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For my father and my sister









“I love Paul Revere, whether he rode or not”

WARREN HARDING





Only a few days ago an iconoclastic American said there never was a ride by Paul Revere; that he started out with Colonel Dawes, an ancestor of the recent Director of the Budget, to give the warning to “every Middlesex village and farm,” but was arrested, so it is said by a British sentry, and never made the ride. Suppose he did not; somebody made the ride and stirred the minutemen in the colonies to fight the battle of Lexington, which was the beginning of independence in the new Republic in America. I love the story of Paul Revere, whether he rode or not.

WARREN HARDING, 1923
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Preface


Something which everybody accepts as the gospel truth is inevitably false.

H. L. MENCKEN



Imagine for a moment it is 1923. Al Capone is assembling an army of gun-toting henchmen in Chicago. (They will number 700 before he is through.) Cotton farmers in the South are sunk in depression. The Ku Klux Klan is on the rise. Newspaper headlines tell of corruption in the Veterans Bureau (the director has had to resign). Rumors in the capital hint of the coming Teapot Dome Scandal. (Eventually two secretaries in the cabinet will go to jail, convicted of corruption.)

But these are not the things that concern the president of the United States. What worries Warren Harding—touring the country on a campaign swing that will prove to be his last—is a recent attack on the legend of Paul Revere. An iconoclast had noted that Revere never completed the ride made famous by Longfellow. Before giving warning to Concord, Revere was discovered by the British and captured. Harding, however, told the crowd he didn’t care. “I love the story of Paul Revere,” the president intoned in his most presidential-sounding voice, “whether he rode or not.”

Americans today are less scandalized by iconoclasm than Harding was. But we are less cynical than we think we are. Indeed, the evidence suggests we are just as susceptible to mythology as Americans in the past.

The danger is not that we have myths. They tell us who we are and what we cherish and all people have them. The danger is hiding from the fact that they are myths.





1
Patriotism


In Dr. Johnson’s famous dictionary patriotism is defined as the last resort of a scoundrel. With all due respect to an enlightened but inferior lexicographer I beg to submit that it is the first.

AMBROSE BIERCE



Nothing seems more natural to an American than to venerate the patriotic symbols that represent America. They are virtually sacred. Scornful as we are of the candidate who wraps himself in the flag, it is often the candidate who fails to do so who loses.

But if Americans cherish their symbols of patriotism, they haven’t always loved them. It used to be good enough just to respect them.

Take Old Glory, that “emblem of unity, of loyalty to home and to kindred, and to all that is sacred in life.” The early adoption of the flag by the United States has been considered proof of its early acceptance as a sacred symbol of the United States. But that seems not to have been the case. Milo Quaife, in his exhaustive history of the flag, concluded that the generation that gave us the national flag remained astonishingly indifferent to it.

From early congressional debates, for instance, it is quite clear that the only reason the founders adopted a national flag was for the practical reason that the navy needed one for identification when sailing into foreign ports. The bill providing for the establishment of the flag consisted of a single sentence, just twenty-nine words long. * The preamble to the Constitution was longer (fifty-two words). When in 1794 someone introduced a bill to add two stars to the flag to take into account the admission into the union of Vermont and Kentucky, many members objected that the matter wasn’t worthy of their attention. It is “a trifling business,” said one, “which ought not to engross the attention of the House, when it was their duty to discuss matters of infinitely greater importance.” The Vermont representative agreed. In the end, says Quaife, the members approved the bill “as the quickest way of terminating” debate about it.

The existence of great varieties of flag designs demonstrates the profound carelessness with which it was treated. Some stars came with five points. Some stars came with six. Some stars came in white. Some came in silver. Because Congress never specified if the stars should be arranged in a circle or in rows, flag makers stitched them both ways. On the eve of the Civil War it became fashionable to put them in an oval. Even the number of stripes seems to have varied by whim, though it was established by law. At one point the flag over the capitol had eighteen stripes, while the flag over the New York Navy Yard had only nine.

The flag is a particularly poor example of an early sacred symbol, as many Americans—including top government officials—were unsure of its appearance. More than a year after its adoption by Congress, Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, in a joint letter to the king of Naples, said it “consists of thirteen stripes, alternately red, white and blue.”

They may be forgiven for their ignorance. For Americans in our early history seldom got the chance to see the flag. It did not fly from buildings. It was not put in the schools. It was never reproduced in the newspapers. And painters did not make pictures of it. Wilbur Zelinsky, reporting on a search of major catalogs of art from the Revolutionary War, says he could not find a single depiction of the American flag.

The erroneous impression that Old Glory was ubiquitous in the Revolution is due to the fact that it is ubiquitous in the paintings of the Revolution done in the nineteenth century. But the fact is, not a single land battle in the Revolution was fought under the Stars and Stripes. There was no American flag at Bunker Hill, at Trenton, or even at Yorktown. Indeed, not until the Mexican-American War did American soldiers fight under Old Glory. Even then the use of the flag in battle was limited. The marines did not adopt the flag until 1876; the U.S. Cavalry not until 1887. Forget those pictures of George Custer and the Stars and Stripes. His men never carried it.

Soldiers did not go flagless, of course. They had battle flags to keep up their spirits. But nobody cares about those old battle flags. What we want is Washington crossing the Delaware with the Stars and Stripes. And what we want the artists in the nineteenth century gave us; pictures with flags sell.

Pictures counting more than words, it is likely we will forever think of the “boys on Bunker Hill” fighting under the flag John Trumbull put there in his famous painting of the battle. When we imagine stereotypical revolutionary soldiers, it is Archibald Willard’s depiction in The Spirit of ‘76 that we think of. It features the flag and three haggard patriots, one playing a fife, the others beating drums. It is part of the myth of America and no more could be eliminated from our national memory than the Revolution it honors so sentimentally.

Of America’s Revolutionary War heroes, only one fought under the Stars and Stripes, John Paul Jones, who has been the subject of endlessly silly stories. Biographer Augustus C. Buell, for example, claimed Jones’s flag aboard the Bonhomme Richard * was sewn by a band of “dainty” girls “from slices of their best silk gowns”; one of the girls, Helen Seavey, was even said to have sacrificed her bridal dress to provide material for the stars. Actually, the story is as fanciful as Jones’s famous sea-battle boast that he had “not begun to fight” (more on that later). And Helen Seavey never existed.

Better yet is the story of the flag’s eventual disposal. After disappearing from sight for some eighty years, late in the nineteenth century it was said to have suddenly resurfaced. Through a chain of miracles, it was said, the very flag that had flown over the Bonhomme Richard had survived and survived largely intact despite its use during several fierce battles. The only thing missing from the flag was a piece that supposedly had been given to Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War. The family that produced the flag—the Staf-fords—had an elaborate story to explain how they came into possession of it. In brief, they said it had been awarded by Congress to one of their ancestors, who had bravely served under Jones on the Bonhomme Richard and who saved the flag from destruction when the ship sank. And they had an affidavit to prove it. The affidavit, signed by the secretary of the Marine Committee of Congress, dated 1784, confirmed that one James Stafford had been given “Paul Jones’ Starry Flag of the Bon Homme Richd.” It was considered authentic for a long time. The Smithsonian Institution even put the flag on display. (It remained on display through the 1920s.)

That was a mistake. By Jones’s own statement, we now know that the flag that flew over his ship was destroyed in the battle in which he lost the ship; a cannon blew it up. We also know that the Stafford affidavit was a hoax. James Stafford never served on the Bonhomme Richard, and the committee that supposedly awarded him possession of the flag in 1784 had ceased to exist five years earlier.1

No doubt the founders would be pleased to see that the flag is respected today. But they would not understand it being worshiped. Worship of the flag is strictly a modern development. A hundred years or so ago only a few self-appointed flag defenders conceived of it as a sacred object. Schools were not required to fly the flag until 1890. Americans did not begin pledging allegiance to the flag until 1892. They did not begin saluting the flag until around the Spanish-American War in 1898.* Flag Day was not nationally observed until 1916. The flag code, prescribing the proper way to treat a flag and dispose of it, was not approved by Congress until 1942 and did not become part of federal law until 1976.

The interesting thing is not that the rituals of flag worship go back only as far as the late nineteenth century but that Americans think they go back further. We have become so used to the idea that the flag is a sacred object that we cannot imagine a time when it was not considered one. However, there was a time when patriotism needed no such artificial braces. During the Revolution, when men were fighting and dying on the battlefield to establish a new nation, saluting the flag would have been regarded as an empty gesture. The thing to do was to go out and join the fighting. That was patriotism.

If Americans did not embrace flag rituals early on, once they did, they embraced the practice enthusiastically. There seemed to be plenty of reason. With the invasion of the “hordes” of immigrants from Europe, hordes with strange names and exotic accents, it was believed that flag rituals were needed to ensure the newcomers’ loyalty.† Fear, then, was behind the movement to adopt flag rituals, but nobody ever remembers that. Today it is the descendants of those “hordes” of immigrants who often seem the most offended by violators of the rituals. It is interesting to speculate what “the ethnics” (as the politicians refer to them) might think if they discovered those rituals had been adopted to curb their ancestors.

Once the immigrants had been absorbed into the culture there should not have been much reason for retaining the rituals designed to Americanize the immigrants. But once invented, the rituals could not be eliminated. Every few years there seemed yet another compelling reason for keeping them. In World War I, they proved useful, as historian Bernard Weisberger has pointed out, in promoting “unity in the fight against the Kaiser.” Later, says Weisberger, they were used “to inoculate against Bolshevism.”2

(One cannot mention the flag, of course, without making reference to the story that it was Betsy Ross who stitched the first one. She did not, unfortunately. The whole story was made up by her grandson. Nor did she have anything to do with the selection of the flag’s design or its colors. If anybody was responsible for designing the flag it was probably Francis Hopkinson, who was given credit by Congress for having done so. But no one individual actually designed the flag. Our flag came about through two modifications of the British Union flag, which included a red, white, and blue cross in the corner square and a solid red field. Our first flag, commissioned for the navy in 1776, was simply the basic British Union flag divided by white stripes. Our second flag, the Stars and Stripes, substituted stars for the cross in the corner square. The red, white, and blue colors were derivative. They did not, as some allege, come out of Washington’s family crest. And they do not mean anything. Contrary to the Boy Scout Handbook, the blue in the flag does not represent justice, the white is not for purity, and the red is not for bravery.)3

If Americans were slow to revere the flag, they were also slow to sanctify the Fourth of July. * Boston did not celebrate the Glorious Fourth until the end of the Revolution, preferring instead to honor the Boston Massacre. Congress sometimes did and sometimes didn’t declare the Fourth of July an official holiday. The holiday was overlooked by Congress in 1787, for instance, though that was the very year the Constitution was drafted.

Pride in the Fourth of July was clearly very great. On no other day of the year did Americans celebrate their country with such fervor. But it had not become a holiday of national unity. If anything, the holiday exacerbated divisions among Americans. On no other day of the year were patriots as likely to come to blows over politics as on the fourth. Michael Kammen reports that in most cities in the 1790s the political parties held separate celebrations of the holiday: “They held separate processions, separate dinners, and heard separate orations.” Toasts reflected the fierce divisions, for example, “John Adams, may he like Sampson slay thousands of Frenchmen, with the jawbone of Jefferson.” Not until the Federalist Party disappeared after the War of 1812 did Americans finally use the holiday to glorify the country instead of their own partisan cause.4

Jefferson in particular was often subject to attack on the fourth, for great as he seems to us, he was regarded in his own day as a politician, not a founding father, and by many as a particularly disagreeable politician. When it was disclosed after the Revolution that it was Jefferson who had primarily written the Declaration of Independence, Federalists scoffed that he had plagiarized it from John Locke. Many refused to mention it in their patriotic orations. Federalists considered it a “Philippic against Great Britain and her King,” a king with whom they increasingly identified. If they associated it with revolution, it was the hated French Revolution they had in mind. Not until the so-called Era of Good Feelings—three decades after the end of the Revolution—did the Declaration finally become a sacred text.5

Much is often made of the fact that Jefferson and Adams died on the Fourth of July in 1826—exactly fifty years after the adoption of the Declaration of Independence. It is said that by then they had become good friends. Adams is supposed to have remarked, just before he expired, “Jefferson still survives.” But if they ended life friends, they weren’t quite as good friends as they’ve been made out to be. Just five years before their deaths, Adams accused Jefferson of plagiarizing the Declaration of Independence from a North Carolina declaration of independence— just then publicly released—that had supposedly been approved a full year before Jefferson’s. * “Mr. Jefferson,” he wrote a friend, “must have seen it, in the time of it, for he has copied the spirit, the sense, and the expressions of it verbatim, into his Declaration of the 4th of July, 1776.” Actually, Jefferson had not copied the North Carolinians. But Adams, of course, had been ready to believe the worst.6

The popularity of the “Star-Spangled Banner”—if it can still be said to be popular—is due as much to the fabulous circumstances under which it was written as to the appeal of its lyrics. Probably not one American in a hundred can recite the words to the song but almost everybody remembers how it came to be composed. Most of the story has been independently confirmed. Francis Scott Key actually was fortunate enough to watch the bombardment of Fort McHenry (which guarded Baltimore), and he actually waited through the night to see if “our flag was still there.”

But did the flag he saw at “dawn’s early light” fly through the night? As anyone can testify who has seen the flag, which is on display at the Smithsonian, it is huge: 30 feet by 42 feet. The stars alone measure 2 feet across, point to point. For this flag to have survived the night the fort was under attack—a stormy, rainy, windy night—is almost inconceivable. Walter Lord, who wrote an acclaimed book on the War of 1812, is of the opinion that it probably did not fly all night. If there was a flag on the pole in the morning, as there undoubtedly was, it was probably hoisted up the pole that morning. And that is precisely what an eyewitness says happened. According to the testimony of Midshipman Robert J. Barrett, as the British fleet sailed away after the battle, the Americans “hoisted a most superb and splendid ensign on their battery.” This, says Lord, is “most likely” the flag Key saw. If there was a flag that flew all night it would have to have been the fort’s so-called “storm flag,” a small flag designed expressly for bad weather. But how Key could have seen it is a mystery. He was 8 miles away—possibly near enough to see the big flag, but not the smaller one.7

That Francis Scott Key is associated in the American mind with the War of 1812, and is thought of in connection with one of the great battles of the war, is ironic because Key hated the war. He told his mother he thought the United States was to blame for the conflict and deserved to lose it. In letters home to friends and neighbors Key condemned “this abominable war” as a “lump of wickedness.”

Key volunteered to defend the capital but according to his biographer his service as a soldier was brief and uneventful, and when the war was over he confessed he was glad. His most thrilling moment had occurred when he was knocked off his horse by a “bone of bacon” and landed in a river.

About the song itself there are several myths. It was not immediately popular and it was not adopted as the national anthem until 1931. Army and navy bands did not begin playing it on a regular basis until the 1890s. Everyone knows it is sung to the tune of an old English drinking song, but few realize it was a song that celebrated not only wine but love. If Key ever felt any embarrassment over that, he never said so, but it’s interesting that the fact is not more widely known.8

The surprising thing about some of the most famous paintings, poems, and stories that have been used to promote patriotism is that they really were not intended to do so. The Betsy Ross story was conceived by her descendants to make themselves seem more important. Emanuel Leutze’s painting of Washington crossing the Delaware was painted to give liberals in his native Germany encouragement to follow Washington’s lead and revolt. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem about Paul Revere, published in 1861, was written to impress northerners during the Civil War of the necessity of fighting for liberty:


One, if by land, and two, if by sea;
 And I on the opposite shore will be,
 Ready to ride and spread the alarm
 Through every Middlesex village and farm 
For the country folk to be up and to arm.9



Few ideas are as fixed in peoples’ minds as the belief that patriotism formerly was stronger in America than it is now. It is widely believed, for instance, that cupidity was unknown in the Revolution. Then there were giants among us! Then virtue reigned!

Actually, under the strain of the war, Americans often seemed to have acted rather worse than they otherwise would have. Certainly, they don’t seem to have behaved better. Washington was of the opinion that a “dirty, mercenary spirit” pervaded society. Norman Gelb, in his book Less Than Glory, recounts in shocking detail innumerable instances of greed and corruption, including the sale to the army of rotten meat, tattered clothing, shoes that fell apart, half-empty flour barrels, and defective gunpowder. Professor Robert Shalhope writes that farmers “demanded usurious prices for their crops,” and that merchants “engaged in a lucrative trade with the enemy.” “Public officials and governmental contractors,” he says, “indulged in widespread corruption.”

Nor did the American taxpayer evince much enthusiasm for the cause. It had been thought Americans didn’t like paying taxes without representation. But it turned out they just didn’t like paying taxes, period. This may be considered a perfectly natural and healthy instinct. But it went unappreciated by the army, which suffered because of it. “I despise my countrymen,” an army colonel wrote at one point.


I wish I could say I was not born in America…. The rascally stupidity which prevails, the insults and neglects which the army have met with, beggars all description. It must go no further. They can endure it no longer. I am in rags, have lain in the rain on the ground for forty hours past, and only a junk of fresh beef and that without salt to dine on this day, rec’d no pay since December, and all this for my cowardly countrymen who flinch at the very time when exertions are wanted, and hold their purse strings as tho they would damn the world, rather than part with a dollar to their army.



Pride in the army is surely defensible. Through seven long years of war—the longest war the United States ever fought until Vietnam—the army under Washington remained true to the cause. But the spirit of sacrifice even among army men wasn’t universal. Desertions became so common that some scheduled attacks had to be canceled for lack of men to fight them; Gelb tells of a general in the South who discovered in the midst of a major assault that the seven thousand troops under his command had dwindled to only three thousand, resulting in a disastrous rout. It’s estimated that up to a third of the soldiers in the Revolutionary army deserted. Some left to return home to their families or to join their state militias, but probably most got tired of the war or were scared of dying.

People who speak confidently of the Revolutionary soldier’s patriotism often seem to think that from morning until night they dreamed patriotic thoughts and only such thoughts. In reality, says historian Merle Curti, “most of the time” the American soldier was preoccupied with the thoughts that preoccupy most soldiers: “thoughts of food, drink, mud, lice, and sex.” We know from their letters that they only rarely seemed to have written of their patriotic feelings. It was enough that they made the decision to risk life and limb for their country. They did not have to write or talk or think about it. Much of the time, for instance, they appeared more interested in the cook’s plans for breakfast than in Washington’s plan of war. A popular chant went:


“What have you for your Dinners, Boys?”

“Nothing but Fire Cake and Water, Sir!”

“Gentlemen, the Supper is ready.”

“What is your Supper, Lads?”

“Fire Cake and Water, Sir.”

“What have you got for Breakfast, Lads?”

“Fire Cake and Water, Sir.”



Washington’s views on patriotism are interesting to consider. Burdened with the command of the soldiers, he had to learn what motivated them. His finding: They were motivated by self-interest. He observed in 1778:


Men may speculate all they will. They may talk of patriotism; they may draw a few examples from ancient story, of great achievements performed by its influence; but whosoever builds upon it, as a sufficient Basis for conducting this Bloody war, will find themselves deceived in the end. We must take the passions of Men as Nature has given them…. I do not mean to exclude altogether the Idea of Patriotism. I know it exists, and I know it has done much in the present Contest. But I venture to assert, that a great and lasting War can never be supported on this principle alone.10



If Americans have partly overestimated the extent of patriotism in the Revolution, they have ludicrously overestimated it in the Civil War. If the Minuteman is sentimentalized, the sentimentalism has by now become rather stale. But Billy Yank and Johnny Reb remain the romantic figures they always have been: Boy Scouts in blue and gray.

But it is worth remembering that many of the ones who fought for the North fought partly because they were paid to. More than a hundred thousand soldiers were hired to fight for the North. Many of these were immigrants, expressly brought over, says Shelby Foote, “by companies newly formed to supply the demand.”

And in focusing on the people who decided to fight, we overlook the huge numbers of civilians who paid others to do their fighting for them. More than eighty-five thousand Americans who were drafted in the war got out of going by paying a $300 commutation fee. Among these were banker J. P. Morgan and Theodore Roosevelt, Sr., father of President Theodore Roosevelt. So many young men with means remained civilians that northern universities were able to enroll about as many students from the North during the war as they had before. No doubt the people who stayed home later suffered guilt feelings, but the fact is they did stay home. And more than two hundred thousand Americans who joined the Union army subsequently deserted.11

Sayings are often quoted to bolster American patriotism, but many are dubious in origin or misunderstood. Of these several deserve special consideration.

The delight in recalling Patrick Henry’s most famous line—”Give me liberty or give me death”—is offset by the knowledge that there’s no proof he said it. Or if he said it, he may not have been the first one to do so. It possibly was made up by William Wirt, Henry’s first biographer, who made up so many “facts” in his book that historians reportedly find themselves asking “Is it fact or is it Wirt?” What is hard to understand is how, if Henry actually uttered such a thing, his contemporaries could have failed to record it. But then, they failed to write down any of his speeches in full, apparently not knowing—or caring?—that the speeches would still be considered noteworthy generations later. “Socrates himself,” one contemporary lamented, “would pass unnoticed and forgotten in Virginia.”

We know from a contemporary journal that Henry did utter the famous remark “Caesar had his Brutus; Charles the First his Cromwell; and George the Third may profit by their example.” And we know that he responded, when a speaker interrupted and accused him of treason, “If this is treason, make the most of it.” The speech caused a sensation, being bolder than any speech given that year. (It was in 1765, in response to the hated Stamp Act tax.) But the memory of the speech is spoiled by the fact that afterward Henry apologized for it.12

The boast that America would spend “millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute” (attributed to diplomat Charles Pinckney but actually spoken by legislator Robert Goodloe Harper), is also spoiled. For we did pay tribute. We just prefer not to remember we did. In 1795, in a treaty with Algiers, the United States agreed to pay the Barbary Pirates nearly $1 million in tribute to win the release of American citizens held in captivity. It was in disgust at our paying tribute that Harper laid down the principle that we shouldn’t. Paying tribute proved to be folly, for eventually we had to pay millions for defense anyway. To stop the Barbary States from continued depredations, the United States had to go to war against them twice: between 1803 and 1805, and again in 1815.13

Nothing is as stirring as John Paul Jones’s bravely defiant boast “I have not begun to fight.” And the fact is, at the time he supposedly uttered the remark he had refused to surrender. Ultimately, it was the British who surrendered. But the fine remark that attaches to the victory of his ship, the Bonhomme Richard, over the British vessel, the Serapis, was apparently made up by a worshipful subordinate forty years later. The only contemporaneous record that survives is the report of the British commander of the Serapis. He merely noted that when Jones was asked if he’d surrender, Jones answered “in the most determined negative.”14

Stephen Decatur’s famous accomplishments as a courageous naval officer have been overshadowed by his even more famous toast, which is correctly rendered: “Our Country! In her intercourse with foreign nations may she always be in the right and always successful, right or wrong.” No other toast in American history has attracted such notice, or such criticism. To foreigners like G. K. Chesterton, it has seemed the epitome of American mindlessness.” ‘My country, right or wrong,’ [wrote Chesterton] is like saying, ‘My mother, drunk or sober.’ “

It’s forgotten, however, to Decatur’s unending misfortune, that it was a toast and only a toast, and like most toasts, hardly worth debating. It came near the end of a long night of heavy drinking and boisterous laughter, and if it was clearly extravagant, it was less so than many other toasts given that night by other dinner guests: “The Mediterranean [went one such toast]! The sea not more of Greek and Roman than of American glory!” “National glory [went another]! A gem above all price, and worthy every hazard to sustain its splendor.” But the toast that “brought them to their feet with a roar” was Decatur’s.15


* “Resolved,That the flag of the [thirteen] United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white: that the union be thirteen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.” June 14, 1777(Journal of the Continental Congress: 1774–1789 [1907], VIII, 464).

* Named in honor of Ben Franklin’s Poor Richard.

* Americans were taught to salute by extending their right hand, “palm up and slightly raised.” This proved embarrassingly similar to the Nazi salute, however, and during World War II was dropped. By order of Congress, Americans then began “saluting” the flag by crossing their right hand over their heart. (David R. Manwaring, Render unto Caesar: The Flag-Salute Controversy [1962], pp. 2–3.)

†Members of patriotic groups such as the Daughters of the American Revolution so feared the immigrants that they began to embrace the British against whom their ancestors had once fought. One proposed making “an alliance of hearts if not of hands with our kinsmen over the sea.” After all, “We are of one tongue, one blood, one purpose.” (Quoted in Wallace E. Davies, Patriotism on Parade [1955], p. 316.)

* Of course, it is the second of July that should be celebrated; that’s when independence was declared. Nothing happened on the fourth except the approval of the Declaration of Independence. See the author’s Legends, Lies & Cherished Myths of American History (1988), pp. 138–39.

* This was the so-called Mecklenburg Declaration that supposedly dated back to 1775 and that North Carolinians long considered the first declaration of independence. It wasn’t. It was a hoax. See Legends, Lies, & Cherished Myths of American History, p. 140.







2
Religion


Rellijon is a quare thing. Be itself it’s all right.But sprinkle a little pollyticks into it an dinnymit is bran flour compared with it.

“MR. DOOLEY” (FINLEY PETER DUNNE)



About their religious past Americans know little, and much of what little they know is comprised of stereotypes. From colonial history there are the “revered” and persecuted Pilgrim fathers, dressed in their somber black steeple hats and dark cloaks, who landed on a rock and lived in log cabins. They are succeeded by the exceptionally devout Puritans who, before they mysteriously disappear from history, establish an oppressive theocracy and burn some witches. The Puritans in turn are followed by the pious founding fathers, who are credited with building a Christian nation based on the idea of religious freedom. Little is believed to have happened in the nineteenth century. But in the twentieth, southern yokels put a professor on trial for teaching the novel theory that men come from monkeys.

The Pilgrims might not have objected to being called somber for they were a serious people. However, they certainly didn’t look the way we think they did. They didn’t wear ridiculous tall hats with shiny buckles, they weren’t partial to black, and they didn’t forsake jewelry. The one Pilgrim portrait that survives shows a man in a natty Elizabethan doublet featuring gold buttons, a starched white collar, and a braided gold tassel.1

Neither did they live in log cabins. The log cabin didn’t arrive in America until the end of the seventeenth century. The Pilgrims lived in primitive clapboard houses with thatched roofs. (They made the boards by splitting logs with an ax.)2

Nor were they always revered. Until the nineteenth century, scarcely anyone paid them, their Mayflower Compact, or their Plymouth Rock much mind.

Even to hint that the Pilgrims once were ignored is, of course, to court controversy. One may as well say the Pilgrims never landed on Plymouth Rock (which, incidentally, they didn’t—see below). And yet the evidence clearly shows that for the first 150 years after their arrival little mention was made of them. Attention was paid not to the Pilgrims but to their more successful cousins, the Puritans of Massachusetts Bay, who subsequently absorbed them. By the middle of the eighteenth century, people in Plymouth began touting the Pilgrims’ achievements, but the movement to turn them into American heroes subsequently faltered when the leaders of the effort made the mistake of backing the British in the Revolution. Not until after the war did anyone think to give them a holiday, * and as late as 1789 they remained inconsequential enough that the Plymouth town clergyman thought nothing of running his field horses through the founder’s graveyard, crashing tombstones along the way. And if that’s not humiliating enough, there are reliable reports that some Plymouth residents used Pilgrim tombstones to cover open sewer holes.

As late as the nineteenth century, Americans hadn’t even settled on the date of the
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