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Introduction
 In the Four Corners



Okay, here’s what was actually written: “In the four corners of the globe, who reads an American book?” The question came in an essay in the Edinburgh Review in 1820 from the writer and clergyman Sydney Smith. There’s more, of course, in the same vein, “or goes to an American play? or sees an American picture or statue?” But our concern here is books, so we’ll pull the focus tight.

Talk about sore losers! How snotty. How British. Clearly Sydney Smith was deeply stung by a couple of ringing losses to the former colonists, one in the American Revolution and the other in the War of 1812. He probably would have smarted still more had he lived to hear Jimmy Driftwood’s paean to Andrew Jackson, “The Battle of New Orleans.” Still, he was sufficiently annoyed to take refuge in literature, where the upstarts across the pond were in fact only beginning to write books. Virtually everything we think of as American literature still lay in the future. There was a smattering of poems and narratives, mostly personal or historical, dating back to the earliest years of colonization, but little to compare to William Wordsworth or Thomas Gray or Samuel Coleridge in verse or to Henry Fielding or Laurence Sterne in fiction.

Smith’s larger point was that America had, in the thirty or so years of independence, added nothing to the sum of human understanding or, more particularly, English culture. To a great extent, he was right. He was certainly right that no civilized country was built on a system where “every sixth man is a slave,” but that’s an argument for a bit later. And he was substantially correct that very little was being produced in the way of arts and culture, although perhaps mistaken in suggesting that such a shortcoming meant we had squandered all the advantages we had been given by being subjects, “and by no means the most valued subjects” of His Majesty, King George. His point obtains: by 1820, books, plays, and paintings, to say nothing of musical compositions, scientific discoveries, and works of moral philosophy, were not exactly thick on Yankee ground. To which, one must counter with a mature and reasoned response.

So what?

Hey, we had more pressing issues to attend to, such as not starving to death, clearing forests, subduing natives, carving a republic out of bits of contemporary philosophy and very mixed feelings about human nature, building cities and villages out of thin air, embracing the concept of liberty while enslaving fellow humans.

Not all pressing issues, clearly, are created equal.

Creating literature is a leisure activity, rarely undertaken by those for whom food and shelter are at issue. What Americans lacked in the period 1783–1819 in leisure, however, they made up for in energy, enthusiasm, rudimentary learning, and vivid experience. How many miles of road, for instance, was England required to build during those decades? What the snobbish Smith couldn’t know was that this populace he denigrated was on the verge of cutting loose.

Besides, what he probably couldn’t recognize, despite his training in moral philosophy and theology, was that America had already contributed the two most important documents of political philosophy in the history of the world. All of the writers and thinkers Smith adduces in support of his claim of America’s insufficiency, combined, changed the world less than the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. We have sometimes had trouble living up to our two holy documents, and heaven knows, it’s still a struggle. But they’re ours, and they’re amazing in their influence and reach. Much of the rest of the world has looked to them for guidance in seeking liberty, in establishing new governments, in hoping for a better day.

A people who can produce them in their first fifteen years of existence is one to reckon with.

We’ll not, however, dwell on the literary or cultural achievement of the Declaration and Constitution. Rather, we’ll look at books, mostly from later, that helped shape the process they set in motion. Shaped the nation, you might say. I’m one who believes every piece of writing changes something, shapes someone or something beyond itself. Occasionally, that change isn’t positive; there are plenty of scurrilous, vicious, bigoted books and pamphlets, poems and essays, plays and articles in every culture. Most will, like water, seek their own level. I’m much more interested in those that leave a positive trace. You can call it a “Great Books” list if you like, but they may not all be all that great. Some of the artistically finest may not make the cut, having shaped the republic, or the discussion about the republic, somewhat less than some lesser works.

From the beginning of the nation, indeed, even before it, America has been shaped by writing. From Thomas Harriot’s Brief and True Account of the New Found Land of Virginia in 1588 and William Bradford’s history Of Plymouth Colony in 1647, authors have been directing our thoughts about America before any such place even existed. What, then, can we say about those seminal texts of the American Experience. What would a list of those books look like? How could we even compile such a creature?

A list of three hundred books that changed America is easy to compile; one of twenty-five, nearly impossible. The difficulty lies in selection: What criteria does one apply? How is change measured? How significant must the shaping be? If we allow that every book changes something or someone—and it might be a stretch in some instances—then we’re confronted with a continuum of impact. That scarcely helps, since there are no standards of measurement to be applied (change must be this tall to be recognized). What I settled on is the idea of change as something that helps develop the national character, that defines but also in some way directs who and, possibly more importantly, what we are. There are as many ways to construe significance as there are persons judging it. Or more—I have changed my mind numerous times on this subject. For now, though, I want to focus attention on the national story.

Which is to say, the myth of America.

Oh, calm down. By “myth” we do not mean something patently untrue, although parts of it may be. Rather, what is meant here is the body of story that has been constructed over the course of the last two and a half centuries. I have elsewhere defined myth as a body of story that matters; this one matters to the national psyche. What’s in that body of story? Not much. Just everything we think about ourselves, our history, our capabilities, our values, our interests, our most basic principles.

How about an example? I’ll give you two.

What the Reverend Mr. Smith could not foresee—okay, there were mountains he couldn’t foresee, but that’s beside the point—was that those yokels he belittled were about to get busy. And what they would write about was themselves. Almost everyone knows, or thinks they know, a cute little story about a henpecked husband named Rip Van Winkle. To get away from his shrewish wife, he takes to the woods with his dog and his squirrel rifle for a bit of sport. There, he runs into some strange characters who look like early Dutch explorers in archaic dress even for Rip’s day. Some games and a wee bit of drinking take place, and under the influence, our hero takes a little lie-down. When he awakes, twenty years have passed, his gun has rotted and rusted apart, his dog is gone, and he has a beard grown into next week. Things aren’t all bad, though. Despite things in town being strange and slightly suspicious, he’s a free man: Dame Van Winkle has popped a vessel and died during his absence. That’s the part everyone remembers.

Here’s the part they mostly don’t. During that interval, things have changed. There’s been a revolution, the Revolution. The portrait at the inn of George III has been repainted (the accoutrements altered, the face itself untouched) to become George Washington. The flagpole has become a liberty pole, complete with Phrygian cap atop it. Things are a little more disheveled and seedy, but the people are freer to express themselves, more disputatious, more open. Rather than looking far away to solve their problems, they take them in hand, electing their own leaders based on merit, not class. Things are different and not all better, but on the whole, people are happier, more driven to succeed, more characteristically American. The story of Rip Van Winkle was written in 1819, while its author, Washington Irving, was living in England. Go figure.

So, class, what do you think that story is about?

For the other example, you should see the whole thing:

THE VILLAGE BLACKSMITH

Under a spreading chestnut-tree

The village smithy stands;

The smith, a mighty man is he,

With large and sinewy hands;

And the muscles of his brawny arms

Are strong as iron bands.

His hair is crisp, and black, and long,

His face is like the tan;

His brow is wet with honest sweat,

He earns whate’er he can,

And looks the whole world in the face,

For he owes not any man.

Week in, week out, from morn till night,

You can hear his bellows blow;

You can hear him swing his heavy sledge,

With measured beat and slow,

Like a sexton ringing the village bell,

When the evening sun is low.

And children coming home from school

Look in at the open door;

They love to see the flaming forge,

And hear the bellows roar,

And catch the burning sparks that fly

Like chaff from a threshing-floor.

He goes on Sunday to the church,

And sits among his boys;

He hears the parson pray and preach,

He hears his daughter’s voice,

Singing in the village choir,

And it makes his heart rejoice.

It sounds to him like her mother’s voice,

Singing in Paradise!

He needs must think of her once more,

How in the grave she lies;

And with his hard, rough hand he wipes

A tear out of his eyes.

Toiling,– rejoicing,– sorrowing,

Onward through life he goes;

Each morning sees some task begin,

Each evening sees it close;

Something attempted, something done,

Has earned a night’s repose.

Thanks, thanks to thee, my worthy friend,

For the lesson thou hast taught!

Thus at the flaming forge of life

Our fortunes must be wrought;

Thus on its sounding anvil shaped

Each burning deed and thought.

I have a soft spot for this poem, which is the first and almost only I was ever required to memorize in school. It’s by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, our first great poet, the man who gave us “Paul Revere’s Ride” and The Song of Hiawatha and a whole body of work that we think of, properly, as national treasures. It was written a bit later than “Rip,” in 1841. His blacksmith is an idealized figure, with arms like “iron bands.” He is strength and power personified, with his long black hair, his sinewy hands, his tanned face, his mighty hammer blows. He’s also a man completely integrated into the life of his community, right down to the daughter singing in the choir. My favorite part, however, is the autonomy of the smith. Everything he earns is due to his own efforts, so he “looks the whole world in the face, / For he owes not any man.” This is the most perfect expression of the American hope that has ever been written. Beholden to no one but oneself, the individual succeeds or fails on his own merits. No lord of the manor to answer to, no king with absolute power, each man his own king. But it takes effort and hard labor, as he tells us in the closing stanza, where the smithy becomes representative of our collective experience. We hammer out “each burning deed and thought” at the “flaming forge of life,” which is where “our fortunes must be wrought.” It’s your life, Bub, so make something of it. Okay, Longfellow didn’t use “Bub,” but the message is clear enough. Destiny is in front of you. Grab it. Work for it. Forge it for yourself.

Do you suppose Sydney Smith could see all this coming?

To select, from among the thousands of writers and the tens of thousands of books a group of twenty-five is obviously insane. What follows is nobody’s list but my own. It falls to a compiler of such a group to articulate a rationale and probably an apology. I’ll start with the apology, or at least an excuse. One thing I have resisted from the outset is any attempt to make the list definitive. Wallace Stevens has a poem, not widely known, called “The Man on the Dump,” which asks the question, “Where was it we first heard of the truth?” and responds with the answer, “The the.” Besides being hard to say, that reply says something very profound, considering that it contains no words of substance. The difference between “truth,” which is a condition, and “the truth,” which is an absolute, is the presence of the definite article. From the first, I have worked against the notion of a definite article in my title or in my process. These are not the twenty-five books that shaped America, as if they and only they could do the job. Rather, they are simply twenty-five books, out of the multitude that also performed that task, that shaped America. They are illustrative, not definitive.

They also happen to be very, very good books, but not inevitably the best. It may well be that your candidate for the greatest American book is absent. It may even be that mine is. Or even by a given author. I have mostly picked the best books by the writers represented here, but not in all cases. Why? The book I chose offers something that the “greater” book does not.

Back to that rationale. It has several steps to it. For one thing, I elected to focus on works of imaginative literature. That means no self-help, no histories, no memoirs or kiss-and-tells or autobiographies, with two exceptions. Even there, the two I chose have, if not exactly a fictive quality about them, a good deal of imaginative purpose and invention. We do not read Franklin’s Autobiography for its unswerving commitment to the truth, although it contains plenty of truth. Another principle of selection was that I avoided “message” books; that is, those whose overt purpose was to effect social change. There is no doubt that Uncle Tom’s Cabin had a profound effect on American attitudes toward slavery, or that Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle drew important attention to the handling of food in this country. Rather, I have been concerned with a different sort of shaping—that business of myth. And the myth of America is an ongoing conversation where every book brings some addition, some refutation, some contribution to the dialogue. For me, and I hope for you, too, the nature of that dialogue is a source of continuing fascination. Writer A exerts a strong influence on Writer B, who is nevertheless her own strong force and whose work changes what we think about Writer A—and what we think about ourselves. The books I included in this study all make what seem to me important contributions to that story-in-progress that has been going on from the first writings on this new land and will continue as long as we do.

What are the criteria for a book’s eligibility? First, it needs to have been written during the time of our existence, so the Bible and the works of Shakespeare are out. It needs to be a secular, not sacred book. Some arguments are not worth having, some value judgments not worth offering. The author needs to be an American or an extended visitor to these shores, the book’s subject in some way about us. No Tolkien, therefore; no Orwell, and no Solzhenitsyn who, although resident here for a number of years, never really turned his authorial eye on the United States. For that, we should probably be thankful. The book in question can be fiction or nonfiction, prose or poetry. I’m excluding plays as something not read in the first instance. A book has impact by being read. And it has to be something we can care deeply about. I believe the works represented here all have that in common.

Not every excellent book is here, but the books here are excellent. I regret that I only had time and energy for twenty-five. Forty or two hundred would have been about right. Books got left out for all sorts of reasons and sometimes for no reason in particular. My only justification is that the books included are all there for a reason, chiefly that they refused to be left behind.

Perhaps the final irony in all this hubbub that Sydney Smith began lies in the venue in which he published his remarks. He had cofounded the Edinburgh Review some years earlier and had hung around town long enough to edit its first number before taking a church assignment elsewhere. He continued to contribute essays and reviews for many years, including this piece excoriating a former colonial subject in a journal published in Scotland, whose own rebellions against the crown had failed but whose inhabitants chafed against London’s benevolent protection as those ungrateful Americans once had. Scotland has spent much of the same time period since Smith engaged in a similar literary project: what does it mean to be Scottish, to write for Scotland, to shape the idea of Scotland in writing?

For that’s what we’re talking about here: the idea of America. It’s an idea that just might catch on. So who, in the four corners of the earth, reads an American book? Tout le monde, as our French friends would say. All the world. But most importantly, we do. Americans. We’re the most important who, in answer to the good reverend. Our literature travels well and widely. Mark Twain behind the old Iron Curtain. Robert Frost in the British Isles. Hemingway and Steinbeck pretty much everywhere. It also continues to talk to us at home. It has something to offer the world, even more to offer its primary audience. Let’s see what that is.






Chapter One
 Maybe Just a Little Made-Up



The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin

A Field Guide to the American Character (from the inside):

• We Americans are an earnest bunch. Forthright. Honest. Fair. Decent. Truthful. Above all, truthful. Gary Cooper could be our national bird.

• We Americans are a duplicitous lot. Sneaky. Low-down. Willing to say anything. Completely untrustworthy. Untruthful, especially in writing. We should take the presidents off our money and replace them with Truman Capote.

Both statements are true. Except maybe for the bird thing.

What we know for sure is that we can’t trust one another when it comes to nonfiction in general, autobiographies and memoirs in particular. Periodically we get reminders of this. Someone’s Pulitzer Prize–winning series of newspaper articles is revealed as a fraud, the homeless child living on his own or the eighty-seven-year-old granny cooking meth a total fabrication. Or Clifford Irving comes along with a bogus autobiography of Howard Hughes. Or James Frey sets the gold standard with his “memoir” of addiction, A Million Little Pieces, whose chief crime was fooling Oprah Winfrey into believing it. Or Forrest Carter’s The Education of Little Tree, ostensibly a Native American first-person tale, is actually written by Asa Carter, a former Klansman and thoroughgoing racist. Hey, nobody’s perfect.

Okay, then, we get the idea that sometimes factual accounts may be fictive. But what about autobiographies and memoirs that are considered legitimate? Surely they’re true, aren’t they? Depends on what we mean by true. Norman Mailer’s Armies of the Night is somewhat less fictive than The Naked and the Dead, which is a novel, but Armies is very artfully shaped and only loosely attached to fact. Lillian Hellman’s Pentimento, which was the basis of the movie Julia, is quite freely adapted from life. Twain’s nonfiction, from Life on the Mississippi to A Tramp Abroad, would have been seriously inconvenienced by a fact-checker. Same with Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast. And none of them would have been improved by the endeavors of that personage. The problem with the truth is that it’s often not very interesting. We’re far better being guided in our nonfiction by the pronouncement of Twain’s most famous creation, who said of his master that “he told the truth, mainly.” A certain amount of verisimilitude is nice in an autobiography, but not so much as to get in the way of a good story.

You probably think I’m kidding.

Naturally, we’re conflicted. We want a good story, a certain amount of dash and thrill, entertainment with our instruction. The pulp vats are full of books that were too dutiful to the truth, that subscribed too much to Sgt. Joe Friday’s just-the-facts-ma’am school of reporting. At the same time, we’re outraged by transgressions of the Word. How dare he make things up? How dare she take liberties? I think it’s a Protestant thing. No, it doesn’t just afflict Protestants, but that’s where this particular mind-set originates. The energies of the Reformation, from the moment Martin Luther nailed his ninety-nine theses to the door of the cathedral, moved us toward a direct, personal encounter with Holy Writ, which in turn led us to seek to embrace all writing with a determined adherence to the literal truth of the written word. This may explain why so many Americans call themselves “strict constructionists,” even when they can’t remember which parts of their Constitution are actually in the Declaration of Independence. Whatever the Framers said, by golly, is an immutable truth for all people in all ages. When they went from being farmers and planters and shopkeepers and nasty in-fighters and slave-owners and petty squabblers and slavery opponents and tavern habitués to Framers of the Sacred Document, they became infallible. Nice work if you can get it. And we want to treat all writing as some subspecies of the Word, even when it’s written by a lowlife pretending he was an even lower life in a genre where one has to limbo all the way down to get attention.

Clearly, however, people who have inherited this set of values will have some difficulties with autobiography or even with general nonfiction. Because almost everyone is going to pretty things up—or maybe ugly them up, if that’s what the market demands—from time to time. At least, almost everyone has so far. Our earliest documents are highly suspect. Did the colony at Roanoke really look as good as Thomas Harriot portrayed it in 1588 in A Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia? Were the natives really as beautiful, as virtuous, as kindly as he portrayed them? Did they really become that much more warlike by the time Captain John Smith arrived? That much less attractive and civilized? Somebody here is not telling the truth, the whole truth, et cetera. Probably two somebodies. We know that it took Smith nine years to get around to thinking the Pocahontas story was important enough to publish, and that each time he returned to it, the tale got more colorful. So how can we explain this? Harriot was writing a travelogue, an enticement to others to come to this newfoundland. Smith was doing the same, but with a difference; his economic model included moving the natives out to make way for new colonists and larger profits. The process of dehumanizing the locals was under way, and it had very little to do with veracity. The Puritan narratives would continue that process and bring the devil into the mix. At least John Smith didn’t think Satan was involved.

All of this is by way of saying that we shouldn’t expect too much reality in our autobiographies. Not even in our most famous. Especially not in our most famous. I should start by admitting that there was, indeed, a Benjamin Franklin. You can look it up. And that Franklin makes an appearance in The Autobiography. We just can’t tell how much of him is there, which parts are made up, or how to tell the difference. The star of this show is a character by the name of “Benjamin Franklin,” an invention, a literary device, a mechanism for imparting moral instruction. He shares with the historical personage many experiences and acquaintances, a positive outlook and can-do spirit, and a general good humor. He diverges in having the rough edges knocked off, the inconvenient portions ignored.

Actually, there are two creations named Benjamin Franklin at work here. One, as we have discussed, is the character. The other is the narrative presence. He, too, is a fiction, and a most handy one at that. Like every author, Franklin must decide what sort of presence will narrate his tale, and the fact that this particular tale is his own life matters not a whit. Throughout his writing life, Franklin adopted personae, characters who could speak for their author in the tone and manner appropriate to the piece. Of these numerous creations, his favorite was what the late University of Delaware English professor J. A. Leo Lemay called the “ingénu narrator”: less worldly than Franklin really was, slightly surprised at his own actions, perhaps not quite up to speed. This stance, literally speaking, is patent nonsense. No one was speedier than Franklin. Besides, by the time he writes The Autobiography, he is past sixty-five and very worldly, having traveled widely and become what Professor Lemay calls “the most famous and the most politically powerful American in the world.” Yet that bit of nonsense works splendidly for his purposes. It allows him to share in the surprise of his character’s discoveries. It helps him avoid bombast and sentimentality, the bedeviling elements in old men’s memoirs. And it makes him companionable to readers. See, he says, we’re all in this together. Most importantly, it allows him to undertake the central mission of the work, the creation of the myth of Franklin, without seeming to become “mythic.” That strategy is aided by the device of the letter to his son, with which he frames the first sections.

How does this narrative miracle occur? Here’s the beginning. Having just reminded his son that he, Franklin père, has taken pleasure in knowing his own ancestors’ activities, he declares:

Imagining it may be equally agreeable to you to know the circumstances of my life, many of which you are yet unacquainted with, and expecting the enjoyment of a week’s uninterrupted leisure in my present country retirement, I sit down to write them for you. To which I have besides some other inducements. Having emerged from the poverty and obscurity in which I was born and bred, to a state of affluence and some degree of reputation in the world, and having gone so far through life with a considerable share of felicity, the conducing means I made use of, which with the blessing of God so well succeeded, my posterity may like to know, as they may find some of them suitable to their own situations, and therefore fit to be imitated.

It’s all at work here. The elements of the myth—obscure birth, rise to prominence, success and happiness, blessings of heaven (used here as elsewhere chiefly as a means of deflecting charges of boasting or egotism), possibility of instructive lessons to be drawn—are all present and accounted for. There’s the indirect approach to instruction as he comes sidling up, almost indecisive: “my posterity may like to know,” “it may be equally agreeable to you.” I don’t want to force anything on you young people, but if you think it would be worth your while to hear, I’ll say a few words. Would that be okay? Franklin wouldn’t say “okay,” having died about the time of the first recorded use, but you get the idea. But the real beauty of this passage, and of the book as a whole, is the tone. He is familiar, digressive, self-deprecating, avuncular rather than paternal, slightly doting or even foolish, a sort of Polonius minus the insistence. It is an artful performance. There is nothing meandering or doddering about the old man here; he knows exactly where he’s going and how he wants to get there. And it works. We take the companionable old man’s hand as he leads us through the life—or selected highlights, since any modern “life” would come in at six or seven times the length—and take in the lessons he offers.

Including one lesson he hadn’t counted on. I firmly believe Franklin intends us to live as he lived, or at least as he said he lived—frugally, simply, honestly, seizing advantages where they arise but treating others equitably. I’m less sure he foresees us writing as he writes. Does he know that he will become not merely the model for American lives but for American autobiography? Doubtful. But he is. For at least the next century, and perhaps right up to today, no public figure could write his life without the Philadelphia Everyman looking over his shoulder. A hundred years later Henry Adams, in The Education of Henry Adams, employs the ironic, self-deprecating tone, even if he does so in a third-person narrative. He’s less optimistic, more concerned with how he didn’t take up the family business of being president, but in a couple of ways he’s still following the same template.

And what is this story Franklin is telling in such a genial manner? Oh, on some level it’s his story. He’s there in all the scenes. But it’s not “Ben Franklin, individual,” or even “Ben Franklin, future public servant and all-around man.” Rather, it’s “Ben Franklin, representative American.” Or perhaps, “exemplary American.” What Old Ben is really interested in is shaping a version of the American master-story, what we can call the “American myth” if we don’t get hung up on the idea that “myth” means “untruth.” It doesn’t. A myth is simply a body of story that matters. He hoped that this particular story would matter to his future countrymen, that they would organize their lives around the lessons found in it.

Those lessons would have to come from the first two-thirds of his life, since the four parts he managed to complete take him only to 1758 and his failed attempt to petition English authorities for redress of colonial grievances. Their refusal would come back to haunt them, but not in this book. He had outlined a fifth section taking him up to the Treaty of Paris, but death intervened. Strangely, that loss may have strengthened the book thematically. True, we are poorer for not having his account of the momentous events surrounding the Revolution, for not hearing his version of drafting the Declaration of Independence. At the same time, though, that larger political narrative might have swamped the personal tale he does relate. In any event, this one works fine for his purposes and ours. It’s our favorite, the story of an individual’s rise from poverty to affluence and from obscurity to prominence by means of what Saul Bellow will have Augie March call “luck and pluck,” mostly the latter, although he invokes the blessings of Providence often enough for balance. See, he says, you can make a go of it if you try. It’s easy. Be like me.

Perhaps the greatest strategy of The Autobiography is the use of his craft as the conceit or controlling metaphor. The mistakes he wishes us to note particularly he calls his “errata.” Now an erratum is a mistake in editing or printing a document, historically amended by an errata sheet, which, depending on the number of such gaffes, was a single slip of paper with a correction on it or an entire sheet of corrections, added loose-leaf to the book. The practice, alas, has largely vanished from modern publishing. Do not take that as a sign that modern books are inevitably better edited. His errata are a cute device, very tied into his life’s work and interests, from printing to lending libraries to vast reading. They are so much better, however, when considered etymologically. “Erratum” comes from the Latin errare, “to stray.” His follies, then, take the form of straying from his set path. Another writer of the day, I dare say almost any other writer of the day, would emphasize the Latin root. But Franklin is not any other writer. Instead, he goes with the homey, the familiar term of trade to stress his drifting from the marked trail. And he gets it both ways, a word that is both slightly alien and entirely personal. His errata, too, often cut two ways, reflecting poorly on him but not being completely his fault. The first of them occurs when he lends part of Mr. Vernon’s money, which had been entrusted to him for safekeeping, to his friend Collins, who decamped without repayment and was never heard from again. Franklin learns a valuable lesson about borrowing and lending (recalling the advice of Polonius), yet any criminality resides with another; the most he can accuse himself of, or is willing to, would be poor judgment in the matter of friends. And learn he does.

The early portions of the book especially are taken up with lessons in practical morality and right conduct. Franklin, though at the time of writing he had been an intimate of David Hume and other notable philosophers of the day, does not concern himself with the abstract issues of ethics. Instead, rising burgher that he fashions his earlier self to be, he focuses on the sensible and immediate aspects of morality. More than one commentator has noted that he is a pragmatist nearly a century ahead of William James, and he shows that tendency in his famous thirteen virtues:

1. Temperance. Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.

2. Silence. Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation.

3. Order. Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its time.

4. Resolution. Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.

5. Frugality. Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing.

6. Industry. Lose no time; be always employ’d in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.

7. Sincerity. Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, speak accordingly.

8. Justice. Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.

9. Moderation. Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve.

10. Cleanliness. Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation.

11. Tranquility. Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

12. Chastity. Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to dulness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another’s peace or reputation.

13. Humility. Imitate Jesus and Socrates.

This may be the funniest list anyone ever composed. And he knows it. “Imitate Jesus and Socrates.” Really? Under “Humility”? How arrogant is that? My favorite, however, is “Chastity”: rarely use venery but for health or offspring. Define “health,” please. Is mental health included? Which elements of physical well-being are implicated? And that “rarely” is the perfect out: okay, you can cut loose for no reason every once in a while, just so long as you can apply the word “rare” to the occasion. Nearly every item has an out built into it: mostly do this, try not to do that too often, except for these reasons or unless the moon is new. But the best part is the implementation phase. Franklin knows that he can’t achieve goodness all at once, and the effort would be counterproductive, so he will undertake one at a time, beginning at the top, because temperance will make the others easier to achieve. Notice the placement of “Chastity” and “Humility.” That’s just like a man, isn’t it?

At the same time, it really is a great list. If one can master items one through twelve, number thirteen will have pretty well taken care of itself. What it really says is, I wish to become better in terms of all of these virtues that will make me a more productive worker and a better citizen. The list is notably short on church virtues—nothing on faith, hope, or charity. Jesus exists with Socrates as a social exemplar rather than a figure of worship. In some quarters, equating them would be sacrilege, but they share the billing in the Franklin pantheon, and together with the other enumerated virtues, they point to his real belief system. One suspects he would agree with Marx that religion is the opiate of the masses, except that he would append, “and that’s just fine.” But his worship is of something far more modern. We could call it “humanism,” even allowing for the heat the term sometimes generates, but even that doesn’t quite reach the truth. What he really venerates is a society that allows for the maximum development of the individual, where men (and women, to an extent) can rise or fall on their own merits, without the limitations of inheritance or privilege, where men of reason can govern themselves without the interference of monarch or aristocracy, where creativity and the advance of knowledge can flourish without the imposition of Church or untested belief—a society, in other words, that will allow the boy he was to become the Renaissance man he grew into. The society, in fact, he wished us to become.

That desire is the most notable element of The Autobiography and gets at Franklin’s real purpose. We can profitably think of every memoir as serving multiple masters. They typically seek to tell a story, first of all—the story of a life. There’s more than a little self-justification built into the act; it may be defensive or self-aggrandizing or revisionist or purely fictive. They will select the elements for inclusion in order to make the subject look better or worse than or merely different from the original. They may wish to shed light on a social or historical period or movement: this is what people were like at that time, in this place, among the Beat writers, New York Yankees in their heyday, disillusioned communists of the 1950s, or what have you. They may wish to espouse a social or political cause: see what you can accomplish if you only believe X? They may wish to explore the philosophical or theological implications of their existence, or use that existence to demonstrate the superiority of a philosophical or religious position. Or they may wish to change the course of history. In the case of Henry Adams, he wants both to explore the mystery of how he failed to get into the family business of being president and more generally to explore the ways in which the demands of modern life, with its frantic pace (circa 1895), its constant technological innovation, and its social complexity, render the classical education he received at Harvard obsolete. Or in one or two cases, they seek to shape an entire nation, even though that nation does not yet exist at the time of the initial writing. Okay, one. We might stretch the definition to include, just barely, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782), but I don’t think we will. That leaves us with The Autobiography.

Franklin’s writing is uniquely placed to attempt such a conjuring act. When he begins compiling his life in 1771, there are already stirrings of discontent and have been for a number of years, but no one could seriously contemplate a single entity stemming from thirteen fractious colonies, each with its own agenda, its own history with the Crown, and its own suspicions of the other twelve. A visionary, however, would see the possibilities for a common interest and a common future, if only these disparate beings could be made to see the things that unite them. And Franklin is nothing if not visionary. On one level, certainly, we could argue that he attempts to tie us together by creating a template for American success, a sort of composite of How to Win Friends and Influence People and How to Succeed in Business by Really, Really Trying. That emphasis, however, is only part of his program. What he really sets out to do for the first time is to establish an American character, to use the myth of himself as a template for the myth of all of us. We could do worse; he’s not Cotton Mather or Davy Crockett. The goal of his exercise, it seems to me, is unity. Recognizing the virtual impossibility of knitting the colonies together into a cohesive political whole, he goes at the project from the other direction: if we see the elements common to our character (and if he can give that seeing a nudge in the right direction), then maybe we could be made to pursue a common interest or better still, an interest that grows out of that common character.

And what are those qualities of the American character, per Ben? I have extrapolated the following not merely from his list but from the whole of his text and not just from his catalog of cardinal virtues. They are, I think, rather more telling.

1. Independence

2. Enterprise, hustle

3. Honesty, or the appearance thereof

4. Shrewdness, slyness

5. Inquisitiveness, reason

6. Self-reliance, DIY

7. Resentment of authority

8. Skepticism

9. Pragmatism

10. Sociability, equanimity

11. Good humor

12. Generosity of spirit

13. Superiority

Do you suppose it’s an accident that there are thirteen items in that list? Not mine, which is obviously in thrall to the original. His. And how many colonies would there have been? The chief feature of this list of qualities—and feel free to make up your own based on what you see in The Autobiography—is the way it reflects distance from a center. When one lives several weeks away by sea from the seat of authority, of economic stability, of established learning, one must make do with the materials at hand. In this case, the main material at hand was Benjamin Franklin. The more he must rely on his own abilities, the less enthusiasm he has for centralized power, whether it be his father or brother, the great universities, or the British government. If you need it, you design it yourself, which goes for governance as well as tools and mores. Even without a fancy education, he has advantages over most. As a product of the Enlightenment, he believes that reason can be applied to most problems and that questions are made to be answered. The source of stock answers lies thousands of miles away, so intellectual self-reliance was not merely desirable but essential.

He’s scientific, but rarely in an abstract way. Even his experiments with lightning are performed with an eye toward useful applications, or at least a better understanding in order to prevent calamities. In general, however, his interests in scientific matters could better be expressed as interest in technological advancement. His is the country, after all, where the development of fighter jets that can land and take off vertically are hailed as great innovations but explorations of the history of the universe are largely regarded as boondoggles.

More important than his scientific interests, in the long run, are his views on the individual in society. On the one hand, he’s fiercely independent, taking marching orders from no authority. On the other, he is a determined communalist. He’s constantly setting up schemes for collective personal improvement. There is the Junto, which may well have been America’s first reading group, in which tradesmen get together to discuss significant works of contemporary thought. There’s the lending library, and while it is by subscription rather than truly public, the concept underwrites every public library in the country. These developments are absolutely typical of Franklin: improve society by improving the individual, increase the individual’s chances by making society run more smoothly. Which is what it’s all about. Prosperity. Opportunity. Advancement. Order is more conducive to prosperity than chaos, amicability than enmity. Is it selfish? Perhaps.

And what is most conducive to prosperity? Pragmatism. Principle with an out clause, of which Franklin is the master:

I believe I have omitted mentioning that, in my first voyage from Boston, being becalm’d off Block Island, our people set about catching cod, and hauled up a great many. Hitherto I had stuck to my resolution of not eating animal food, and on this occasion consider’d, with my master Tryon, the taking every fish as a kind of unprovoked murder, since none of them had, or ever could do us any injury that might justify the slaughter. All this seemed very reasonable. But I had formerly been a great lover of fish, and, when this came hot out of the frying-pan, it smelt admirably well. I balanc’d some time between principle and inclination, till I recollected that, when the fish were opened, I saw smaller fish taken out of their stomachs; then thought I, “If you eat one another, I don’t see why we mayn’t eat you.” So I din’d upon cod very heartily, and continued to eat with other people, returning only now and then occasionally to a vegetable diet. So convenient a thing it is to be a reasonable creature, since it enables one to find or make a reason for everything one has a mind to do.

It’s a lofty precept. Not a bad inclination. And a wonderful justification. If the fish eat one another, what business have I to be better than they are? “So convenient a thing it is to be a reasonable creature,” indeed. Convenient is hardly the word. Reason, evidently, is much aided by cornmeal and hot fat. And a pinch of salt. If that’s not an American position, there has never been one. Morality, like all things, is best in moderation.






Chapter Two
 A Man, a Plan, a Flintlock



The Last of the Mohicans

Okay, we might as well get this out of the way right off the top: Mark Twain is absolutely right. James Fenimore Cooper’s offenses against literature, taste, and the English language, Yankee subsection, are many and serious. But here’s his most serious crime: he won’t go away, won’t allow himself to be forgotten or ignored. There are a hundred reasons he ought to absent himself from the public sphere, only one or two why he stays. Those one or two will always win.

Reasons against? Ponderousness. Stilted language. A certain creakiness in the joints. Pretty much everything Twain said, plus a couple. Here’s a classic of undermining the thrill of a fight scene, Cooperstyle. Remember if you can that this is a deadly battle between armed experts:

The battle was now entirely terminated with the exception of the protracted struggle between “Le Renard Subtil” and “Le Gros Serpent.” Well did these barbarous warriors prove that they deserved those significant names which had been bestowed for deeds in former wars. When they engaged, some little time was lost in eluding the quick and vigorous thrusts which had been aimed at their lives. Suddenly darting on each other, they closed, and came to the earth, twisted together like twining serpents, in pliant and subtle folds. At the moment when the victors found themselves unoccupied, the spot where these experienced and desperate combatants lay could only be distinguished by a cloud of dust and leaves, which moved from the center of the little plain toward its boundary, as if raised by the passage of a whirlwind.

What’s that? You think maybe the secret lies in dialogue rather than narrative? Okay, but remember, you asked for it:

“I tell you, Uncas,” said the former, as Heyward joined them, “you are wasteful of your powder, and the kick of the rifle disconcerts your aim! Little powder, light lead, and a long arm, seldom fail of bringing the death screech from a Mingo! At least, such has been my experience with the creatur’s. Come, friends: let us to our covers, for no man can tell when or where a Maqua will strike his blow.”

There. Satisfied? Mingo and Maqua are alternative names, from the Delawares and the Dutch, for the Iroquois. And they may be the most natural thing in Natty’s speech. “Seldom fail of bringing the death screech”? Really? There’s a stiffness in every speech in the novel, which is full of unnatural, convoluted, and “written” locutions. Even allowing for the passage of time, no human ever spoke the language of a Leatherstocking character. This failing, of course, is one of Twain’s chief complaints against Cooper, but then, what would you expect one of the great champions of dialogue to think of one of the also-rans?

Here’s what Twain, who occasionally committed something like art, actually says about The Deerslayer, although the criticisms are largely applicable to The Last of the Mohicans, too:

A work of art? It has no invention; it has no order, system, sequence, or result; it has no lifelikeness, no thrill, no stir, no seeming of reality; its characters are confusedly drawn, and by their acts and words they prove that they are not the sort of people the author claims that they are; its humor is pathetic; its pathos is funny; its conversations are—oh! indescribable; its love-scenes odious; its English a crime against the language.

Twain is absolutely right about everything he finds appalling in Cooper, with the exception of Natty’s sidekick’s name, which is not really “Chicago.” He’s also hilarious. This has been one of my favorite pieces of writing since I was eighteen years old and is the chief reason why I come with so much resistance to reading Cooper. If you love language, love narrative grace, love prose style, Cooper offends every part of your literary sensibility.

So why can’t we live without him? How did his most famous creation come to define us? Why, when the doughboys disembarked on French soil to help win the Great War, were they met with cries of “It is the spirit of Natty Bumppo”?

The answer is remarkably simple: because Cooper works. For all his stylistic infelicities, all the things that make it hard to get to the bottom of the page, he keeps us turning that page to get to the next.

His characterization may be clunky, but he takes those wooden figures and sets them in motion in ways that compel our attention. When the novel’s villain, Magua, fails to convince the Delawares to hand over all the whites to his keeping, he at least succeeds in retaining the one captive he personally brought to their custody, the doomed Cora. We watch for pages as he works rhetorical magic on a tribe who normally are his rivals, winning them over with crafty slogans and gifts of stolen trinkets, taken during a recent massacre. It’s a meta-performance, really: we watch him not merely giving the speech but watching himself give it, satisfied both with the effects and with his cleverness at bringing the effects about. Soon enough, we watch him, lacking railroad tracks to tie her to, raise the knife above poor Cora again and again, teasing out the suspense to the last moment, when an attack by the heroic, if equally doomed, Uncas drives him off, leaving it to an assistant to deliver the coup de grâce. The fight scene between Magua and Uncas, from the latter’s heroic leap in attempting to save Cora to his death under Magua’s knife, from Magua’s desperate effort to escape Hawkeye’s wrath to his fall to destruction, reads like a screenplay fight scene. It is at such moments that Cooper is most like modern action writers; allowing for insertions of stilted phrasings, it could appear in any thriller of the last twenty years. Indeed, the narrative of action has changed perhaps least of all narrative conventions since Homer. A look at fight sequences in The Iliad, The Last of the Mohicans, For Whom the Bell Tolls, Goldfinger, and The Da Vinci Code will establish how very little conventions have shifted in three thousand years. In Cooper’s case, these sequences are when the books come most alive. The thirty pages or so from the war dance of Uncas to the death of Magua, in sharp contrast to so much of the book, are masterful.

Those deaths point to another, less savory aspect of Cooper: the treatment of race. It’s not that he is particularly bigoted; indeed, rather the opposite. By his lights, or those of his time, he’s pretty open-minded. His research for his novels included reading the best studies of Native cultures he could find, and that research typically shows up in the novels as serious and even appreciative depictions of their customs. In this book, both the rituals of preparation for battle and the burials of Cora and Uncas are treated intelligently and sensitively. We feel the seriousness of the rites not only for the participants but also for the author. And in Chingachgook and Uncas we have the originals of the “noble savage” archetype that so bedevils us to this time in print and on film. We see Uncas’s nobility repeatedly, particularly when he gives himself up in his failed attempt to save Cora. Even so, half of that appellation is troubling: they are savages. They are the Other writ large; however useful they may prove to be, they remain beyond the pale, figures of the wilderness who cannot be tamed. The “bad” Indians are, of course, much worse. Magua is simply a figure of pure evil. There is no nasty trick or wickedness of which he is not capable. The slaughter of the innocents that he oversees and likely instigates outside Fort William Henry is brutal in the extreme, wantonly bloodthirsty, and, well, savage. He thinks nothing of kicking his opponent when he’s down, stabbing Uncas, not yet recovered from a fall, in a situation that is clearly unfair. You would never see Natty Bumppo do that.

The message is clear: they are not like us. They don’t have our values. Our honor. Our respect for human life. Stop me if you’ve heard this before. Your version will substitute maybe the North Vietnamese, the Japanese, the Soviets, the Chinese and North Koreans, or whatever group can fill in the blank at the moment. I am in possession of postcards from a great-uncle who served in the Canadian Expeditionary Force in World War I and who uses those phrases exactly to describe the iniquities of the Germans. He was a sniper. Somewhere in Germany a Thomas Mueller no doubt has in his closet postcards saying nearly identical things about the Canadians.

But we can’t blame poor old Cooper. Or not too much. His chief literary offense is writing BW—Before Walt. American letters divides very neatly at 1855, with the publication of a book almost no one noticed. Oh, there were a few. Ralph Waldo Emerson up in Cambridge headed a few nice words toward Trenton. And there was this impossibly tall, lanky, obscure lawyer out in Springfield, Illinois, who sometimes summoned his clerks to his office to hear a choice passage. The rough-hewn, unschooled but widely read Lincoln must have been attracted to the earthy populism of Whitman, but he was one of the few who caught on. Even despite its limited initial appeal, Leaves of Grass changed everything, separating the things American literature might have become from the thing it did. It made possible Twain with his caustic appraisal of Cooper. Hemingway and Faulkner. Kerouac and Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti. Langston Hughes and Louise Erdrich. Edna St. Vincent Millay and Dorothy Parker. Heck, probably even Mickey Spillane, although he’s a lot to blame on the patron saint of American writing. And one of the things Whitman makes impossible, as you will have guessed, is Cooper. AW, After Walt, there can be no Leatherstocking tales, or at least not with this cautious, clunky, quasi-British prose.

Our book, however, is not A, but decidedly B, W. The year is 1826, and there is no hint in the air that a Whitman could exist. It’s a mere six years after the egregious Sydney Smith offered his snotty assessment of American writing. The Last of the Mohicans constitutes a major part of the first return salvo.

The other saving grace of Cooper and answer to our earlier questions: he’s mythic. One unstated objection of Twain’s is that Cooper is not a realist. Of course he’s not. He’s a romantic at bottom, and the heart of romance is myth. The late, great Northrop Frye would have us understand that all literature is descended from the source in what he calls “displacement of myth.” The first level of displacement—that is, the mode of literature that is closest to the original—is romance, which includes the great epics and stories, from The Iliad to Batman, ghost tales, horror tales, vampire tales, and, well, you get the idea. What you’ll notice about this group is that verisimilitude—fidelity to everyday life—is not high on the punch list: characters stylized, action a little over the top, heroes better and villains slightly worse than persons we might actually know (or be), and meaning heavily symbolic or metaphorical. Romance is perhaps the dominant mode in classic American literature, what with the quest narratives, monomaniacs chasing white whales, lunatics shunning sin by moving to caves or donning black veils. If we’re going to persist in talking about American books, I have but one thing to say:

Get used to it.

And romance is just the place for creating mythic figures doing mythic things. Like carving “civilization” out of the wilderness. Like showing us what a hero looks like, a real, American, sprung-from-the-soil, lethal-weapon-with-leggings, bona fide hero. And for a guy who never marries, he has a lot of offspring. Shane. The Virginian. The Ringo Kid. The Man with No Name. Just think how many actors would have had no careers without Natty Bumppo. Gary Cooper. John Wayne. Alan Ladd. Tom Mix. Clint Eastwood. Silent. Laconic. More committed to their horse or buddy than to a lady. Professional. Deadly. In his Studies in Classic American Literature, D. H. Lawrence waxes prolix on Natty’s most salient feature: he’s a killer. And so are his offspring. This hero can talk, stiltedly to be sure, but prefers silence. He appreciates female beauty but is way more committed to his canoe or his business partner (his business being death and war) or, most disturbingly, his long rifle, Killdeer. Dr. Freud, your three-o’clock is here. Like those later avatars, he is a wilderness god, part backwoods sage, part cold-blooded killer, part unwilling Prince Charming, part jack-of-all-trades, but all man. Here’s how his creator describes him: “a philosopher of the wilderness, simple-minded, faithful, utterly without fear, yet prudent.” A great character, no doubt, but hardly a person. A paragon. An archetype. A miracle. But a potentially real person—not so much.

I use the word “god” advisedly here, for that’s what he is: a mythic creature of the woods who can only exist there, who commands our awe, even our reverence
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