paying Jackson the 

forfeit bet.27  Thomas Swann, a Virginian present at the track, and unknown to both men, 

interjected and demanded that Dickinson was required to pay both wagers.  Due either to 

Jackson’s desire for more money, or because of Swann’s claim, Dickinson got into a 

                                                 
 24 Fleming, 421. 
 25 Arnold A. Rogow.  A Fatal Friendship: Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr (New York: Hill 
and Wang Publishing, 1998), 259. 
 26 Ibid, 197. 
 27 Ibid, 198. 
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verbal altercation with Jackson, calling him a “damned liar.”28 As in the Burr-Hamilton 

duel, third parties played a crucial role in fueling animosity between the two principals.   

 Swann soon began to act as the second for both Jackson and Dickinson, not only 

acting as a liaison but also doing his best to escalate the tension, to the point that Jackson 

began to hold him as responsible as Dickinson, and threatened to cane him for instigating 

trouble, to which Swann replied in a letter: “The harshness of this expression has deeply 

wounded my feelings; it is a language to which I am a stranger, which no man acquainted 

with my character would venture to apply to me.”29  Swann’s mention of Dickinson in his 

letters led Jackson to assume that the two were plotting against him, and he drafted a 

letter suggesting he might duel both of them: “If they wish to blow the coal, I am ready to 

light it ablaze, that it may be consumed at once and finally extinguished.”30 Soon Jackson 

met Swann by chance at a local tavern in Knoxville.  Without a moment’s notice, Jackson 

sprung upon Swann, caning him in front of a shocked public, the cane a weapon, 

according to dueling protocol, which a gentleman would use on an inferior person, and 

wrote a rambling tirade against both men: “Mr. Swann, on this occasion has 

impertinently and inconsistently obtruded himself.  He acted as the puppet and lying valet 

for a worthless, drunken, blackguard, scoundrel, who is now at war with, and flatly 

contradicts and gives Mr. Swann the lie!”31 An outraged Dickinson (but not the inferior 

Swann) formally called out Jackson in a local newspaper. Jackson instantly accepted.   

 Set for May 30, 1806, the duel would have political consequences no less 

significant than the Burr-Hamilton duel. Arriving a day early, Dickinson demonstrated 

                                                 
 28 Seitz, 126. 
 29 Cochran, 198. 
 30 Ibid, 199. 
 31 Seitz, 131. 
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his skill with a pistol by shooting playing cards for amazed crowds.  The relative 

unknown Jackson arrived the next morning, looking grim and determined. No seconds 

interceding, both men took their places.  When the signal was given, Dickinson fired, 

striking Jackson in the ribs but not killing him.  Dickinson cried, “My god! Have I missed 

him?”32 Jackson then slowly cocked his pistol and fired, hitting Dickinson squarely in the 

chest, who collapsed.  As Jackson turned and left the dueling ground, blood began to pour 

down his trousers, indicating to his second, but not the party of Dickinson, that he had 

been gravely wounded. 

 Later that night, as Dickinson lay dying in his hotel room, Jackson ordered a 

bottle of wine to be sent to his foe, specifically ordering the courier not to reveal to 

Dickinson that he had indeed struck Jackson.  Once word came down that Dickinson had 

died, an amused Jackson cackled that he “did not want him to have the gratification of 

even knowing that he had touched me.”33  Jackson’s duel with Dickinson, manifesting his 

honor, would later endear him to other ambitious people on the early American frontier, 

where dueling remained most popular into the nineteenth century, and gained their 

support in his election to the U.S. presidency. Jackson’s political adversary Henry Clay 

also fought in at least one duel, although he did not relish it, whereas Jackson likely 

arrived on the dueling grounds intending to kill Dickinson.34  This stands in stark contrast 

to the nature of most challenges, in which certain precautions were taken, including 

regulating the caliber of weapons and the stance of the principals.  In American dueling, 

different from European tradition, it was as likely that a second might escalate tensions to 

                                                 
 32 Ibid, 139. 
 33 Cochran, 205. 
 34 Harry Watson.  Andrew Jackson vs. Henry Clay: Democracy and Development in Antebellum 
America (New York: St. Martin’s, 1998), 121. 
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ensure a duel’s occurrence.  And Jackson’s premeditation and lack of respect for 

Dickinson, even while on his deathbed, contrasted with the behavior of a gentleman and 

the lofty ambitions set forth by traditional dueling protocol. 

 The migration of dueling across the Atlantic had a profound impact on the early 

American Republic.  Although initially used to emulate European aristocracy, formal 

challenges in the United States reflected the democratic principles that were cherished by 

political leaders and citizens alike.  Social inferiors, such as Jackson and Burr (by 1804), 

could elevate or recover their status through structured violence.  In a dynamic age that 

blurred the line for white men between self-esteem and political approval, an individual 

would not stand for the slightest questioning of his character, for what others perceived of 

him might do irreparable damage to his status.  Dueling found a natural home in the 

competitive and vindictive politics that dominated the first decade of the nineteenth 

century.  But after that first protests against dueling emerged, until the mere thought of 

participation in a duel brought instant criticism and social alienation from the public. 

Ironically, an early critic of dueling was Alexander Hamilton, whose son Philip 

was killed in a duel in 1801.  Responding to claims by George I. Eacker, a prominent 

Republican, that “[Thomas] Jefferson has chased the Federalist serpents out of the 

government,” Philip Hamilton immediately demanded satisfaction in defense of his 

father’s name, and was felled on the field of honor several days later.35 Following the 

funeral, Hamilton wrote an editorial calling for the outlawing of the duel: “Reflections on 

this horrid custom must occur to every man of humanity, but the voice of an individual or 

of the press must be ineffectual without additional, strong, and pointed legislative 

                                                 
 35 Chernow, 648.  
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interference.”36  Was this merely a way of mourning his son, or did Hamilton actually 

believe in what he had written?  Based on his actions two years later, Hamilton still 

regarded his political reputation as literally a matter of life and death. As Tocqueville 

would later write, “Honor in times of the zenith of its power, directs men’s wills more 

than their beliefs.”37 The perceptive Frenchman perfectly captured the conflicts that post-

Revolutionary Americans faced in whether to embrace honor, and dueling, in 

determining a man’s social standing. Was it still feasible to engage in ritualized 

bloodshed, in a search for authority over peers?  Or was it more honorable to appeal to 

restraint and compromise in settling altercations?   

Similar to Hamilton’s own ambivalence about dueling, while the institution 

persisted into the nineteenth century, in official circles, at least, dueling was outlawed as 

early as 1800. New York City and Philadelphia criminalized dueling by that date, 

because its practice “unnecessarily brutalized the minds of Americans.”38  Principals and 

seconds alike were subject to lengthy prison sentences and fines upwards of $500.39  

Some southern states, such as North Carolina, mandated the death penalty for dueling. 

The result of such measures, when combined with increasing religious criticisms, was a 

decrease in dueling and a search for loopholes by parties still committed to settling affairs 

of honor through violence.  

 The War of 1812 also triggered further public questioning of the duel’s necessity. 

The war’s outcome triggered a sense of jubilation in America.  Republicanism and self-

determination, the ideological values upon which the country had been founded, were 

                                                 
 36 Ibid, 655. 
 37 Tocqueville, 592. 
 38Cramer, Clayton.  Concealed Carry Laws of the Early Republic.  (Westport, Connecticut: 
Praeger Books, 1999), 20. 
 39 Ibid, 35. 
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vindicated by the British defeat.   Immigration recovered after the war, diversifying the 

populace. Focusing on internal reform, not international affairs, advocates of temperance 

and abolitionism sought to perfect American society.40  A meeting of abolitionists in 

1808 attempted to describe the mentality of duelists, calling it a “pugnacity which is not 

merely war paint, but is, so to speak, tattooed into the character, has resulted from this 

high sentiment of personal value.”41  

 The impact that Commodore Stephen Decatur had on dueling in the North in the 

era of the War of 1812 cannot be overlooked.  As a dashing and courageous young naval 

officer, Decatur quickly rose to prominence through his multiple victories in the Barbary 

Wars.  Himself no stranger to challenges of honor, Decatur acted as a second on 

numerous occasions, and soon became well-versed on the intricate nature of duels.  

Although Decatur remained ready at a moment’s notice to take up the pistol over an 

opponent’s demand, it appears that he was very reluctant in his approach to dueling.42  He 

frequently offered his opponents numerous opportunities to apologize for past remarks, 

which implies that Decatur would much rather have solved grievances with words rather 

than the blade or bullet. 

 James Barron, meanwhile, was an established naval leader by the time Decatur 

had climbed his way to the top of the military hierarchy in America.  Barron proved his 

leadership skills and as commodore and was put in command of the USS Chesapeake.  In 

1807, the British frigate Leopard cornered Barron’s ship, demanding to search the vessel 

                                                 
 40 Daniel Walker Howe.  What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848.  
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 315. 
 41 Cramer, 30. 
 42 Ibid, 50. 
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for stowaway sailors.43  Barron refused, and in the ensuing fight between the Leopard and 

Chesapeake, the American ship capitulated, allowing the British to take several deserters.  

Upon his return to the United States, Barron was immediately called to trial for 

surrendering his ship.  Although Barron claimed that he had inadequate stores of 

ammunition to offer continual resistance to the British, the court did not listen to his plea.  

Decatur, sitting on the naval board that oversaw the trial, ordered the immediate court-

martial of Barron, forcing him into exile in Europe.  During the War of 1812, Barron 

tried numerous times to reenlist in the U.S. Navy, only to find his plans hampered by 

Decatur’s verdict. 

 Eventually Barron was able to make his way back to America on a French 

merchant ship.  Upon his arrival, he found himself rejected by not only the Navy, but 

society as a whole.  His surrender to the British during the war was seen as a 

dishonorable act, and the only way that his reputation could be reestablished was through 

a formal challenge.  One of the few friends that Barron found was Captain Jesse D. Elliot, 

a longtime supporter, whose hatred for Decatur instigated the feud that led both men to 

the field of honor.  Elliot, on his own accord, and without Barron’s knowledge, began 

circulating letters denouncing Decatur’s character and his actions against Barron.  For his 

part, Barron did not deny any of Elliot’s accusations, despite the fact it was evident that 

most of his assertions had been falsified.  Upon hearing of what he supposedly said 

regarding Barron and his character, Decatur remarked in a letter to his opponent: “I feel a 

thorough conviction, that I never could have been guilty of so much egotism, as to say 

that I could insult you with impunity.”44   

                                                 
 43 Seitz, 42. 
 44 Cochran, 66. 
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 Correspondence was sent by both parties, but to no avail.  The principals and their 

respective seconds met on March 22nd, 1820, on the Bladensburg dueling grounds, 

outside of Washington.  The men fired simultaneously, with Barron wounded in the hip, 

and Decatur shot in the lower chest, succumbing to his wound early the next morning and 

mourned as one of the greatest military minds in early American history.45 His death, 

much like Hamilton’s in 1804, trigged a massive public outcry against dueling.  

Speculations have ranged if Decatur, an expert shot, intended to merely wound Barron, 

allowing the matter to be settled with minimal bloodshed.  Like Hamilton, Decatur 

sought reconciliation with his opponent, and did not back away when challenged. It is 

evident that by the 1820s, duelists, at least those with promising careers ahead of them, 

had begun to calculate the risks, besides being branded a coward, of honorable 

bloodshed. 

Thus, Aaron Burr’s inability to salvage his career after he killed Hamilton was not 

attributable simply to Hamilton’s celebrity. Burr toured Europe after his acquittal for 

treason in 1805, returning to America in 1812. But, resident in an urban, commercializing 

area, where vengeance killing was becoming old-fashioned, he could not regain public 

office, or what Tocqueville would call “American honor[:]...Americans are constantly 

driven to engage in commerce and industry...placed in the midst of a new and boundless 

country, which their principal object is to explore for purposes of profit…. All those quiet 

virtues which…encourage business, will therefore be held in peculiar honor by that 

people…more turbulent virtues, which…frequently disturb society, will on the contrary 

occupy a subordinate rank in the estimation of this same people.”46  Parallel to this 
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emerging notion of what might called the “honor of commerce,” emerging political 

leaders especially in the North utilized social movements and political compromise, not 

honorable violence, to determine respectability. 

What was the role of structured violence in such a public climate? Different 

factors played a role in the duel’s survival, despite sources of opposition. On one hand, 

institutionalization and acceptance of statutory law as authoritative had not yet taken 

hold. Elias Pim Fordham, a British visitor to the Illinois territory, observed that in the 

United States “there is too much reliance placed on personal prowess, and the laws have 

not yet acquired sufficient energy to prevent violence.”47  On another hand, since 

American republican institutions had been preserved against British attack a second time, 

what was the logic of adopting European dueling practices, meant to perpetuate 

hierarchy, in a supposedly egalitarian society?  If the nation was truly an “exceptional 

situation,” as asserted by Thomas Jefferson, one that prided itself on social equality (at 

least for white people), how could violence still be justified as an agent of social 

stratification and determiner of the social respectability of influential leaders?48   

 Still, even with skepticism about dueling emerging, for different reasons, in the 

early American republic, many vestiges of colonial rule and aristocratic right, including 

killing sanctioned under a defense of honor, survived in some areas. The “backcountry 

elite” of Appalachia still compared themselves to British nobles, controlling the actions 

of unruly subjects.49 The border population of the South was dedicated to its violent 

heritage, which dated back to the Scots-Irish immigration of the 1730s.  Honor was 

engrained into the minds of developing youths at an earlier age, even as honor became 
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seen in the North as counter-productive to the lofty ambitions of the nation as a liberal 

democracy. 

 A Virginian, when questioned by a northern visitor regarding the role of the duel 

in daily life, said that “nothing is more common than for men to quarrel with one another, 

and the pistol is used as a universal resort.”50  Was this proclamation a proper assessment 

of the prevalence of formal challenges in the South, in both backcountry and well-to-do 

coastal areas?  If this region held honor-bound violence in such high regard for well over 

a century, what prompted a sudden longing for reform?  Southern opposition to dueling 

emerged from some southerners’ desire to rebut pervading stereotypes of the South in the 

North and abroad of the South as a wild, lawless land where individuals went around 

killing each other on a daily basis, obviously a different reason from the North’s 

opposition.  In order to correct such perceptions, politicians from seven states, ranging 

from Virginia to Kentucky, passed laws attempting to abolish the carrying of concealed 

weapons, in hopes that dueling would follow suit.  But obvious shortcomings within all 

the concealed weapon laws that were passed diminished their impact on violence. Brief 

prison sentences and minor fines were not enough to deter gentlemen from meeting on 

the field of honor.  If an individual thought that an opponent was armed and meant harm, 

he would be allowed to carry as many concealed weapons as desired.  Much in the same 

manner, when traveling in an unfamiliar area, settlers were allowed to carry deadly 

instruments.  The multitude of exceptions to every law indicated that members of the 

electorate were not willing to give up their pistols and daggers, which they saw as a part 

of their individual identity and necessary for engaging in quickly developing duels.  

Similar to frustrated efforts by European reformers to curb ritualized violence by 
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prosecuting duelists in the 1790s, legislators in the South could not overcome the region’s 

deep-seeded history with violence and weapons.51 

 An outright ban of the duel would not have been accepted in the South, so, 

following North Carolina’s earlier effort, congressmen formulated gradual steps to 

“prepare” citizens for abolishing the practice.  In 1817 Georgia required all of its elected 

officials to take an oath promising that they would never participate in a duel.  While no 

formal challenges did occur, it did not stop representatives from attacking each other with 

knives during a meeting of the Senate.52  Arkansas issued a similar decree, barring 

violence from breaking out between elected leaders, but this did not deter a Supreme 

Court judge and the speaker of the house from stabbing each other with daggers outside 

of a courthouse.  Tennessee even drafted legislation that stated any use of violence 

“whether for self-defense or otherwise, subjects the offender to three to five years in 

jail.”53  In contrast to other states, where pleas to change fell on deaf ears, the Memphis 

Enquirer supported the bill, arguing that its passage would “limit the sale and carrying of 

implements of human butchery.”54     

 Such measures actually had the opposite effect, as ambitious southern white men 

opposed these reforms by arguing that dueling was more dignified than the antics of 

corrupt politicians.  Even the anti-dueling societies that sprang up across the South 

realized the pacifying effect of formal challenges.  In 1837, a northern reformer was 

dismayed that “it is no wonder that thoughtful men, across the region and the western 

                                                 
 51 Bertram Wyatt-Brown.  Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South.  (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), 302. 
 52 Cramer, 90. 
 53 Ibid, 109. 
 54 Ibid, 111. 



Bednar Honor and Impunity 21 

Western Illinois Historical Review © 2010  Vol. II, Spring 2010  

frontier, have argued for the duel as a check on general murder.”55 When the Kentucky 

legislature attempted to outlaw dueling, it drew harsh criticism from both state and 

regional leaders.  The response and rationale behind opposition to the law was 

characteristic of the southern acceptance of violence.  An anonymous writer in South 

Carolina, in a direct appeal to state representatives, proclaimed: “If you don’t permit 

dueling, everyone will have to go around armed, and this would lead to much greater 

slaughter!”56  A similar sentiment was expressed when another citizen vocalized his 

anger, stating: “With the outlawing of the duel, cowards will begin to wear concealed 

arms, since they no longer have to worry about social ostracism if they used their 

concealed weapons to surprise and unfairly take advantage of their adversaries.”57 When 

Georgia finally outlawed dueling in 1837, the threat of two days’ incarceration was 

hardly enough to stop wealthy and influential planters from abandoning their “right” to 

defend their honor.   

 The wave of religious revivals that swept the nation during the Second Great 

Awakening proved to be the most successful context to abolish the duel. Northern 

evangelists sought to convince the public that dueling violated men’s Christian duty.  A 

northern pastor maintained that such practices were “relics of those barbarous ages when 

all disputes were submitted to the use of force.”58  Among the numerous religious 

newspapers established across the nation, the vast majority of those calling for the 

eradication of formal challenges were located in the South, reflecting the duel’s decline in 

the North from the turn of the nineteenth century, and after Hamilton’s scandalous death.  
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If religious progressives could successfully remove dueling from the South, it would give 

credibility to their crusade, which sought to eliminate such blatant and premeditated 

aggression.59  

As a reflection of the impact on southern attitudes towards dueling of moral 

reformers interested in showing the South’s turn from barbarism, South Carolina 

Governor John Lyde Wilson, in his 1838 work, The Code of Honor: or Rules for the 

Government of Principles and Seconds in Dueling, defended the right of “gentlemen” to 

engage in duels to protect their reputation.  Wilson asserted that “if an oppressed nation 

has a right to appeal to arms in defense of liberty and the happiness of its people, there 

can be no argument used in support of such appeal that will not apply with equal force to 

individuals.”60  Wilson alluded here to the Nullification Crisis of 1831, and the growing 

division between the industrializing North and the agrarian South that would, eventually, 

transform southerners’ anger previously directed at individual members of society 

towards the North, and contribute to the rise of a southern “nation,” which was 

vehemently opposed to intrusive northern legislation seeking to curb southern violence.    

 But rather than stressing how dueling reflected a southern code of honor through 

resort to manly violence, Wilson stressed in his book that insistence on fair terms and on 

the process of negotiation between seconds before a duel might result in reconciliation 

between two principals, showing his appeal to an emerging northern-style standard of 

honor. The role of the second, to “use every effort to sooth and tranquilize the principal, 

and extenuate the conduct of the adversary,” could become a true representation of 

respectable behavior, different from the exacerbating behavior of the respective seconds 

                                                 
 59 Ibid, 85. 
 60 Cochran, 33. 



Bednar Honor and Impunity 23 

Western Illinois Historical Review © 2010  Vol. II, Spring 2010  

in the Burr-Hamilton and Jackson-Dickinson duels. 61 Southerners’ gradual embrace of an 

emerging northern sense of honor, at least until the Civil War, emphasizing restraint over 

lashing out, was reflected in the fact that by the mid-nineteenth century, the meeting of 

two principals on the field of honor was a rare occurrence among politicians. 

This is not to say that similar practices of violence did not continue into the late 

nineteenth century, as demonstrated in the settlement of the American West.  The 

maturation of American society east of the Mississippi River, coupled with the 

standardization of governing laws, led to the downfall of dueling.  Beginning with the 

strengthening of the federal government under President Andrew Jackson, even the 

stronghold of established violence, the South, could no longer afford to support such 

formally sanctioned aggression.  This was ironic, as it was Jackson himself who 

participated in numerous duels and advocated them as reasonable solutions to even the 

most minor altercations.   

By the 1830s, one could achieve equal or greater fame through legislation in 

Congress than was possible through the killing of another.  Physical threats of force that 

were previously settled by an exchange of gunfire were now solved by partisan tactics.  

Henry Clay, the “Great Compromiser” of the second-party system, was a prime example 

of how a public figure endured insult and political slander without harm to his reputation.  

Though Clay fought several duels over inexcusable remarks by fellow senators, he 

remained stalwart in his commitment to reconciliation with opponents. 

The confrontation between Virginia Senator John Randolph and Clay when he 

was Vice President remains one of the last influential duels in American history.  

Although coinciding with many of the laws that were passed against dueling, North and 
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South alike, both men were considered to be honorable enough that the illegality of 

challenge was waived by authorities.  The widely debated election of 1824 saw John 

Quincy Adams secure the White House due to Clay’s support of Adams’s campaign over 

that of Democrat Andrew Jackson, which enraged many southerners.  When the time 

came to debate whether or not to send an American envoy to the new Republic of 

Panama, Randolph described the plan as a “Kentucky egg laid in a Spanish-American 

Nest,” in an obvious attack against Clay.  A traditional southerner at the time, Clay 

immediately challenged the senator, and all the necessary precautions were taken in the 

progression of the duel.  Randolph, a fervent admirer of Clay despite his comments, 

wrestled with feelings of dismay as he prepared to face his political idol on the field of 

honor.   

 When asked by his second, Thomas Hart Benton, if he intended to kill Clay, 

Randolph was quick to reply that he “would do nothing to disturb the sleep of his child or 

the repose of his wife,” reflecting his desire for Clay to emerge from the duel 

unscathed.62  When the men faced off against each other, Randolph was so visibly 

nervous that he accidentally discharged his pistol while waiting for Clay to take his place.  

When it was discovered that his opponent had not intended for this to occur, Clay 

allowed the weapon to be reloaded without verbally criticizing Randolph, suggesting that 

Clay, known during the War of 1812 as a “War Hawk,” perhaps was not a violent or 

uncompromising individual.  Upon both men missing each other with pistols, Clay sent 

his ball through Randolph’s tailcoat.   A quick reconciliation was then reached by both 

men.  There is wide speculation as to Clay’s intentions when he arrived on the field that 

day, and many have asserted that the vice president intentionally missed his opponent.  
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Randolph, upon remarking that a new coat was in order, received a courteous reply from 

Clay, who answered: “I am glad that the debt is no greater.”63 The principals emerged 

from the affair with their reputations intact, not in disgrace, and both were still alive.  

Randolph gained credibility for standing against the “Great Compromiser,” and Clay saw 

his status grow as the preeminent politician of his time. 

As suggested by the fact that Clay, a southerner, did not disappear politically 

despite forgiving a verbal assault by his opponent, in the South, the number of challenges 

that took place whether in accordance with the rules described by South Carolina 

Governor Wilson or otherwise became rare by the 1830s, the same decade that saw the 

rise of Clay’s political party, the Whigs.  In the South, as across the nation, dueling was 

no longer deemed an acceptable form of social organization, and in local communities, 

reconciliation replaced redemption. This is not to say that violence in the South 

disappeared; it simply was submerged.  The search for public authority of the planter 

class changed from defense of individual honor towards rejection of the industrializing 

and ethnically diversifying North, which seemed intent to undermine the social 

stratification that held the Old South together.64 

 The contrasts between early American duels and those that took place during the 

practice’s waning days offer some suggestions as to the evolution of formal challenges 

during the first thirty years of the nineteenth century.  The Burr-Hamilton and Jackson-

Dickinson encounters, along with the motivations of their participants, where indicative 

of the “Golden Age” of dueling.  Tempers flared easily, with decades of rivalry and 

ambition leading to vindictive principals settling personal vendettas through the barrel of 
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a gun.  Burr based his assessment of Hamilton’s character on the constant harassment that 

he endured at the hands of the former treasury secretary.  He assumed that all of his 

political failures originated out of scathing editorials questioning his character.  Burr’s 

desire to regain his honor through the death of Hamilton is almost identical to Jackson’s 

quest to regain his honor when supposedly insulted by Dickinson.  Both Burr and Jackson 

based their revenge on insubstantial evidence that was not likely attributed to their 

perceived foes.  While Jackson was uncompromising in his determination to kill 

Dickinson, his honor, as Burr’s might have been (if not facing Hamilton), was revitalized 

through the formalized killing of another.  The intoxicating appeal of status and power 

led these aspiring men to stake their lives and reputations on the most valuable prize in 

antebellum America: respect. 

 Later, however, from the moment that their honor was challenged, Clay and 

Decatur committed themselves to reconciliation.  Even by the 1820s, gentlemen still 

strictly adhered to notions of proper behavior.  Thus, when satisfaction was demanded, 

Clay and Decatur, per their convictions, accepted.  But when Randolph misfired his 

weapon and did not know how to set the hair trigger on his pistol, Clay graciously 

allowed him time to correct his mistakes.  One cannot image Jackson or Burr tolerating 

such embarrassing behavior, let alone from a man that considered himself a gentleman.  

Barron arrived almost an hour late for his duel with Decatur, but was forgiven 

immediately.  Clay accepted Randolph’s apology for his previous remarks, something 

that likely would not have occurred in 1804 or 1808.  Religious and social critics of 

dueling, and the rise of mass American politics, appeared to have had an impact on these 

famous duelists. Occurring before the 1820s, duelists did not need to worry about 
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political or moral backlash (with the exception of Burr, an extraordinary situation.)  As 

individuals proved their mettle in new venues, those isolated duels that did occur until the 

1840s tended to emphasize reconciliation over vindication. 

 An examination of the duel in the history of the early American republic is 

reflective of the numerous changes that occurred during the development of a new nation.  

Drawing inspiration from the rigidly stratified society of Western Europe, the American 

use of structured violence mirrored transnational ideals of public identity that became the 

foundation of determining one’s character.  The gradual evolution of dueling from its 

origins in the military, to its role in deciding individuals’ roles in the nation, served to 

represent climatic shifts during the 1820s and 1830s.  For a period of almost sixty years, 

formal challenges regulated the erection of a social hierarchy, reflecting American 

interpretations of violence and democracy.  A reverence for European aristocracy, 

coupled with rubrics of honor, led hundreds of aspiring individuals to resort to the 

convincing power of formalized violence to determine respectability.   

 Any insult, no matter how petty, could result in a demand for satisfaction.  

Famous encounters, such as that between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, reflect the 

importance that was placed on this practice.  The radically different outcomes of a duel 

showed its applicability in being adopted everywhere from the backwoods of Tennessee, 

to the outskirts of the Capitol.  The campaign to abolish the duel submerged but did not 

solve sectional tensions between North and South.  Growing hatred of progressive 

thought and evangelical reform set Southerners further apart as the North outlawed 

structured violence.  Hostility that was previously directed at individual rivals was 

regionally biased as the United States became increasingly divided.   



Bednar Honor and Impunity 28 

Western Illinois Historical Review © 2010  Vol. II, Spring 2010  

 Two victories against the British Empire within thirty years bolstered public 

opposition to the duel, as the United States sought to distance itself from perceived 

European barbarity.  This ideological conviction regarding the future of a new republic 

led to a generation of citizens that sought to establish individual reputations through 

discourse, rather than ritualized killing, at least until the Civil War.   Dueling, and the 

values that governed it use, became a practice that distinctively shaped this transitional 

period of American history, from a search from honor to a crusade for order and reason.            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


