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The Burr treason trial, one of the greatest criminal trials in American
history, was significant for several reasons. The legal proceedings
lasted seven months and featured some of the nation’s best lawyers.
It also pitted President Thomas Jefferson (who declared Burr guilty
without the benefit of a trial and who masterminded the prosecution),
Chief Justice John Marshall (who sat as a trial judge in the federal cir-
cuit court in Richmond), and former Vice President Aaron Burr (who
was accused of planning to separate the western states from the Union)
against each other. At issue, in addition to the life of Aaron Burr, were
the rights of criminal defendants, the constitutional definition of trea-
son, and the meaning of separation of powers in the Constitution.
Capturing the sheer drama of the long trial, R. Kent Newmyer’s book
sheds new light on the chaotic process by which lawyers, judges, and
politicians fashioned law for the new nation.

R. Kent Newmyer received his PhD in history from the University of
Nebraska in 1959. From 1960 to 1997, he taught American history
at the University of Connecticut. Since 1997, he has been Professor
of Law and History at the University of Connecticut School of Law.
He has taught a wide range of graduate and undergraduate courses
in American history, specializing in the political, constitutional, and
legal history of the early national period. He received two awards for
teaching and in 1988 was named Distinguished Alumni Professor
for excellence in teaching and scholarship, the highest faculty honor
bestowed by the university. As an author, Newmyer is best known for
Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story: Statesman of the Old Republic
(1985) and, most recently, John Marshall and the Heroic Age of the
Supreme Court (2001). A second edition of his short volume on the
Supreme Court under Marshall and Taney was published in 2006.
Newmyer’s books have been reviewed in various history journals
and law reviews, as well as in the New York Times, the Washington
Post, and the New Republic. Newmyer has appeared on C-Span’s
Booknotes, and most recently was a commentator in a National
Public Television documentary on the U.S. Supreme Court, produced
by Channel 13 in New York City.
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Cambridge Studies on the American Constitution publishes books that
examine the American Constitution and offers a range of interpretations
and approaches, from traditional topics of constitutional history and
theory, case studies, and judicial biographies, to more modern and often
controversial issues dealing with gender and race. While many estima-
ble series have incorporated constitutional studies, none has done so
exclusively. This series seeks to illuminate the implications — govern-
mental, political, social, and economic - of the relationship between the
American Constitution and the country it governs through a wide array
of perspectives.
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“A trial in a Court of Justice is a trial of many things besides
the prisoners at the bar.”

William Maxwell Evarts, closing address to the

jury in the case of the Savannah Privateers, 1861
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