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INTRODUCTION  
The America that Alexander Hamilton knew was largely agricultural 
and built on slave labor. He envisioned something else: a multiracial, 
urbanized, capitalistic America with a strong central government. 
He believed that such an America would be a land of opportunity 
for the poor and for newcomers. But Hamilton’s vision put him at 
odds with his archrivals, who envisioned a pastoral America of small 
towns, where governments were local, states would control their own 
destiny, and the federal government would remain small and weak. 

The disputes that arose during America’s fi rst decades continued 
throughout American history to our present day. Over time, because 
of the systems Hamilton set up and the ideas he passed on, his vision won out. Here is the story that 
epitomizes the American dream: a poor immigrant who made good in America. In the end, Hamilton 
rose from poverty through his intelligence and ability, and did more to shape our country than any of his 
contemporaries. 

About the Author 
Teri Kanefi eld is a lawyer and writer. Her books for children have won numerous awards and distinctions, 
including the Jane Addams Peace Association Children’s Book Award in the Older Readers category. 
She lives with her family in San Francisco, California.

VOCABULARY  

dueling, p. 1 fl intlock, p. 1  translucent, p. 7  illegitimate, pp. 11 apprentice, p. 14

 injustices, p. 14 quipped, p. 19  omen, p. 20   haberdasher, p. 21  gregarious, p. 23

eccentric, p. 26 commissioned, p. 34 complementary, p. 39  akin, p. 40 bedraggled, p. 41

hypocrisy, p. 41 folly, p. 41   aff rontive, p. 59 emplacements, p. 62 inherent,  p. 82

exiled, p. 86  aghast, p. 91 encroaching, p. 103 ingratiate, p. 112   duped, p. 132

swindling, p. 136 cavalier, p. 149 idyllic, p. 176 penchant, p. 176 utopian, p. 176
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HISTORY-RELATED VOCABULARY  

aristocratic, p. 14 treatises, p. 26 martyrdom, p. 27  oppression, p. 30 luminaries, p. 39

merit, p. 45 tariff , p. 68 sovereign, p. 80 tyranny, p. 81  sympathizers, p. 85

due process, p. 88 anarchy, p. 92 demagogues, p. 92  monarchist, p. 107 Federalist Papers, p. 114

republic, p. 119 securities, p. 128   Constitution, p. 138 Democratic-Republicans, p. 141   Federalists, p. 142

Bill of Rights, p. 166   

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES  

On the Prologue
Examine images of the various denominations of U.S. currency. Separate the denominations into two lists: U.S. Presidents in one list; other 
key historical fi gures in the second list. In small groups, debate the contributions of each of the featured individuals.

Revolutionary War
When you hear the phrase revolutionary war, what do you think of? Brainstorm anything that falls under “revolutionary war.” Share and 
compare your list with a classmate.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

On the Prologue
Kanefi eld opens the storyline with the duel between Hamilton and Burr (pp. 1-5). What is Kanefi eld’s purpose in doing so? Is it eff ective for 
the reader? Explain.

On Childhood
“As a young boy, Alex would have seen captured pirates . . . slaves brutally whipped . . . [and] trading ships.” (pp. 6 and 7) Growing up in the 
West Indies, what other activities might Alex and his older brother, James, witnessed or experienced?

On Daily Life
During Alex’s childhood, he and his family moved to Christiansted. Examine the 
daily life of Christiansted in The Port of Christiansted by H.G. Beenfeldt, on 
pp. 8 and 9. Locate and describe fi ve interactions of daily life in the artwork.

On Hardships
In chapter one, we learn of Alex’s upbringing in the West Indies. 
What were some of the hardships that he faced during his childhood?

On Societal Hierarchy
“Society was highly stratifi ed in the West Indies . . . At the top were the wealthy 
planters . . . near the bottom . . . the pickpockets, thieves, and drifters.” (p. 11) 
Explore the various levels of the societal hierarchy. Where did Alex’s family 
fall? Why?

On Injustices
“Alex felt stung by the injustices he had suff ered.” (p. 14) Name the injustices 
that he suff ered. If you were Alex, which one would be the most diffi  cult? Least 
diffi  cult? Explain your reasoning.

 Alexander Hamilton, 1806, by John Trumbull. 
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On Diversity
“New York welcomed non-English-speaking immigrants . . . 
fourteen languages were spoken in the city.” (p. 22) What would 
make New York a welcoming place for immigrants? What are 
the advantages and disadvantages of a diverse community?

On Passion for Education
“[Alex] enrolled at a preparatory academy. . . threw himself into 
his studies with passion.” (p. 24) What was Alex’s motivation for 
studying hard? Why would he do this?

On Leadership
“He was commissioned as a captain . . . he got everything he 
asked for.” (p. 36) What were some of Hamilton’s positive 
qualities that attributed to his success as a captain? What 
positive trait is missing from Hamilton’s character?

On Personalities
“Hamilton and Washington had complementary personalities.” 
(p. 39) Explore the personality traits of both individuals. How 
might the saying “opposites attract” not apply to Hamilton and 
Washington’s relationship?

On Slavery
“Alex had grown to despise the slave trade, which represented 
everything he hated about a stratifi ed culture.” (pp. 15 and 16) 
“His idea that blacks were just as intelligent and capable as 
whites was radical at the time.” (p. 41) Was Hamilton’s thinking 
ahead of his time? How does history account for today’s racism 
and discrimination? If Hamilton were alive today, what would 
he think of today’s society?

On Falling in Love
“Hamilton announced to his friends that he’d fallen in love—this time for real.” (p. 52) Think about the courtship between Hamilton and 
Elizabeth Schuyler. How is their courtship diff erent than that of an engaged couple today? What are the similarities?

On Becoming a Hero
“[Hamilton] was a hero of the American Revolutionary War. When the ceremony was over and the band fi nished playing, his work was 
done.” (p. 64) How did Hamilton become a hero? What did the author mean by “his work was done”?

On Making America Great
“When the New York legislature appointed Hamilton as a delegate to the Continental Congress . . . he seized the chance to help revive the 
economy and help America achieve its potential.” (p. 69) What were some of the obstacles that Hamilton faced when presenting his ideas? 
How did he work around some of the Congressional voting rules? Why was Hamilton so adamant about changing the course of America’s 
economy and government structure?

On Problems
Hamilton encountered many problematic situations during his time as a Continental Congress delegate and Secretary of the Treasury: 
the Newburgh Conspiracy (p. 73), anti-loyalist laws (p. 87), Shays’ Rebellion (p. 102), the Federalist Papers and Anti-Federalists (p. 106), 
the Residence Act (p. 131), theWhiskey Rebellion (p. 147), and the Louisiana Purchase (p. 168). Which one caused the most problems for 
Hamilton? Which one had the most impact on America?

On Aaron Burr
In regard to the Manhattan Company, “Hamilton was enraged when he learned that Burr had duped him.” (p. 156) What were some of the 
issues between Burr and Hamilton? What led to the duel between these two rivals? In today’s society, how would Burr and Hamilton resolve 
their diff erences?

Alexander Hamilton in the 
Uniform of the New York 
Artillery, 1857, by Alonzo 
Chappel.
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ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES  

Diseases
“The sugar islands were regularly plagued by a range of tropical diseases, including malaria, yellow fever, and dysentery.” (p. 13) “The city’s 
water was foul, vile-smelling, and believed to be the cause of a series of deadly outbreaks of yellow fever.” (p. 154) Research one of the 
diseases, including its history, symptoms, and treatment. Create a trifold brochure to share your findings. Include a list of resources.

Literary Sensation
“Immediately Alex became a literary sensation.” (p. 19) Select one of Hamilton’s writings on pp. 6, 18, 20, 27, 33, 48, or 54. Read and 
examine your selection and, using markers or colored pencils, create a visual interpretation.

Influential Historians
Select and explore how one of these historians was influential in Hamilton’s life: Hugh Knox (p. 17), Nicholas Cruger (p. 17), John Jay  
(p. 23), Myles Cooper (p. 25), Captain Edward Fleming (p. 31), Lord Stirling (p. 37), General George Washington (p. 37), General John 
Sullivan (p. 57), Robert Morris (p. 67), George Clinton (p. 87). Report your findings to your class.

Alexander Hamilton vs. Thomas Jefferson
“Outwardly Jefferson and Hamilton were as different as could be.” (p. 78) With a partner, draw a Venn diagram on a large piece of paper. 
Label one circle “Thomas Jefferson”; label the second circle “Alexander Hamilton.” Brainstorm similarities and write those similarities 
in the overlapping area. Then brainstorm unique attributes of both Jefferson and Hamilton. Write the unique attributes in the respective 
circles. Share your Venn diagram with the rest of the class.

Hamilton’s Contribution in Song or Verse
Create a song or poem that highlights one of Hamilton’s contributions. Perform your song or read your poem aloud to the class.

Scene at Signing of the Constitution of the United States, c. 1960, by Howard Chandler
Christy. This painting hangs in the United States House of Representatives


