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Introduction


Both the United States and Israel were founded by the pen—then defended by the sword. The documents that established these democracies are remarkable testaments to the power of ideas. “In the beginning was the word,” as John proclaimed. And the word that personified both nations was liberty. “Proclaim liberty throughout the land, and to all the inhabitants thereof,” reads the inscription on the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, quoting the words of the Hebrew Bible.

I am a person of the pen and the word. I value the documents of liberty. I also collect them and hang them on my walls, where I read them daily and continue to be inspired by them. Over the years I have amassed a large collection of original documents and early books that tell the stories, as nothing else can tell them, of the struggles and successes of the American revolutionary and Israeli Statehood movements.

In this book, I employ these marvelous creations of the founders’ pens to tell the fascinating origin stories of the establishment of these democracies. In studying them critically I have discovered remarkable parallels between the founding parents of these nations, the debates and disagreements that followed their difficult births, their adaptation to new and unanticipated realities, and the reasons for their continuing success.

A few brief examples:

Thomas Jefferson and David Ben-Gurion saw their nations’ futures as agrarian and domestic; Alexander Hamilton, Shimon Peres and Benjamin Netanyahu saw them as industrial, commercial and international. Both countries have benefited enormously from adding the latter approach to the former.

The U.S. had constitutionally unsolvable problems regarding its importation of enslaved people and its treatment of its native population. It was able to agree on a constitution only by making immoral compromises. In the case of slavery, a Civil War was required to resolve it. It still has divisions that emanate from its history of unequal treatment of African Americans. It also still has Native American sovereign areas that are far from resolving this mistreatment of our indigenous population, a mistreatment that was reflected by the use of the words “merciless Indian savages” to describe them in the Declaration of Independence. Israel has an enduring concern about the status of Palestinians, both within Israel proper and in the territories it captured and continues to control.

Although there’s no moral or legal parallel between the unmitigated evils of slavery and the complex issues posed by the Palestinian presence in Israel, both go back to their founding and persist to the present. Nor are there precise parallels between how the United States has treated Native Americans and how Israel has tried to resolve its conflict xiiwith Palestinians. Native Americans, colloquially called “Indians,” are the indigenous population of this continent. The British colonists who settled our nation had no history or legitimate claims to the land. Jews, on the other hand, are among the indigenous populations of what is now Israel, and have historic, religious and cultural claims. Moreover, Israel offered statehood to the Palestinian people on numerous occasions, only to be rebuffed by their leaders who tried to destroy the nation-state of the Jewish people.

Another important difference is that the United States was able to agree on an imperfect written constitution that compromised morality by virtually ignoring Native Americans and relegating most African Americans to fractional noncitizens. It took the post–Civil War amendments—Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth—to undo the inequality of Blacks as a matter of law. And it took legislation to ameliorate the Native American situation.

Israel, on the other hand, was unable to agree on a compromise written constitution, and remains without one to this day, despite repeated efforts to draft and ratify one. This does not mean that Israel is ungoverned by constitutional law of any sort. A concoction of “Basic Laws” and judicial decisions—still generating controversy—constitutes its unwritten constitution. In this respect, it is more like Great Britain than like the United States.

Neither nation has completely lived up to the parchment preachings of their founding documents, but both still aspire to do so, despite the realities of our imperfect world.

There are additional differences between the founding of these nations. Israel’s history in the Middle East goes back to biblical times, when the Jewish people had sovereignty over Judea (hence the term Jew) and other regions, as well as Jerusalem. They were forcibly expelled in the first century, though some Jews remained in Jerusalem and other cities until Israel was re-established as the nation state of the Jewish people in 1948. Religious Zionism has existed since the expulsion, whereas political Zionism became prominent in the 19th century, as my documents and books attest.

The United States, on the other hand, had no historic roots on the American continent that had a thriving native population before it was colonized by Great Britain, Spain, Holland, France and other European nations half a millennium ago.

The documents that form the content of this book remain at the center of both democracies. They continue to inspire, challenge and confront their citizens and leaders during bad times and good, as they struggle to reach the aspirational goals of the words that began the continuous and never-ending journey on the arc toward justice, equality and liberty. The struggle to achieve these goals never stays won.

There is no end to that eternal struggle, but it must begin somewhere. The documents and books I write about contain the critical words that were so essential to the beginnings of the two democracies I admire. So this book is a labor of love about documents I treasure and the nations that grew out of them. It includes original letters by Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin, Burr, Marshall, and other founders, as well as early copies of the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, Bill of Rights, the Federalist Papers and other founding documents. They also include documents written by Lincoln and others who helped preserve the Union. Pictured in this introduction is a short handwritten letter by the aging former president James Madison regarding the collecting of autographs from signers of the Declaration and Constitution.

Madison’s wife Dolley, along with Adams’s wife Abigail, belong in the pantheon of founding parents. Dolley Madison, a social whirlwind, established the office of First Lady and helped to bridge divides among the Founding Fathers and their partisan followers. Abigail Adams was a fierce abolitionist who spoke out against slavery and wrote compelling letters to her husband’s sometimes rival and friend Jefferson. They were prominent among the women who played roles, often silent and invisible, in our nation’s founding.

The relevant Jewish material includes correspondence between President Washington and the early congregations in Newport and Savannah in which Washington became the first head of state in any country to recognize the equal rights of Jewish citizens.

The Israeli and Zionist documents include first editions of Herzl’s The Jewish State and Pinsker’s Auto-Emancipation, Israel’s Declaration of Independence, as well as letters and xiiibooks by Herzl, Weizmann, Jabotinsky, Begin, Ben-Gurion, Meir, Peres, Sharon, Netanyahu, and other Israeli founders and leaders.

These documents are not only crucial to understanding history. They are a pleasure to read, with their soaring language. And they are beautiful to see, with their elegant handwriting and interesting seals. All in all, the voyage this book takes us on, back to the highly relevant past, will be a treat to the mind and eyes to all who care about the modern democracies that were founded on these profound documents of liberty.

Following this introductory essay, the book will show-photographs of the documents, as well as information about their historic significance and current relevance. All of the documents in this book are part of my collection. A conclusion will look to the future of the nations that were built on these documents.

History speaks, teaches and inspires. My hope is that by bringing these living documents to my readers, this book too will inspire current and future generations to be guided by their profound teachings.

As the United States celebrates 250 years of independence and Israel approaches 80 years, this is a good occasion to celebrate the Founding Fathers and Mother of these nations and their enduring words of inspiration.

[image: A piece of aged paper with cursive handwriting is shown inside a glass case. The letter is dated and signed by James Madison. The writing appears slightly faded but remains clearly visible.]
Original letter from James Madison about collecting signatures of signers of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution
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Part I: The American Experience as Seen Through My Documents of Liberty
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Chapter 1: Inciting a Revolution—Thomas Paine’s Common Sense


The American revolution began with words, was won by swords and muskets, and was completed by additional words. The opening words were written by one of our most controversial founding fathers, Thomas Paine. His essays stirred the spirit of American patriots. As John Adams would later write: “Without the pen of the author of Common Sense, the sword of Washington would have been raised in vain.”

Before the war began, there were many colonists who believed that remaining a part of Great Britain would better serve their interests. These Tories argued against independence and the inevitable military conflict that would follow. Even some of the future leaders of the new republic, such as John Adams and James Madison, were initially hesitant about revolting against the nation from which they and their for-bearers had come. But the words of Thomas Paine, coupled with the repressive actions of King George III, carried the day.

The most influential of Paine’s pamphlets was Common Sense, which adumbrated many of their themes so beautifully articulated several months later by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence. These themes included a catalogue of grievances against the “barbarity” of the King (indeed against all hereditary monarchies), and an appeal to nature’s law: “The laying of a country desolate with fire and sword, declaring war against the natural rights of all mankind…is concern of every man…” It has been estimated that in proportion to population, Common Sense is the bestselling nonfiction work in American history.
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